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  PROLOGUE




  ‘Happy people exist, don’t they?’




  TOM




  I was halfway up a hill on the second lap of the National Cross Country Championships, deep in a ding-dong battle against three skinny men with legs like pipe-cleaners,

  when the thought lodged immovably in my brain: I wasn’t happy enough.




  It wasn’t the sleet blowing across London’s Parliament Hill like a storm of tiny tacks, or the shin-deep mud that shackled my legs, or the sick feeling that was spreading from

  stomach to throat to teeth. I was used to that, and usually revelled in it. No. This was something else, something more fundamental. And it wouldn’t go away.




  The leaders accelerated over the brow of a hill, mottled arse-cheeks exposed by their flapping shorts like obscene semaphore. I tried to block out the distress signals. This sort of thing had

  always mattered to me – having someone to beat, a time to aim for, another race to win. The podium was out of reach, but I could still finish in the top third.




  I slid down a steep slope and began the brutal climb at the start of the third lap. With each slippery stride, the self-doubt spread like mould. My mouth was full of mud, my head full of

  negativity. Something was horribly awry. I wanted to be somewhere else. And I wanted to be Ben Dirs.




  It shouldn’t have made any sense. Ben and I were bosom buddies for many reasons, but partly because we each filled the gaps the other had left. I did sit-ups; he did sit-downs. I

  scheduled; he shambled. I had decathlons for breakfast; he had Double Deckers.




  While I was slogging round the National Cross Country Championships, he had also been busy – blowing his last £700 on the high times and low-life of Las Vegas. Not for him simple

  concepts like clean living and competition. Ben thought cardio was a small town in Sicily, and that a chest-press was something that got you thrown out of a lap-dancing club.




  Vegas was his favourite week of the year, an annual extravaganza of decadence and duty-free cigarettes, of nights so unforgettably inebriated that he could never remember them, of outlandish

  tales featuring faked backstage passes for Barry Manilow shows and calamitous pursuits of the cutest of croupiers. Under normal circumstances I would have settled for vicarious kicks. On a night

  out with him the hours before 1 a.m. were always a joy, the ones after increasingly hazardous. Like the co-pilot on a plane spiralling out of control, you had to know when to grab the last

  parachute and leap to safety.




  These, however, were no ordinary times. As I waited for him outside the Wetherspoons at Liverpool Street station a week after my cross-country crisis, I felt so unsettled that I could barely be

  bothered complaining that he was two hours late, or that we’d had to meet at a pub in a train station to reduce the chances of him getting lost en route.




  The malaise hadn’t ended with the race on Parliament Hill. There was more to this than mere sport. At night I’d been unable to sleep, beset by bouts of melancholic self-examination;

  during the day I’d struggled to get off the sofa, watching endless re-runs of programmes I hadn’t cared about the first time around and flicking futile v-signs at the clamouring

  commercials in between. I’d always considered myself an upbeat individual, yet on a brief ten-minute cycle to the shops I’d called three different van-drivers something unpleasant and

  biologically unlikely. Why was I feeling this way?




  Ben looked unwell, which was no great surprise. When required to rise before midday he had the ability to make police dogs whimper and horses rear up on their hind legs. ‘Nightmare,’

  he coughed, red-eyed and bemused. ‘Trains were all messed up. Some nutter lobbed himself under the fast one from Southend. Had to get a coach in and then walk from Bethnal Green. Went the

  wrong way out the station and ended up in Bow. I’ve just got off the bus.’




  It was the classic Dirs travel tale. So many times had someone thrown themselves onto the tracks at Seven Kings as he was about to start his journey that I was beginning to suspect the existence

  of a shadowy suicide cult in the London-Essex borders. I’d been to Romford for nights out, and admittedly it was bad – but if you did want to kill yourself, you didn’t have to go

  to the train station. Brush someone with your elbow in Brannigans and they would do it for you. By the time you made it to the station you were a mere £6 day single away from a better life

  – the sunlit uplands of Wickford, the land of milk and honey that is Rayleigh. Why end it all at that point?




  Even considering his epic journey and the fact that he was up before 3 p.m. he seemed unexpectedly downbeat. After half an hour of stolid silence, a packet of scampi fries lay untouched in front

  of him. His lager, unsupped and unwanted, evaporated slowly alongside.




  ‘Good times?’ I said, leaning forward eagerly. ‘Big nights? I wish I’d been there. Where’d you go – that place with actual canals running through it? Or the

  charming little local bar you were telling me about – what was it called again?’




  ‘Hooters.’ He shook his head mournfully. ‘Didn’t work. I felt miserable before I’d even left home. I got drunk and just felt worse.’




  ‘In Vegas? How? Why this time?’




  ‘The sun never stopped shining. There were ladies everywhere, and I was in one of the few places in the English-speaking world where my name didn’t make people laugh themselves

  stupid. But I just felt rubbish, run down, clapped out. We saw Tony Bennett. Even he had more spring in his step than me, and I thought he’d been dead ten years.’




  I grimaced. Earlier that morning I had made one final attempt to exercise my way back to contentment. Eight lengths into a 3,000m swim-set, I had abandoned it mid-stroke, climbed out of the pool

  and walked slowly back into the changing-room muttering ‘No mas,’ under my breath like a Speedo-sponsored Roberto Duran.




  ‘I’ll be honest with you,’ said Ben. ‘I’m a state. I wake up most mornings and feel ill. Too many fags, not enough exercise. By the time I feel better it’s

  time to make myself ill again. I worked out the other day that I hadn’t eaten a piece of fruit for two months. And I’m not sure Picnic bars really count.’ He slumped forward until

  his forehead rested on the table. ‘I should be happier than this.’




  ‘Me too. I used to be able to find pleasure in almost anything. I was convinced I’d got it right. Not any more.’




  ‘Last night I had a stand-up row with the telly. Newsnight was on. I’d been shouting at Paxman for five minutes before I realized what I was doing. That’s not

  healthy.’




  Maybe there was another problem. The previous November our year-long mission to be crowned world champions at something – anything – had finally drawn to an emotional conclusion.

  Nothing had quite felt right ever since.




  In some ways it was to be expected. There’s very little else in life that can match the high-octane drama of the World Wife-Carrying Championships, the medieval brutality of the World

  Shin-Kicking Championships or the gripping slow-motion spectacle that is the final of the World Snail-Racing. When I had been crowned the first ever World Ubogu champion (an idiosyncratic yet

  addictive sport involving the repetition of Victor Ubogu’s surname as many times as possible in a single breath), I’d expected my life to be transformed for ever more. Instead,

  allegations of underhand tactics dogged me on the internet.




  Strangers confronted me in pubs, wanting to take me on at Uboguing when I was ill-prepared and out of training. Rumours circulated of a breakaway organization from the World Ubogu Federation

  which, since Ben and I were both WUF’s founding members and its joint chief executives, raised difficult questions about the loyalty of life president and inspiration, Mr Victor Ubogu. As the

  days slipped by without a single commercial endorsement or under-dressed groupie landing on my doormat, the pride and sense of achievement had gradually been succeeded by disillusionment and

  emptiness.




  ‘Let’s take stock,’ I said. ‘I’m unhappy. You’re unhappy. This can’t go on.’




  ‘Something needs to be done,’ said Ben. ‘I used to celebrate my birthdays. Now I mourn them.’




  ‘If this was the Victorian era, we’d be considered middle-aged. If this was the Middle Ages, we’d be dead.’




  ‘By our stage in life, Captain Cook had discovered Australia. Yuri Gagarin had been into space and back. Eric Bristow had won five world darts titles. But where are we?’




  Was there consolation to be taken in our love lives? For very different reasons, I feared not. I’d been stepping out with a charming ladyfriend for two years but was so ambivalent about

  permanent allegiance that I had spurned her repeated offers of co-habitation in favour of sharing a rented house with a self-employed equine photographer called Rupert.




  I was no emotional or intellectual Neanderthal. Rupert’s regular Tuscan-influenced barbecues were a magnet for the brightest, most inquisitive minds in Hammersmith and Baron’s Court.

  Almost nothing was off-limits at those glittering soirées. My reluctance to move in with Sarah was more about a mixture of logic and fear. Could you really guarantee that your favourite dish

  of today would still be your favourite in thirty years’ time? What if her tastes changed too? Was there a more certain way to make a woman cry than compare her to a lightly grilled trout?




  Ben had the opposite problem. Two years? If his dalliances stretched to two dates he considered it a success. Every time I saw him he had a fresh tale of woe to recount. The real problems

  started when even the recounting became impossible. Filled with the desire to direct her matchmaking urges somewhere more fruitful, Sarah had sent Dirsy on a blind date with one of her old friends

  from college. The first piece of feedback was promising. ‘Serious sauce-pot,’ read a text from Ben at 9.30 p.m. on the big night. ‘Drinks like a prop forward. Smile that could

  detonate a bridge. It’s on.’




  The second update was less encouraging. The only part of the night Ben could remember the next day was leaving an exotic cabaret with her at five in the morning. Still, if they’d got that

  far, it must have been good, no?




  No. A day later he had sent her a knockabout text, asking if she fancied another meet-up. Her reply had been unequivocal: ‘Never contact me again.’




  Sarah had tried phoning the friend. Again and again she found her calls directed to voicemail. Eventually another text came through. ‘Moving overseas. Nothing to discuss. Goodbye.’

  ‘I don’t understand,’ Ben had said mournfully. ‘I thought it had potential.’




  I looked down at the £1.29 Wetherspoons pints sitting on the table between us, and then around the pub. There was no natural daylight and only the most unnatural of smells, most of them

  coming from the Morning Mist air fresheners parked under every table. The barman had the complexion of a vampire. In the corner, an old boy wearing slippers sat alone with two bottles of

  Château Merde. What were we doing? Where were we going? Suddenly, it was all too clear.




  ‘It doesn’t have to be like this,’ I said, something snapping inside. ‘Feeling miserable. Confused. Bitter.’




  ‘You’re right. We might have got it wrong. But that doesn’t mean everyone else has.’




  At the bar, a large woman immersed in the horoscope pages of her celebrity gossip magazine absentmindedly picked her nose. The chalkboard offered Curry In A Hurry for £3.99 and six shots

  of bubblegum-flavoured vodka for a fiver. Stick or twist. There was no decision to make, not anymore.




  ‘Happy people exist, don’t they?’




  ‘Of course. I’ve seen them.’




  ‘Someone, somewhere, has the secret.’ I sat up slowly. ‘Let’s go out there and discover what it is.’




  A fresh start. A journey into the unknown. A two-man mission to find the one thing we all want more than anything else: happiness.




  No more moping about. No more wishing the days away and then wondering where the years had gone. No more settling for second best and cynicism and the long slow slide into apathy and

  disappointment.




  There was an unfamiliar stirring of excitement in my guts. ‘Captain Cook. No one thought Australia existed, but he set out to find it. Gagarin. Saw the stars and took aim.’




  ‘Bristow. Smashed Dave Whitcombe all over the Lakeside for a hat-trick of titles, but still went looking for more.’




  ‘So why shouldn’t we?’




  I tried to keep calm. What we were suggesting would take time and great sacrifice. We would have to seek out sages, gather at the feet of gurus, meditate with mystics. Wherever there was the

  sweet smell of happiness and the promise of answers, there we must go.




  Or must we? We were getting carried away. We couldn’t just leave our lives behind and go gallivanting round the globe. All right, we didn’t have mortgages to worry about – we

  didn’t own so much as a doormat between us. House prices had spiralled so far out of our reach that a one-bedroom maisonette in the Bermondsey/Camberwell borders had taken on the unattainable

  glow of a maharaja’s turreted palace. But there were our jobs as cricket text commentators. Our jobs that saw us unable to afford those bijou concrete boxes. Our jobs that owed us weeks of

  holiday time. Our jobs that would shortly be relocating hundreds of miles away to a part of the country that had plenty of rain and none of our friends.




  There was nothing holding us back. There was everything pushing us forward.




  ‘Tommy, it’s time to roll the dice,’ said Ben. ‘We might end up with a one. I don’t care. We’re losing the game anyway. We might roll a six.’




  ‘We might have to do things we’d never ordinarily do, hang out with people we’d never go near. We’ll both have to change.’




  ‘We both want to change. Farewell preconceptions, hello explorations.’




  I looked at Ben. He looked at me. Something unusual stirred in his eyes – energy, vigour, the ability to focus. We picked up our pints and smiled for the first time in months.




  ‘To the karma chameleons.’




  ‘To happiness, wherever we may find it.’




  We raised our glasses and touched them together. ‘Is there a doctrine in the house?’ I asked cheerily.




  Ben winked. ‘Get your toothbrush, Tommy. We’re hitting the road again . . .’




  

     

  




  1. MONEY




  ‘To the palm tree, guv, Frond D . . .’




  BEN




  I’ve got a £400,000 yacht back in the marina and some Cristal champagne chilling on ice back at the bar. How can this possibly go wrong? Nice and cool, Dirsy,

  nice and cool.




  ‘Choppy, isn’t it?’ I say to the peachy blonde girl looking wistfully out to sea, trying desperately not to sound like Tony Curtis in Some Like It Hot. She smiles almost

  imperceptibly. Strike that, she doesn’t smile at all, just continues to look wistfully out to sea. I persevere: ‘Of course, I know about these things – I’ve got a 40-footer

  back in the marina.’ There is a sudden flicker of acknowledgement and my heart begins to take flight. Then she turns to me, comes over all inquisitive and says: ‘I think I know you from

  somewhere – didn’t you used to play badminton with my dad?’




  Tom made me do it. The Cristal made me do it. Dubai made me do it. Preposterous, outrageous, insane Dubai, where anything is possible, or so I thought. We had to come here, too many people said

  so. Or at least my housemate said so.




  ‘You’re hunting for happiness?’ said Dave. ‘Well you’re going to have to investigate money. What about Dubai?’ The problem was, I didn’t know anyone in

  Dubai. ‘Yeah you do,’ insisted Dave, ‘remember Stef, used to work for Conti Catering, he’s over there now.’ I did remember Stef, dear old Stef, one of the finest

  potato-peelers Conti Catering had ever known.




  ‘I’m looking for someone a bit more upmarket than a potato-peeler,’ I said.




  ‘Potato-peeling’s in the past,’ said Dave. ‘He’s minted now, got a massive boat and everything.’




  And that’s how we ended up in Dubai, the moral of the story being: never look down on the humble potato-peeler, or any menial kitchen worker for that matter – one day, he could be

  where you want to get to.




  Since the invention of money, philosophers, gurus, religious men and drunk men down the pub have been wrestling with the link, or otherwise, between material gain and happiness. Indeed, money

  has been around for so long that it’s impossible for us humans to imagine a world without it: we work for money, we live on money, we spend money, we give money, we save money, we waste

  money, we wage war with money, we wage war over money, we rule by money, we keep people in their place with money, we show off with money, and money is no less important for a poor man than it is

  for a rich man. In recent decades, studies and research papers have spewed forth from some of our finest academic institutions – Harvard, Princeton, Luton – all attempting to answer

  that age-old question: does money make us happy? Or does it only succeed in making us more miserable?




  Dubai. It’s as if God dropped his Meccano set in the middle of the desert and could only be bothered to clear half of it up. Buildings thrusting upwards at peculiar angles; twisted

  buildings, buildings that look like the sails of a ship, buildings that look like armadillos, even some buildings that look like buildings.




  ‘It’s like all the architects of the world have converged on this one place, unzipped their trousers and flopped their chaps on the table,’ noted an awestruck Tom as we made

  our way from the airport.




  And there in the middle of it all, seemingly stretching every sinew in an attempt to extricate itself from the absurdity below, is the Burj Khalifa, without doubt the most flabbergasting

  man-made object either of us had ever clapped eyes on. Standing 828m high, its 20-acre base planned like a 6-leaf desert flower, the Burj Khalifa is more than 300m higher than the previous highest

  building in the world, the Taipei 101, and is either the ultimate monument to the madness of the United Arab Emirates or one almighty middle-fingered salute to the naysayers, a ‘fuck you,

  we’ll be just fine’. Whichever it is, the logical next step in this round of architectural willy-waving is to erect a building in the shape of an almighty cock and balls, perhaps

  reaching 829m high by dint of some neon ejaculate exploding into the sky.




  We met Stef in the Meridien Hotel in the Dubai Marina at noon, having flown through the night. ‘First I’ll show you around the boat,’ said Stef, ‘and then, if you like,

  we can do a bit of skiing.’ I was so tired I thought I must be hearing things. Did he really just say skiing? ‘It’s got five slopes and a black run,’ said Stef.

  ‘Everything here’s the biggest in the world, they can’t handle it if it’s not the biggest in the world . . .’




  Stef ’s boat, while not the biggest in the world, had three double bedrooms, three toilets, two showers, a fully fitted kitchen, a living room, not to mention acres of space on top for

  sunbathing, boozing and generally messing about. But such luxury apparently has its downside, and I’m not just talking about the two-foot gap between the marina boardwalk and the boat, which

  I imagined after a Mojito or three would look more like fifteen yards.




  ‘They say your two favourite days owning a boat are the day you buy it and the day you sell it,’ said Stef as we supped on a beer on deck. ‘It was way bigger than I should have

  bought and I couldn’t even sail it at first, but I just went balls out. We’ve had some good times on it though, and I suppose buying it was symbolic of having made it to a certain

  extent. But I envy people who stay on it or go out on it and are able to say “bye!” and leave you to deal with the whole thing. Having the boat and certain possessions can actually

  weigh you down and once you’re over the thrill of owning it it’s luggage, crap you’ve got to deal with.’




  Stef, who spent most of his formative years in Dubai, can remember when the marina wasn’t a marina at all, just men fishing with nets off the sides of antique boats, and when the dunes of

  the Arabian Desert jutted right up against the waters of the Persian Gulf. But when he returned at the age of twenty-eight, the place was already slipping into turbo nutter mode.




  ‘The happiest I’ve ever been was probably when I first came back here. I wanted to start my own business because I never found myself in a job I actually enjoyed, and I wasn’t

  making very much money either. So the most happiness I got was at the beginning when I made 50 grand, and I thought, “I’ve got something in the bank now, I don’t have to

  worry.” I moved into internet marketing, I bought a property and it went up in price, then I sold it and put it back in the business and it went from there. Then all of a sudden I was earning

  more than I could ever imagine. I was 28, living in a bachelor villa, work was easy, not a care in the world. Parties all the time, they were the good days.’




  TOM




  Was there an optimum income where you had enough not to worry but not so much that you had to work yourself into the ground to get there? As we sprawled on the deck of

  HMS Hubris and listened to the clatter of the helicopters shuttling overhead, I wondered where Ben and I stood on the scales of success.




  Shoes, shirts and shorts. We had the basics covered, but beyond that it got a little sketchy. The property boom had passed us by; if it hadn’t been for my flatmate Rupert’s

  munificence, I would have been sofa-surfing my way round the extended Fordyce family’s spare rooms. I had four bikes, which was almost certainly unnecessary, and Ben had a Pisaesque tower of

  Visa receipts that both baffled and depressed him. If there was one thing worse than spending too much cash in too many late-night bars, it was that the only memory you had of it was a small scrap

  of printed paper with your banjaxed signature scrawled on the bottom.




  Our sole substantial investment? Our just-about mobile home during our world championship quest the previous year: the Champervan. A 1981 Bedford CF, as heavy as a house and only slightly

  faster. Just hearing its name made us feel nauseous. It took a special kind of fool to part with £2,000 for the world’s worst campervan in the first place, but our luck with it had

  defied belief. Tyres had burst. Brakes had not just failed but fallen off. Batteries had gone flat and squirrels died in the open-roofed shower. Eventually we had forgotten to renew its road tax

  and woken up to find it being towed to a car-pound in Southend, but even then it had refused to go. Such was the weight of its twenty-eight-year-old chassis that it had snapped the crane of the

  removal truck. Faced with a £100-a-day fee for storage by the seaside, we had shelled out for the tax and had it brought back to the Dirs family front lawn in Brentwood, Essex, where

  Ben’s mum could look at it with disgust from every room in the house. Still, our chequered financial records did at least allow us to view the monetary maelstrom that was Dubai with an

  element of impartiality.




  ‘Registration plates are a big deal over here,’ Stef told us. ‘The lower the number, the more important you are. Cut up someone with three digits or less and you’re in

  big trouble.’ Cut them up in the Champervan and they’d probably die of embarrassment.




  We climbed back into Stef ’s sleek Mercedes and cruised along the coast, cranes teetering on top of skyscrapers that other cranes were still constructing. Vast advertising hoardings

  loomed out of the dusty desert air. ‘The path to happiness,’ proclaimed one, ‘is the new pay-as-you-go mobile package from Etisalat.’ Across the eight-lane highway was an

  enormous portrait of a sheik, staring straight-faced into the distance. Did he use pay-as-you-go? Something about his gold tooth made me question it.




  BEN




  A couple of hours later and already a few beers in I was carving my way down the black slope at the indoor ski centre, an Arab in his traditional white kandura robe

  criss-crossing beside me, ghutra headwear fluttering in the wind behind him. When I reached the bottom, I put in a flashy stop, spraying the window of the bar with snow. But no one was impressed,

  no one was even watching, they’d seen it all before. They say the facility consumes the equivalent of 3,000 gallons of oil a day in electricity, and the pistes are covered with 6,000 metric

  tonnes of manufactured snow – but you should see the one they wanted to build: the proposed Snowdome was going to cover 130,000 square metres, which would have made it more than 60 times as

  big as the existing ski centre, but was an early victim of the global financial crisis. The Snowdome was to be among 1,001 other Arabian nightmares, including a man-made archipelago in the form of

  a map of the world, which remains little more than hundreds of piles of sand offshore. In 2009, at the height of the financial crisis, the chairman of Dubai World, the state-owned real-estate giant

  that has driven much of the economic expansion in recent years, proclaimed: ‘Dubai has a vision like no other place on earth.’ Thank God for that, otherwise we’d all be living in

  mud huts and eating each other in fifty years’ time.




  Tom and Stef had eschewed the cold for the Après Bar overlooking the slope, where we were joined by Stef ’s girlfriend Libby, a man named ‘Lush’ and a couple of

  characters called Thomas and Thierry. Thomas who owns half the bars and clubs in Luxemburg and who once brought a girlfriend’s lavish thirtieth birthday party juddering to a premature halt by

  dropping his trousers and making furious love to the cake (‘I didn’t believe it when my friend phoned to tell me the next morning – until I pulled the sheets back to find icing

  all over my dick’), and Thierry whose sister used to be Madonna’s nanny and who once accidentally sucked the collagen out of a girlfriend’s lips.




  It quickly transpired that there had, indeed, been plenty of good times on Stef ’s boat, including the occasion he lost three people off the back and the coastguards had to call a halt to

  an F1 powerboat race while helicopters carried out a search overhead. ‘They turned up in the end,’ said Stef, ‘which was lucky, as, unbeknown to me, I didn’t have the proper

  insurance at the time.’ Then there was the time Stef short-circuited the entire marina by setting sail while he was still plugged into the mains. ‘He was always a bit of an immature

  twat anyway,’ chimed in Lush, who once went missing for two days before being discovered arm-wrestling a German tourist on a ferry. ‘But since he’s had money he might have pushed

  the boat out more so, as if he’s saying, “Hey, I’ve got a bit of money, but that doesn’t mean I’m serious,” so he ends up doing even more stupid

  things.’




  There is a tendency, especially in modern Britain with its hoggish politicians and unethical bankers, to think of anyone who has made themselves plenty of money as a bit of a wrong’un, but

  I am glad to report that at no stage did Stef throw the table over and announce that lunch was for wimps, or that he wanted to tear my eyeballs out and suck my skull. In fact, Stef was more lounge

  lizard than Gordon Gekko, with a winning ‘I’m not entirely sure how I got here’ air about him.




  ‘I’ve never had the classic comment, “You’ve changed,” ’ said Stef, ‘but I’ve had “I’m surprised you haven’t changed” and

  been complimented on not being a twat who talks about money all the time and gives it the big man. I don’t know how people would become like that really, although I’ve seen it happen.

  But it would be horrible to become a twat over money and then lose it all, because then you’re just a twat.’




  If anything, Stef felt he’d been too giving when his fortunes began to soar, handing out roles to old mates without much thought of the consequences, some of whom would rather play golf

  all day than dirty themselves under the bonnet of his various businesses.




  ‘I wanted to help people out and spread the wealth a bit, to me that’s what making money was always about,’ said Stef, ‘but unfortunately a few people took the piss. I

  didn’t necessarily sack them. I just cut them adrift so that it was them who had to deal with the mess they’d created.’




  About five pints in and I was starting to feel events getting away from me somewhat, so there were mixed emotions when Stef announced, with a sly smile and a twinkle in his eye, that he knew a

  chap who was holding an event in a club that night, and that all the booze was free because he also knew the bloke who supplied it.




  ‘Must . . . have . . . sleep,’ slurred Tom, who looked like a man teetering on the verge of a Wetherspoons breakdown. So off we tottered back to the boat, with the intention of

  grabbing a couple of hour’s kip before the evening’s activities. Alas, I happened upon a skipper’s hat, complete with golden brocaded anchor, and spent the first hour shouting,

  ‘Ahoy there!’ at any woman unfortunate enough to stroll past – looking for Aristotle Onassis, finding some bell-end from Essex instead. Whoever you were, I extend my greatest

  sympathy.




  ‘Foxy’ lived on the Palm Jumeirah, the world’s largest manmade island rendered in the shape of a palm tree, consisting of a trunk stretching out from the mainland and sixteen

  fronds arching off it. It is four times the size of Hyde Park, has doubled Dubai’s forty-two-mile natural coastline and when it was completed the sheikhs, not known for their humility, dubbed

  it the ‘eighth wonder of the world’. But try telling that to one of the estimated 40,000 migrant workers involved in its construction, who are bussed in from labour camps in the desert

  each morning and earn about £25 a week; or many of its inhabitants, who were promised acres of paradise but have ended up living on top of each other like coconuts clustered on a palm

  tree.




  Reaching Foxy’s gaff meant uttering the never-to-be-repeated directive to the taxi driver, ‘To the palm tree, guv, Frond D’, and there in Villa 42 we found a smattering of

  ex-pats, all with personal tales to tell of the havoc the financial crisis had wreaked. James had spent five years trying to make it as a musician back in the UK before heading to Dubai and

  ‘accidentally’ becoming a property developer, along with thousands of other Brits. The name of the game was ‘flipping’, with people buying apartments off-plan and selling

  them on a couple of months later before ground had even been broken on the overall project. The second buyers in the chain were then re-flipping when the first phases of construction were over and

  the third buyers were flipping them on completion. For a few glorious years ‘every businessman, every chancer and every gangster’ was having it off, but when the crisis hit, explained

  James, ‘everyone got burnt’.




  ‘There were no checks and measures and no warnings,’ said James. ‘When things were going well, things seemed easy, but when it all went pear-shaped, I suddenly realized I

  hadn’t really known what I was doing in the first place, I just didn’t have any business nous.’




  Property in Dubai plummeted 40 per cent in the first three months of 2009, and there were still hundreds of thousands of properties waiting to be completed. Plenty of westerners, on whom Dubai

  had come to rely for investment, were running for the hills.




  ‘Everyone just went, “Hold on, what’s going on, everyone stop buying!” ’ continued James. ‘If you’ve got a property in London that goes down 40 per cent

  then you’ve lost 40 per cent, but if it’s not finished and it’s not going to be finished, you’ve lost all of it, which is what happened to a lot of people here. There were

  thousands of cars just dumped at the airport, people were pissing off without paying property debt or car loans. I had a lot of people investing in me, I felt terrible. And it was all based on one

  basic human trait: envy of what other people have got.’




  ‘During the boom-time, we were consuming everything like locusts so that in the end there was nothing left,’ said Stef, who lost £4–5 million in a fortnight after the

  crisis hit. ‘I was just chasing numbers, gambling, but with poor judgement and at high risk. I’d look at the returns and think, “I’m getting 10 per cent, I’m losing

  out on 90 per cent I could be getting from elsewhere.” When the crisis hit, it wasn’t ideal by any stretch of the imagination, but it was a chance to say, “Hold on, I can stop now

  – maybe I don’t need to do all those things I did last time, because they didn’t make me happy anyway.” I feel happier now and calmer, I don’t feel the need to chase

  everything, I just want to have a stable business that works. There were the wrong kinds of people here before, the fly-by-nighters who were ruining the place a little bit. It was becoming not

  really a very pleasant place to live. But it’s all slowed down now and people have got back to basics a lot more, asking themselves whether the direction they were going in was the right way,

  rather than just following everyone else like sheep.’




  The rest of the evening was little more than a haze, so that when I hauled myself out of bed the following day it was like climbing from a mangled wreck, caused by a head-on collision between

  Grey Goose vodka and champagne. ‘Champagne in Dubai,’ I recall Foxy saying at one point, sweeping his arm across the dance floor, ‘fandango dripping off you.’ There may well

  have been, but it’s impossible for me to say with any conviction. I’m told it was a fun night, I’m told it was a happy night. Just don’t ask me how I got home, why I was

  wearing someone else’s shoes when I got there and how it was I didn’t drown.




  TOM




  I was there, and it was still something of a mystery. That night was a microcosm of everything Dubai stood for – opulence on fast-forward, excess chasing excess

  until eye-watering extravagance became normal and normal got laughed out of town. But was it happiness?




  Palm trees with beads of muted light wrapped languorously round the trunks. Cream-coloured leather sofas arranged in circles on the sand. DJs who were also full-time models playing light

  Euro-trance as waiters slid noiselessly round our marble-topped table, depositing bottle after bottle of Dom Pérignon at our service, each one reclining in a silver ice bucket and draped in

  a white linen napkin. Around us was a velvet rope, keeping the hoi-polloi at a safe distance. The sand at our feet was so soft you suspected it had been carefully sifted and sorted to remove any

  irregular or uncomfortable grains.




  Dreamlike though the surroundings were, there was no mistaking the manic mood filling the warm night air. ‘Vodka!’ bellowed one of the boys, glaring around with a wild look in his

  eye. ‘Let’s get some fucking vodka! Or more champagne?’ He glanced at Ben, slumped on a sofa, and mistook his expression of befuddled disbelief for one of displeasure.

  ‘What’s the matter, Dirs? Not enough for you? Want me to put some fucking boot polish on my face and serve you? Eh? I’ll get you some fucking Jacob’s Creek, you

  cunts!’




  I found myself in a half-cut conversation with an Australian girl. ‘I’ve been having a baby-shower today,’ she told me. ‘I’m adopting next week. Little black

  girl. Got a deal from an orphanage in the Congo. They’re only $7,000. I’m going over there with my bodyguard to pick her up.’




  ‘What’s her name?’ I asked, as Ben toppled slowly backwards off the sofa. She made a face. ‘One of those African ones,’ she said, ‘not that that matters.

  We’re going to change it when we get her over here. I’m going to call her Sade.’




  It was a night without end, one crystal-cut flute after another, a succession of shots and shouts and pratfalls and party-moves. I premiered a drunken dancefloor special, tailored for

  Dubai’s unique specifications – ‘The Crane’, one arm out straight, swinging imaginary girders round the skyline, the other on hip as ballast. Ben preferred ‘The Human

  Wrecking-Ball’. It was hard to say which looked worse.




  Moods swung and slumped as the booze wreaked a fizzy havoc. ‘The women out here’, roared one of the gang, ‘are sexual cougars. Sexual cougars!’ A moment later he was

  down again. ‘Look at this place,’ he muttered, shaking his sozzled head in maudlin fashion. ‘House of cards. Vacuous fools, everywhere you look.’




  Ben had disappeared. I phoned him but got only a strange clattering and some screaming noises. I tried a text. ‘Leaving now,’ I wrote. ‘Waiting by the limousines.

  Everyone’s ready.’ A moment later my mobile beeped. I looked at the message. ‘Oh,’ it said as if it had been sent from a chaise-longue, pinkie placed to the corner of the

  mouth. That was it.




  ‘He’s relapsed,’ I muttered to Lush.




  ‘To the boat,’ he replied. ‘Do you think he knows the way?’




  BEN




  On the Saturday Stef took us out on the catamaran so that we could better see Dubai in all its splendorous insanity: the Burj Al Arab hotel, mirroring the sails above us,

  a vast mast of steel and concrete seemingly billowed by the desert wind; the Gate, looking immovable on its two prop-forward’s legs, an Arc de Triomphe for the cyber age; the Al Fattan Marine

  Towers, like two trees side by side in a rainforest competing for the sun; the $1.5 billion Atlantis hotel, with its fairytale central arch and shark-filled aquarium wall, the sort of novelty

  kitsch they used to build in Vegas; and in amongst these monuments to the sheikhs’ rapacious ambitions those lifeless cranes, looking rather embarrassed next to their ostentatious neighbours,

  what with nothing to keep them occupied.




  ‘You’ll always take your money for granted,’ said Stef, ‘you can’t help it when you have lots of it.’ He was talking about himself, but he could easily have

  been talking about the madmen in charge of Dubai, creators of a Never Never Land bought on the never-never.




  Even out at sea, with leagues of azure blue water between us and the hallucinogenic island-sized doodlings of the sheikhs (how many lashes, I wonder, for spunking hundreds of billions of dirhams

  that you haven’t actually got?), Stef was unable to escape the curses of success. ‘My mobile is almost constantly ringing,’ he explained after terminating yet another business

  call. ‘You can be sipping a piña colada under a palm tree, or driving around in your sports car or drinking beer on your yacht, but if your phone keeps ringing, you’re thinking,

  “I can’t enjoy my money anyway because I’m on my fucking mobile phone all the time.” ’ So did Stef ever think about cashing it all in and swapping the stresses and

  strains of business and Dubai for a less complicated life?




  ‘I do have moments of clarity,’ chuckled Stef, ‘usually at the end of every weekend when the fear and loathing kicks in. Seriously though, I could retire now, put my

  investments in something safe and have more money than I need. But what the fuck would I do? Go on the piss all day? I’d just fall apart. You’ve got to keep active. Before I

  wouldn’t get out of bed for less than x amount, but now just getting x amount is great. Not because of the money, but because of the sense of achievement. But at the same time I do hanker

  after the simple life, because making a load of cash in an afternoon isn’t that exciting any more, I’ve done it already and I know I’m just going to dump it all back on the table

  and spin the wheel again. So when I go back to London and I’m in some spit and sawdust, shitty pub, I love it, there are normal people and there’s no marble anywhere. And you miss the

  countryside and cycling through the woods – little things that don’t actually cost any money suddenly have a lot of value. Sometimes when I’m feeling a bit stressed out I’ll

  text Lush and tell him I just want to pop round his house for a cup of tea and some toast.’




  That night Stef took us to one of his old haunts, Ravi’s Pakistani restaurant in downtown Satwa, about as far removed from the suffocating luxury of the marina’s upmarket eateries as

  it was possible to get. Ravi’s was furnished with plastic tables and wipe-clean tablecloths, and there wasn’t a slab of marble in sight. We slid in beside a couple of cabbies and

  ordered up our food – butter chicken, smoky chicken tikka, karahi lamb, dahl, pillow-soft naans and mountains of rice, it topped anything we’d eaten all weekend, and at a fraction of

  the price.




  ‘I remember being in a club in Ibiza,’ said Stef, ‘I was in the VIP area, looking over at everyone else and thinking, “This is rubbish, I want to be over there where

  everyone’s enjoying themselves.” Like this place, nothing fancy, no marble, just good down-to-earth food in the company of normal people.’




  As a group we picked through the carcass of the previous night. ‘Any sign of my trainers?’ I asked.




  ‘Oh yeah, I meant to tell you,’ said James, ‘the bloke you swapped them with so you could get into that club got banged up for punching a bouncer. He won’t be out for

  days.’ Oh well, I never liked those trainers anyway.




  ‘People say money can’t buy you happiness, but it’s definitely better than being poor,’ continued Stef, while picking at the leftovers from our neighbours’ meal.

  ‘But people shouldn’t forget that money and success come at a price. You have to ask yourself, is it a worthwhile forfeit? I really started to think about happiness after I lost a lot

  of money, because I think you have to see both sides to realize. Everyone in life aspires to be rich, that’s the dream, and they relate happiness to money, think that the more of it they have

  the happier they’ll be. But when you don’t have a lot of value for money, because you’re earning so much you can pick up bills, buy sports cars and designer clothes and it

  doesn’t touch the sides, you take it for granted and you don’t appreciate it anyway. So you’re working hard, squeezing out the happiness, ruining your life with all the stress and

  the risk to earn a lot of money to buy a lot of shit you don’t actually need. That’s the dilemma everyone here seems to find themselves in.’




  Stef footed the bill and we left Ravi’s fat and satisfied, as well as somewhat heartened to have discovered a more authentic side to Dubai.




  ‘Cracking place,’ said Tom as we made our way through Satwa’s narrow streets, swirling with music, car horns and the fragrant smoke from a thousand hookah pipes, its

  inhabitants like mischievous mice scurrying at the feet of the skyscrapers looming contemptuously above.




  ‘Yeah, it’s great,’ said James, ‘only thing is they’re supposed to be knocking all this area down, so Ravi’s might not be here for much longer.’




  ‘What are they knocking it down for?’ replied Tom.




  ‘Not sure to be honest,’ said James, ‘probably to build some megazone or something . . .’




  BEN




  While we were bobbing up and down in the Persian Gulf on a £400,000 boat, drinking beer and mentally congratulating ourselves on how good life can be, an Irishman

  called Mark Boyle would have been crouching outside his caravan on a farm just outside Bath, brushing his teeth with a mixture of cuttlefish bone and wild fennel seeds. He would have woken at 5

  a.m., before preparing some porridge on his rocket stove, made from oats procured in exchange for helping out at a local co-operative, and brewing up a cup of pine-needle tea, blended with yeast

  and malt extract. Then, perhaps, he would have taken to his compost throne and pinched out some ‘humanure’, which he’d later spread on his crops as fertilizer, before wiping his

  arse with a discarded copy of the Sun. I’d wager there’s only one thing you’ve ever considered doing from that list, although I should remind you that Richard Littlejohn

  now writes for the Daily Mail . . .




  ‘How much money is enough?’ the American industrialist and philanthropist John D. Rockefeller was once asked. ‘Just a little bit more,’ was his reply, a sentiment Stef

  admitted to sharing during the boom-time in Dubai. Mark sees things rather differently, believing that a world without money would be a far richer place. And he’s put his lack of money where

  his mouth is, following his hero Gandhi’s teaching to ‘be the change you want to see in the world’. He lives entirely off-grid – his caravan has solar panels, from which he

  runs his mobile phone and laptop, and a wood pellet boiler for heating – and he earns his keep on the farm (organic, naturally) by volunteering his labour. For food he forages, grows his own,

  barters and lifts stuff from skips or bins, although he insists, in the face of charges of freeloading, that only 5 per cent of his diet is waste. He has a bike with a trailer instead of a car, and

  he washes his clothes using cold water and an improvised detergent cobbled together from boiled nuts. All in all, it sounds like the sort of hippy nightmare that would have Stef coming out in cold

  sweats and screaming into his Hungarian goose-down pillow.




  Mark’s original plan was to live moneyless for a year, but when I finally caught up with him – no mean feat when he can’t make outgoing calls and his laptop runs off the sun

  – he’d existed without cash for sixteen months, and still seemed to be loving every minute of it.




  ‘I’ve never been happier, never been fitter and never been healthier,’ said Mark, ‘so I thought, “Why go back to the way that was making me less happy, less

  healthy, less fit?” I can’t foresee going back. I live next to a river under a tree in a beautiful valley. I get to eat my own food and grow my own food and I get to spend all my time

  doing all the things I love doing, and not just because I need to pay the bills. I’ve never felt more liberation and more freedom. That’s one thing we all crave, but maybe we’re

  not all aware of it, to be able to do what we want to do when we want to do it.’




  While Mark has the support of many, some of the criticism has been fierce. As well as a freeloader, he has been called an idiot, a berk, a hypocrite, an egotistical maniac, a middle-class

  trustafarian, an arrogant Brit (even though he’s Irish) who knows nothing about the poor brown people who need our charity, an imbecile, a scrounger, a jerk, a loser and a disgusting pathetic

  low-life who jumps in bins. There may be more, but Mark made it easy for me by listing all of the above on his very own blog. Mark has brought some of the criticism on himself – his attempt

  to walk 7,500 miles from Bristol to the birthplace of Gandhi was perhaps the most ill-conceived adventure since Jade Goody attempted to do the London Marathon after training on a diet of chow mein,

  bhunas and Stella. While the People’s Princess came a cropper on the Isle of Dogs, Mark made it as far as Calais, where he was forced to abort his mission because of his lack of French.




  ‘The problem was that I just couldn’t explain to people in France what I was doing,’ said Boyle at the time. ‘People seemed to think I was a refugee looking for work. The

  idea was to ask people if I could help them and in exchange receive food and a place to stay. But they thought I was begging. In France clearly they are a bit more sophisticated and they

  weren’t impressed.’




  To be fair, Mark, I don’t think it’s got anything to do with sophistication: if you had tried to explain your mission to the good burghers of Romford, you quite likely would have

  been covered from head to toe in spittle.




  The point of Mark’s walk had been to let the world know about his ‘freeconomy’ philosophy (or ‘philosofree’, as he likes to call it). The freeconomy

  community’s aim is to ‘help reconnect people in their local communities through the simple act of sharing’, which in practical terms means a website where people can list their

  skills and tools and donate them to others in exchange for other people’s skills and tools. Mark’s short-term goal is to start up a physical freeconomy community, and to that end he

  intends to buy a plot of land with proceeds raised from a self-penned book charting his moneyless existence. His dream is that so many people will be won over by his vision that one community will

  eventually become a network of communities and then, who knows?




  TOM




  On the way home from Dubai, I’d read about an equation that scientists claimed could explain happiness. It looked like something from an algebra exam, as

  complicated as Mark’s formula was simple.




  ‘Happiness = P + (5xE) + (3xH),’ it said, ‘where P stands for personal characteristics, including outlook on life, adaptability and resilience. E stands for existence and

  relates to health, financial stability and friendships. H represents higher order needs, and covers self-esteem, expectations, ambitions and sense of humour.’




  I ran through the accompanying questions with Ben. ‘Are you outgoing and energetic?’ said one. ‘Do you have a positive outlook and bounce back quickly from setbacks?’

  read another. ‘Are your basic life needs met, in relation to personal health, finance, safety, freedom of choice and sense of community?’




  Stef and Mark could barely have been more different, yet when you calculated their scores, something spooky emerged: they produced remarkably similar tallies. In some ways it didn’t

  make any sense. Mark could no more have survived in the dusty decadence of Dubai than Stef could have lived off vegetables nurtured by his own faeces, but from divergent routes they had arrived at

  the same goal. ‘Dirsy,’ I said, ‘there’s a lesson for us there . . .’
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