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To my father, brother, sister, and, most of all, my mother.


“Beware thoughts that come in the night.”

—William Least Heat-Moon, Blue Highways

“Why then was I attracted to it? There are ideas which link together, flow on and gradually impose themselves.”

—Gaston Rébuffat, Starlight and Storm


Prologue

I should say up front that, as far as grand adventure stories go, mine is neither especially grand—at least in terms of distance traveled—nor all that adventurous. There are people out there, truly adventurous souls who, for reasons I doubt I’ll ever understand, dream up absurdly punishing things to do with their bodies and with their time—people who cross deserts on foot in 120-degree heat; people who hack their way through jungles while tiny insects eat away at their eyeballs; people who float across shark-infested oceans on rafts; people who, at great personal risk, slip quietly into war zones to report back to the rest of us. I am not one of those people, not by any measurement under the sun; I have no desire to stare death in the eye, to put myself in harm’s way, to scrape down and find the pleasure on the other side of pain. So while these are the stories I love to read, they are not the stories I can write.

I can write, however, about walking—which, I’ll admit, may seem a boring subject to most, though not to me. And I can write about a tiny corner of southeastern France; about being outside of my world and wildly out of my element; about pain; about solitude and loneliness and companionship; and, to a small degree, about nature. In a lovely sketch of the Tyrolean Alps, the novelist James Salter writes of a “journey that follows a journey and leads one through days of almost mindless exertion and unpunished joy.” He’s talking about skiing, but in my mind at least he could just as easily be talking about any kind of travel—driving, or flying, or sailing, or running. Or, why not, even walking.

All of which is to say I can really only write about my own journey—a small, slow, low-risk adventure with many days of mindless exertion and a few of unpunished joy, a journey through one of the most stunningly gorgeous and surprising and storied slivers of land on the planet.

It starts like this:

Just as the sun was coming up on a chilly early-August morning, I took the first of roughly one million steps on a walk that would lead me from the southern lip of Lake Geneva, through a large swath of the French Alps, and finally to the Mediterranean Sea, where it would have been impossible to walk any farther. People sometimes speak of moments in their lives when, in an instant, everything changes, and it’s very possible that that first step was one of those moments. Of course, it’s also possible that it was just the first of far too many steps on a path I had no real business being on, a path I knew almost nothing about, a path I was totally unprepared for—a journey I hadn’t earned.

But if you could see it happen—if you could watch my right foot fall toward the ground in slow motion and freeze time in the split second before it lands, with the rubber tread of my hiking boot hovering just over the earth—you might see a line, a hair-thin thread of light that, once crossed, will divide my life in two. There is the old me: lazy, indecisive, afraid; and the new: resolute, brave, daring. In a word, adventurous.

Unfortunately, none of this occurred to me at the time. I was far too preoccupied with figuring out (a) what it was I had committed myself to, (b) how I ended up there, alone in the foothills of the Alps, and (c) just how bad of an idea it was to put any real thoughts in any real order. To be honest, what I felt most acutely in that moment—and in the days and weeks leading up to it—was dread. I couldn’t have pinpointed the origins of that feeling, but it was dread all right, pure and potent and, at times, paralyzing. It’s only in retrospect that the scene acquires the glow and gravity of a Profound Moment, a spiritual moment. A miracle, even.

For fun, though, and because memories are endlessly malleable and always changing, here is what it looks like in the syrupy light of my own head: The morning is unnaturally quiet, close to silent, and still, like the inside of an empty church. The cool, fresh scents of the mountain blow by me and I fill my lungs with the buoyant, life-giving air. I take the first step. I close that initial gap between myself and the earth, putting the ground firmly beneath me. I pause. Then I take a dozen more steps. Then a hundred more, and when the number gets high enough, I laugh at my childish scorekeeping, and I stop counting.

The ground is soft from several days of rain and my shoes sink down and spring up with each step. Walking out of the small town where I slept the night before, I see an old man who notices my pack and walking poles and excitedly wishes me bonne chance. I wonder if he knows how far I’m going.

On the edge of the woods, a small dog watches me. He holds my eyes for a beat before I turn and disappear into the trees. The knot in my stomach, which has cinched tighter and tighter over the last few days, loosens ever so slightly with each step, like a constrictor finally exhausted from the effort of suffocating its next meal.

There’s an image, too—one I come back to again and again, one (I swear) I actually had in my head at the time: an astronaut. He drifts slowly through space attached to the end of a tether. It looks like he’s barely moving, but the cord that connects him the to the craft, to the earth, to everything, is tightening, losing slack. The line stretches and stretches and stretches until, silently, it snaps. Melodramatic? Sure, but that’s what it felt like that morning to walk slowly out of a place to which I had no intention of ever returning—like floating.

Or drifting.


Part One

Wandering
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When I was a kid, perhaps in first or second grade, I was obsessed with maps. I could stare at them for hours memorizing the names of countries, capitals, rivers, and mountains, trying to cram and hold as many six-point-type details into my head as I could. The way some children can lose themselves in the minutiae of baseball cards, or video games, or stories about magicians and dragons, I could lose myself in maps.

I’d start with the big places—Russia, China, Canada—and fill in the blanks. South America was easy with its nice, chunky countries and pretty names. Europe east of Germany was a little trickier, all nervous borders and ever-shrinking republics. And Africa was impossible, too big, too thick with jungles and savannahs and deserts. But every once in a while, all the pieces would click into place, fall together like a jigsaw puzzle, and for short, bright moments I could close my eyes and picture the entire world framed in a perfect rectangle. I knew who shared borders with whom, and where Tibet was, and that there was a place called Elephant Island near Antarctica. I even knew the oceans and seas and lakes, the negative spaces that held everything in its proper place.

I loved the tiny countries especially, the ones you really had to look for: Andorra, squeezed between Spain and France; Vatican City, hiding in the middle of Rome; Mauritius, way down next to Madagascar, smaller than my fingernail. For a child as consumed as I was, these were the discoveries that turned any page with lines, land, and a compass rose map into a treasure map.

I can remember a map we had on our classroom wall. It was old and neglected, left over from the Cold War. Huge sections of it were totally obsolete. I must have been eight or nine. Faintly, I can see the lamination peeling back at the corners and each country in a different color: pink, yellow, green. The oceans are the exact color a child thinks of when he hears the word “blue”; Antarctica is snow white. When you’re young you wonder if Morocco really is the pale pink color of flamingoes. If Australia is mustard yellow. You trace the Nile with your index finger from the top of Africa, through Egypt, through Sudan, to somewhere in the middle, a lake, but you can never remember the name of it. You draw connections between words you’ve heard somewhere, like Baghdad or Jerusalem or Bosnia, and places that actually exist, places you can point to, places you can go to. You wish that Alaska and Russia would touch because then it would at least be possible to walk around the world. Starting at the tip of Argentina, you would go up through the Amazon, through Mexico, Canada, Alaska, across Russia, into Europe, and down to the bottom of Africa. You could circumnavigate (a new word) the globe on foot; you could do it without ever leaving the ground.

You never look at America, because it’s all one color (except for the dirty white smudge where you live, smack in the center) and it seems like everywhere else there are places with names that barely sound real: Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Zaire, Bhutan.

In my mind, the map is huge, wider than my wingspan. It holds the entire world. But when I think about it, it’s not nearly big enough. Maps, even the huge ones, have no choice but to render everything in them maddeningly small. Still, it’s thrilling, getting lost in this map in particular. Time disappears when I do, when I think about how long and thin Chile is, how lonely Tahiti is out there in the middle of the sea, how many places there are. At the bottom, where the paper curls from being rolled up all the time, are the flags of every country in the world, in alphabetical order. Every country in the world in perfect rows and columns, like a checklist.

It’s impossible, I think, to read stories of other people’s adventures and not want an adventure for yourself. At least for me it is. If I so much as glimpse a headline about an archeologist digging in the Gobi Desert, a hiker lost in the Yukon, or a woman sailing alone around the world; or if I read a dispatch in a magazine from someone canoeing down the Mississippi or hopping trains across Central Asia, I become possessed, briefly, by the idea of dropping everything to go on some grand adventure—travel Africa top to bottom, move to Cambodia, cycle across Siberia. Sometimes the names of certain places—Krakatoa, Karakoram, Kamchatka—alone are enough to absolutely hypnotize me. All of a sudden, I need to move. It’s a potent feeling, like a drug. And just like with a drug, the feeling inevitably wears off and I’m left with the crushing reality that, for a thousand small reasons, I will probably never cross a desert on a camel, summit a mountain, or hitchhike the Silk Route.

The problem, or one problem (there are many), is that I’m an intensely lazy person. But like all lazy people I’m easily seduced by romantic visions of myself as an emphatically nonlazy person, a real go-getter, someone who fixes motorcycles, researches indigenous tribes in Papua New Guinea, owns a company selling rare coffee beans, and has a side gig as a conflict photographer. Clearly I’m doing something wrong, sitting here at a desk, tapping on a computer, reading about other people’s exciting lives.

Still, I love adventure stories; I can’t get enough of them. But I read them jealously. I think: It should be me out there. Or rather, why shouldn’t it be me out there? What do these “adventurers” have that I don’t? What do they know that I don’t? I remember reading Bruce Chatwin’s In Patagonia as a teenager in Kansas. Most of the book, with its enigmatic atmosphere that I would come to love later on, went over my head at the time, but the idea of leaving a boring career behind to travel alone to one of the most remote regions of the world made perfect, profound sense.

But just because I “got it” did not mean I knew what to do with it. Which is not to say I haven’t traveled, just that it never feels like I’m doing it right. The truth is, in my own languid way, I’ve gone after adventure—small, safe doses of it, anyway—whenever the opportunity arose. As a student, I spent half a year living in Cairo—which is to the Kansas City suburb where I grew up what the lost city of El Dorado is to the El Dorado you can easily find in southern Kansas (pronounced el-dor-ay-do, population thirteen thousand). The university put me up in a roach-infested hotel on the west side of the Nile, which meant crossing the river twice a day to get to school and back. For the equivalent of a dollar or two, I could take a black-and-white taxi all the way to Tahrir Square, where the university was located. Depending on traffic, the drive took anywhere from fifteen minutes to two hours. In the summer heat, any exposed skin stuck to the seat and after a few minutes it was like being rolled slowly through an industrial oven. When the drivers spoke English, or felt like wading through my Arabic, they loved chatting. They would complain in tight, tourist-English phrases about Mubarak (who was still in power), or gush at length about their families and their kids who spoke three languages better than they spoke one but who still couldn’t find work, about the other jobs they would do when they weren’t driving, about how they hoped to visit America one day. And then when the heat succeeded in stupefying us beyond the possibility of conversation, I would read.

Before I left for Egypt, an English professor had given me a copy of an old Granta, a travel writing issue from the early eighties. Even now, over a decade later, I can remember the cover, soft on the corners, slightly tattered, and I can rattle off the names of the writers—Theroux, Chatwin, Thubron, Raban, Morris, and a handful of others. It’s astonishing now to think they were all there, together, in one book. I treated the worn paperback as a map of sorts, not to any one place but rather to the kind of life I wanted for myself. I studied sections of it until whole passages were committed to memory. I must have read the book a half dozen times that year in the front seat of beat-up old taxis while they inched me across the Kasr al-Nil bridge, past the sooty stone lions that guard the entrance, and the opera house at the southern end of Gezira Island, around the massive traffic circle with the hulking government buildings. I would read a few lines and drift off to Siam, or Saigon, or Milan, only to be brought back to reality by the ear-splitting shriek of a horn or my driver’s attempt to steal a few inches of open road from the car beside him. (Three years later, I watched thousands of ecstatic young Egyptians on TV march across the bridge and thought of how good it felt to come into the city dreaming.)

In my twenties, I went to Europe a few times as a tourist (though never, it seemed, to the right places). And I even lived in Japan for several years. Every time I’d get ready to leave home, my father would say, “Another big adventure.” He meant it. He grew up in Kansas City and has spent most of his life in two states, logging hundreds of thousands of driving miles as a traveling salesman in the Midwest. To my father, a road trip to the Bootheel of Missoura is a tale worth telling.

“Another big adventure,” he’d say. And I’d agree, even though it never really felt like a real adventure, a proper Shackleton-in-Antarctica, Burton-in-Africa, Thesiger-in-Arabia adventure. What it felt like was just moving my relatively predictable life from one side of the world to another while doing my best to dodge, delay, and altogether avoid growing up. And then, in the blink of an eye, as they say, I found myself settled in New York City at twenty-nine years old, where I spent the vast majority of my time either in an office or asleep. Dreams of a life spent wandering the world in the mold of my travel-writer heroes still taunted me, but now they did so from the past, rather than the future. On the road to adulthood, I’d somehow blown right past my turnoff. Hell, I hadn’t even seen it go by.

Then, while I was visiting my sister in Seattle, something snapped. It was winter, and when the sun was high, the sky barely managed a soft pale gray. It rained constantly and everything iced over at night. It was absurdly melancholy, the “damp, drizzly November” in Ishmael’s soul that never failed to send the man to sea (albeit from the other side of the other country). I knew then that I couldn’t spend another winter in New York, nor another summer. I’d had it. Some tiny thread—whatever was keeping me there—had been cut and all I could think about were the places I’d rather be: Tokyo, Lisbon, Berlin. Anywhere, really. I quit my job a week later, subleased my apartment, sold most of my stuff, and made arrangements to leave.

On my last night in the city, I took my dad, who had flown up to see me off, to a jazz club I liked, a basement room in the West Village. You had to drop a flight or two just to get inside. It was late and the band had already started by the time we got there. We took the only two open seats we could find, just to the right of the stage, which wasn’t a stage at all, just the floor.

The band worked its way through a handful of songs, pushing and pulling the melodies, moving themselves from one end of the tune to the other as if on a tightrope. Good live jazz is surprisingly physical; the players wrestle with the music, toy with it, play it one way then another, size it up, look at it from a few angles. The band was great that night, but it’s the drummer I remember. He was old, in his seventies at least, rail thin with light brown skin and deep creases in his face. He was a legend, actually; I knew his name from some records from the late 1950s. He’d played with everyone at one time or another. He wore elegant gray trousers and a striped button-down shirt, clothes that would have fit him when he was a little bigger. Now, they all hung loosely, making him appear like a dressed-up skeleton. But when he played, it was not hard to picture him in a room just like that one, fifty years younger.

His face flickered and flashed with expression, like he was watching a movie. His eyebrows lifted into question marks. He smiled when the pianist strung a few clever notes together. Every once in a while, he’d make himself laugh with something he did on the drums. The bandleader kept passing him solos and he’d take them, beat out a few bars on his own, and then count the band back in. The audience clapped. He smiled bashfully.

My dad and I were sitting on the wrong side of the lights, so the crowd was dark to us. The piano player was on the other side of the sax player, who had his back to us nearly the entire time. The only person we could see was the drummer, sweat pouring down his face, his body bent close to his kit like he might fold himself up into it. He played another solo, and another.

On the last song, the drummer really dug in. He played up and down the toms, called out on the snare, answered with a crash on the cymbals. The audience went quiet and he kept playing, alone. He played so lightly at one point, the drums whispered. We leaned in to listen. He played louder and faster until we were on the edges of our actual seats, thinking, now maybe he should stop—he might give himself a heart attack. The sweat around his collar bled dark in the spotlight. My dad leaned over and whispered in my ear: “He’s going to kill himself doing that.”

Finally, his face went calm; he cued the band. They came back in to roaring applause from a plainly stunned (and relieved) audience. But even as the song settled back into itself, it was clear the drummer was struggling. He took deep breaths, made nervous eye contact toward the back of the room. Someone said, somebody get him some water. We passed a glass up to him and set it down next to his hi-hat. Abruptly, he stopped playing. Standing up, he took a few weaving steps to the seat next to me and sat down, very still between breaths. Another drummer stepped in to continue the music. My drummer put his head in his hands. I could see his bony body under his shirt trying to fill itself with air. Another breath, slower this time. He grabbed his chest. I leaned over to him and asked if he was all right.

“Yes,” he said, “I’m fine. It’s just a heart thing.” He smiled and looked at me through soft, yellow eyes. He said, “It’s what I do.”

He took a few sips of water, a few more deep breaths, and sat up straight. With a quick look to the sit-in drummer, he stood up gently. The audience erupted. He gave us an easy smile, sat down behind the drums, and picked up where he’d left off.

After the show, my dad and I climbed the stairs to the street where the cool air was waiting for us. It was a cold January night. I hailed a cab for him, and he gave me a hug. “Another big adventure,” he said.

I started walking home—past Washington Square park, down Bowery, through Chinatown, and across the bridge. Anyone crossing the Brooklyn Bridge at night turns around to look at the city, and even though I’d seen it a hundred times, halfway across, I turned to see it again. But by the time I did, a curtain of clouds had fallen over Manhattan. The city twinkled and glowed silvery white from somewhere deep inside, but I felt stuck outside of it.

I turned back toward Brooklyn and, with an ache somewhere in my own chest, I walked until my feet hurt.
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I flew to Japan the next day, landing at Narita on a clear afternoon. I like seeing big cities from the air. It’s the only way to get a sense of their natural borders, the odd shapes they take. Even from the tallest buildings, it’s hard to see the end of Tokyo. But from six and a half miles up, it’s a scale model with a blue sea on one side and candy mountains on the other. It’s dotted with bright green parks and covered in toy cars. Only from the sky can something so massive, sprawling, and complex seem so straightforward, so simple.

I had gone to be with my girlfriend, who had moved to Tokyo a year earlier because she hated New York and (I suspect) missed good soba noodles. We broke up almost immediately after I arrived, which felt inevitable as soon as it happened, and the weeks that followed exist in my memory as one long, gunmetal-gray afternoon. I wandered around the city visiting the perfectly manicured gardens and the temples swarming with tourists. I practiced my half-forgotten Japanese at Yoshinoya counters. I spent a lot of time alone in my hotel room reading Hemingway novels wishing I’d lived a century earlier and daydreaming myself into heroic wartime fantasies. It was February and cold; short days without sunshine and long, looping walks to Harajuku, Omotesando, Asakusa, and back to my hotel. I exhausted myself tramping around the city. When it rained, I walked underground through the connected subway stations. I would leave my hotel, pick a direction, and walk until I was sure I’d pass out when I got back. In retrospect, it’s pretty clear that I was moving in literal as well as metaphorical circles because I had no idea what I was supposed to do next. I couldn’t go home; that would be too pathetic. I couldn’t stay in Japan, because what would I do there? All I could do was walk, in circles. The soles of my feet still flinch when I think of Tokyo.

One night, a week and a half after arriving, I couldn’t sleep. At a little past midnight, I got dressed and headed downstairs. The man at the front desk was asleep with his feet up and his hat over his eyes, the way doormen sleep in movies. I tiptoed outside. The street was ink-black except for the fluorescent glow of four or five vending machines. In front of one, a man in a suit had passed out and was lying curled up with his back toward the light, as if it might keep him warm. I jammed my hands in my pockets and made for the center of Shinjuku.

Not much was happening in the famed entertainment district other than a few people rubbing their eyes and chain-smoking cigarettes outside of a bar. A little pile of butts was collecting in a filthy heap in front of them. I kept walking. At some point the streets narrowed and the yakitori joints closed in on me, as if they were growing on top of one another. It was more crowded here, too, as if I’d wandered into some Miyazakian nightmare—not scary, exactly, but not quite right. Soon the walls closed in even more, and on either side of me shoebox bars were bursting with sweaty people drunkenly slurping and breathing and shouting. Faces slathered with the garish incandescence of a Bruce Gilden photograph streamed past me in a thousand different directions. From one bar came the canned music and sad, atonal warbling of a woman deep in the throes of karaoke, from another the guttural lowing of middle-aged men trying to speak through jaws and tongues made heavy from cheap sake. Shinjuku is not a large area, but it is, in places, devilishly convoluted, and it’s possible to get very lost, as I did that night.

Ignoring my internal navigation, which was sending me in a feedback loop of weird dollhouse streets, I finally found my way out and onto a quiet and slightly larger street. In the middle of the road, two women were squatting and talking softly in the white circle of a streetlight, as if it were their living room. I stopped in front of a bar and puzzled over its name, which was spelled out in Katakana, the Japanese alphabet usually used for foreign words. I couldn’t figure out what it was supposed to say. Often, these are English words written in Japanese as they would be pronounced by a Japanese person—ko-hi for coffee, to-i-re for toilet, and so on. If you’re not that good at reading, which I’m not, it takes a bit of codebreaking. But the results are usually funny, or at least satisfying, like coming up with the right answer for a crossword clue. Intrigued, and tired of walking in circles, I went inside.

The interior was a rectangular space large enough for six people, with a long bar running down the center. Two salarymen sat at one end, drunk and swaying to the music like flaccid kelp leaves on the ocean floor. At the other end, two or three seats away from me, was a pretty woman with a round face lit up by the light of her phone. Behind the bar, a one-armed man sat on a low stool and kept his eyes trained firmly on the ground as if it might run out from under him. When I sat down, he cracked the top off a bottle of beer and set it in front of me. It was not hard to imagine some low-level yakuza killing a few hours here in the 1970s.

An easy silence, punctuated gently by some sad Lester Young tune, settled over the five of us. I asked the bartender what the name of the place meant. Without looking up he mumbled a response that I had no hope of understanding and said something to the girl, who broke from her phone to squint at me through bleary eyes.

“Where are you from?” she asked.

“America,” I said. “New York.”

Her name was Mari. She had been to America once, but only to “Disney.” She worked here, in Shinjuku. Her job, she complained, involved too much drinking and too much talking. And too much singing. She said my Japanese was very good (it’s not—I hadn’t said more than ten words). She asked what I was doing in Tokyo, and I gave an answer that was probably too long and personal. She offered a sympathetic look in response. “Poor you,” she said.

“I asked him what the name of the bar meant. It’s in Katakana.”

“Eh? It’s in Katakana?” This was directed toward the bartender, who just grunted.

“Do you know what it means?”

“I’ve never thought about it.”

“Is it Japanese?”

“Maybe,” she said, typing something into her phone. Then she leaned over the barstools between us and showed me the screen, which showed Chinese characters and six English words: TOMORROW A NEW DAY THE SUN. She said, “It’s something like this, an expression.” She sat up in her chair and lifted her face to the ceiling. With both hands she traced an arc in the air and said in English, “Tomorrow za sahn,” before sinking back into her phone for the rest of the night.

When I woke up late the next morning, my TV was on and a weather girl was chirping about the weather with a map of Europe in the background. Greece looked considerably warmer. Many degrees warmer, in fact. And sunny.

Landing in Athens was like disappearing. I didn’t know a single person in the country, let alone the city. In fact, I could count my Europe-residing friends on one hand. I was thousands of miles away from anyone. And where Tokyo had held me at arm’s length, Athens was wide open. Not just to me, but to everyone—immigrants fleeing war-torn countries, wealthy businessmen in expensive Italian suits, student anarchists throwing postapocalyptic parties outside my room (complete with barrel fires), and oblivious vacationers goose-stepping up to the Parthenon. We all shared the same smoggy Greek air, we all ate the same lukewarm gyros. I stayed for two weeks. I walked the city, drank bitter coffee, and read.

On a Monday, I left Athens on a bus for Monemvasia, a teardrop-shaped island off the coast of the Peloponnese and the site of a massive medieval fortress and several Byzantine churches. A man sitting next to me asked where I was going, and when I told him, he swooned. “Beautiful, beautiful Monemvasia,” he said. Greeks have a remarkable ability to speak in travel-brochure quotes when discussing their country with foreigners, a cultural trait perhaps honed from centuries of showcasing their national treasures to the rest of the world like real estate agents with multimillion-dollar mansions.

“The most romantic place in all of Greece,” he said.

“So I’ve read.”

“But you came at the wrong time. You must come back in the summer! And you must visit the islands. Mykonos! Santorini! And you have a woman?”

When I told him that I couldn’t come in the summer because I was already there and that I didn’t have a woman, he immediately lost interest in me and spent the rest of the ride frowning at the back of the seat in front of him.

He was right, though. Monemvasia was romantic and beautiful. It was also completely dead, and the fortress was closed for repairs. So the following day, I headed for the Mani, a deeply weird finger of land in southwest Greece (supposedly) awash in old blood feuds and dotted with tiny clusters of stone tower houses. I had read a book about the Mani by Patrick Leigh Fermor in which he travels the country with a donkey and enjoys charming interactions with the locals. They take him in and perform traditional songs for him. He swims in what might be the portal to Hades. Already fluent in Greek, he delights in the nuances of the regional dialect.

My experience was different, though not entirely unpleasant, thanks to the pervasive otherworldliness of the place. A strip of mountains runs down the center of the peninsula and the whole thing gets bludgeoned with winds coming in off the sea. Parts of it could have stood for another planet in a science fiction movie. I went days without seeing a single person other than the old man who ran the hotel I was staying at, an exceedingly friendly Greek in his late sixties whose father had been friends with Leigh Fermor but who himself had no memory of the man. Greece in the low season is pretty empty, but the Mani was desolate. Whole towns were entirely deserted. One morning, I walked to what I thought was the most southern point in continental Europe. I was wrong—it’s in Spain, actually, at a place I had visited a few years earlier and forgotten about. Regardless, I felt like I had reached the end of the world, stepped outside of it. And now I had no choice but to turn around and go back in.

With spring finally breaking, I went north to Thessaloniki and then across the border into Macedonia. For the next four months, I bounced from one Balkan town to the next: tiny villages and empty seaside cities on the Albanian coast; odd little Austro-Hungarian hamlets with perfectly gridded streets (and very few people) in Montenegro; Ottoman enclaves in Bulgaria, Bosnia, and Kosovo. Plotted on a map, my route would resemble nothing so much as the excited doodles of a kindergartener. It was a great time, an aimless, exalting, exhausting, whale of a time. But by April I was running out of steam and money. What I needed was somewhere quiet, somewhere I could settle down for a week or two and plot my next move. Basically, I needed a place to stop and think.

On a tip from a Serb I’d met in a city on the Bosnian border, and guided by a hand-drawn map, I headed south from Sarajevo to a twelfth-century monastery in the hills of central Serbia. Getting there involved at least three buses and a seven-mile walk, making it something of a proper pilgrimage. The monastery was founded by a Medieval Serb king who abdicated and took monastic vows. Under his son, it grew to become the center of Serbian culture and spirituality for centuries. In its eight-hundred-year existence, it has survived raids by Turkish invaders, earthquakes, and fires, not to mention the ever-shifting and highly combustible recent politics of the region. Though no longer the powerhouse it once was, it remains an astonishingly beautiful place, a fortified temple with two white marble churches and a mesmerizing collection of Byzantine frescoes. It is now home to a handful of monks and a small guesthouse run by Marko, a recovering heroin addict from Belgrade.

I arrived around three in the afternoon and asked if I might be able stay for a while. For a daily rate yet to be determined, I was given a large room with a window, two twin beds, and a desk. From my window, I could see the outer stone walls of the compound and the top of the dome on the central basilica. Here, I thought, I could finally get some thinking done! There was no way the sheer sanctity of the place would not rub off on me. With the monks, and the church, and the quiet, I would be able to stop wandering, to set my life on its proper course.

Instead, I developed a routine that involved waking late and whiling away the day drinking bitter Turkish coffee with Marko, whose other main responsibility was caring for an elderly monk who had taken a vow of silence so long ago that no one there was sure when he’d spoken his last word. Not surprisingly, Marko loved to talk. He was in his late thirties and had lived all over Yugoslavia—Kotor, Sarajevo, Pristina, Zagreb—and in Prague for a year. He had studied to become a conductor but never managed to finish his degree since all of his money kept going to his drug habit. I liked Marko and like to think he enjoyed having me around. His stories skipped around chaotically, but I found that I could pay very little attention and still get the general gist of them. Everything was either “totally crazy” or “super,” except for the monastery, which was, quite accurately I think, both totally crazy and super.

Over coffee on my first morning, I asked again how much it would cost for the room. Marko shrugged my question off and said he was still waiting to hear from the head monk, adding, cryptically, that “a deal may be arranged.” The deal, it turned out, was that I would help out around the monastery, mostly in the kitchen washing dishes, in exchange for a very good rate and meals with the monks, who ate in silence. I gladly accepted, happy to have some work to distract me from all the thinking I wasn’t actually doing but was constantly feeling guilty about.

A week and a half into my new life as a dishwasher for holy men, Ekonom, one of the monks, found me in the kitchen.

“Hey Johnny.” He said this to me every time I saw him, in an accent so thick it sounded as if the words were being filtered through a mouthful of yogurt. A slight smile cracked through his wiry red beard.

“Dobro jutro,” I said, exhausting my Serbian. Ekonom was not his real name. He was called this, it was explained to me, because he was in charge of the monastery’s finances. Whenever I asked him exactly what he did, he just said “farmer.”

“Today we go to hermitage?”

I had heard about the hermitage from nearly everyone at the monastery, though no one would tell me where it was or how to get there. It was, apparently, a secret I had to earn.

We drove for about fifteen minutes in the monastery car, a dark blue Skoda, listening to a CD of Serbian Orthodox chanting. Ekonom pulled over on the side of the road at a point marked by absolutely nothing and led me to an invisible break in the trees. Two makeshift walking sticks were leaning up against a tree. He handed me one, and we went into the woods. The path climbed steeply, and soon we were both leaning hard into our steps and taking deep breaths. At one point he bent over, pulled a tiny strawberry from a bush, and popped it in his mouth. “Good,” he said. I ate one and said, “good.” Those were the only two words we spoke on the way up.

We climbed uphill for what felt like several hours before reaching a rope bridge that looked like a set piece from an Indiana Jones movie. On the far side of the bridge, a flight of stairs led up to a long, narrow catwalk that was attached to the face of a cliff. At the end of the catwalk was one of the most bizarre things I’ve ever seen: an oblong stone structure three stories tall, built into the wall and resembling a giant beehive with a dozen tiny windows scattered across the front. It was impossible to tell what was holding it up, how it had been built, or what it was even made of. The only thing that was clear was that it had been there for a very long time, so long in fact that it looked as though it had grown organically out of the rock rather than been built into it.

Ekonom led us up the rest of the way. Inside the hive were three minuscule chambers stacked one atop the other and connected by handbuilt wooden ladders: on the first floor an empty room; on the second a kitchen; on the third a bed. In each room, one of the walls was just the crumbly cliff face.

The hermitage, Ekonom told me, had been used periodically for as long as the monastery, but no one was staying there at the time. Still, it was stocked with the essentials, and Ekonom wasted no time finding a jar of coffee grounds and a bottle of rakia, Serbian brandy. He fired up a tiny gas burner for the coffee.

Carrying four tiny cups on a tray, I followed my guide to a section of the catwalk that was covered with a roof and outfitted with windows, a makeshift sunroom perched on the face of a cliff. Before us unfurled miles of rolling hills in gorgeously rippled green rows, like shockwaves frozen in time. And between the rotting wooden slats that made up the floor, I could see clear down to the jagged rocks that would kill us when the whole thing collapsed.
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