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For Dad
in the deep heart’s core




If you never did you should these things are fun and fun is good.

Dr Seuss




Introduction

I am deep within the forest, the raw heat of the day softened by the canopy above. The man in front of me is swaying, a gobbet of raw pig’s liver hanging from his ear. Another man, to his left, has what looks like a piece of lung adorning his fringe. As I draw nearer, someone flicks a bit of kidney in my direction, which hits the white of my eye and bounces off again. Nearer still and the tribesmen rush to adorn my shoulders with offal, a ventricle here, a pancreas there. I think I can make out a spleen on my shirt collar, but am not sure. I was never any good at biology.

I am the only sober person in the forest.

Further offerings are made to the spirits, to the ancestors they believe inhabit this ancient land. A bubbling handful of intestines is respectfully arranged on a makeshift shrine. Men, and it is only men here, bob and bow – though I’m not sure whether this is down to reverence or simple intoxication.

The village elder is sitting next to a giant bottle, the glass stained with green fur. Inside is a strange liquid which smells like a holy trinity of gasoline, semen and Pimm’s. For all I know, it may well contain all three.fn1 One by one, the celebrants are invited to suck on the thick pipe that snakes from the murk. Some cough into the bottle as they drink. Some spit. Finally, the chief stares in my direction, his eyes glazed with grog. He beckons me over.

It is my turn.

The crew are some distance away, shooting on a long lens. I look towards them. It’s the look of a woman who is about to cross every health and safety threshold she once held dear; a woman about to be exposed to the full spectrum of gastro-intestinal diseases known to man, and a few hitherto yet unidentified by medical science. It’s a look that simply says, Help me.

I know that a choice is presenting itself. I can play the squeamish Westerner, protect the delicate flora of my intestinal tract and offend a bunch of festive animists. Or I can be another person, a different Susan – a fearless explorer, embracing with open hands and open heart a strange new world.

I know the sort of person I am. So I try to be the opposite.

I steel myself. It is simply a case of mind over matter. I accept the blessings of the forest. I accept the glistening unknown in the vat beneath. I accept it all. Then, as I bend towards the liquid, breathing in its oily reek, someone leans over and pops a chunk of pig bowel on the end of the straw.

And I drink.




1. Journeys Past

Historically, the Perkins tribe were neither explorers, nor adventurers. Dad, in a moment of genealogical fervour, traced his family tree back two hundred years and discovered that all the men had been either labourers or soldiers, and all the women charladies. None of my ancestors got the chance to leave the UK, unless, of course, it was to offer up a limb or two at Gallipoli. Dad broke the mould, venturing as far as Kingston, Jamaica, while on National Service – but he was so terrified by the flora and fauna he vowed never to leave the shores of Britannia again.

‘The crabs, Susan! The crabs! They were the size of landmines!’ he’d recall hysterically – as if the crustaceans would prove the more dangerous factor in that equation.

Mum was a little more intrepid. She had travelled to Ibiza in her mid-twenties, but pronounced it ‘not Spanish enough’ and returned a week later, disappointed.fn1

Our parents didn’t do ‘foreign’, and hated sleeping in ‘strange beds’, so we tended to holiday places where you could arrive and return on the same day. These trips were planned with military precision, like Navy SEALs – and felt more like tactical strikes than mini-breaks. Occasionally, we visited my grandparents in their 117th-floor flat in Torremolinos. It must have been just ‘Spanish enough’ for my mum because we went twice. We’d get sunburn, drink Fanta, ride on a poor, beleaguered donkey in Mihas then fly home.

When I was fourteen I went to Jersey with the Children’s Youth Theatre and got fingered on a ferry by a boy named Michael. At eighteen, I went to the east coast of America, got mugged and came straight home again. At twenty-one I went on a week’s trip to Madeira and drank vodka in an underwhelming villa with sea views so distant they stretched the very bounds of trade description.

See, I told you – not adventurous.

I’d never been one for leaving the comforts of home. That person wasn’t me, I didn’t spent my formative years youth-hostelling round Rwanda, or climbing Everest in a tie-dye playsuit to raise awareness of something or other. After all, why visit the Bora Bora crater, when you can stay right where you are and enjoy Netflix and salt and vinegar crisps?

As an adult, the obsessive dynamics of self-employment meant it was impossible for me to take a break. What would happen if I disappeared for a week or two? I would be forgotten. For ever. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity would, doubtless, present itself – and I would miss the chance to seize it. That six-part series on krumping? Britain’s Best Kettles? Eamonn Holmes Under the Hammer? I’d never get those jobs if I went away. No. Best stay here, alert and primed at home in London, and wait.

And then something wonderful happened – work itself afforded me the chance to go away. Finally I got to leave my desk with a clear conscience.

In 2013, I was asked if I’d like to make a documentary about the Mekong river, following it for over four thousand kilometres from Vietnam all the way to the snowy peaks of Tibet. It had been a dark, difficult year. Poor Dad had been sick with throat cancer, and our days were spent bombing up and down the A30, taking him to and from his daily radiotherapy sessions. He was now in remission, but the treatment seemed not only to have shrunk his tumour but his horizons. Now, he rarely left the house, content only to explore the already-explored, the safe, the pre-experienced – the familiar poles of armchair, bed and dining table. Occasionally his swollen legs would carry him as far as the biscuit tin and back. That would be a good day.

I agreed to the trip. Perhaps, deep down, I felt I would be travelling for him. And for Mum too – who has an adventurer’s heart but a carer’s role, glued to her partner through times, of late, more thin than thick, and certainly more in sickness than in health.

There was another reason. I have a voice inside me, a voice that drives me to darkness. It dims the lights, it drains the colour, it turns the sound down. It calls me in when I want to be out; it tells me to expect the worst, rather than hope for the best. To travel is to quieten that voice, to know that it cannot and will not control me.

I take after my dad: he feels too much and cannot cope.

I take after my mum – constantly fretful in times of safety but stoic in a crisis.

We’re all contradictory souls at heart – a mix of intrepid and afraid, outgoing and solitary. The measure of your sanity, I guess, is where you draw the line between those poles. Perhaps this adventure would give me the chance for some much needed recalibration.

So, even though I was frightened, I said yes. I will always say yes. I will throw myself into every experience, I will accept every dare,fn2 I will agree to maddening offers and crazy adventures.

Yes.
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I’ve said I take after my mum. This seems like a good moment to introduce you to the nine-stone bag of true grit that is Ann Perkins.

I grew up, as is a matter of public record, in the charming hamlet of Croydon. If you’ve not been, and want to conjure the aesthetics of the place, imagine a long scream into oblivion that has been commemorated in concrete. Architecturally, it was a curious mix of brutalism and the worst excesses of 1980s office building – as you approach by train, it looks like the skyline has been designed by a pre-school competition winner.

But I was young: I didn’t care for beauty. I craved the important things in life, like cheap cider, knock-off fags and newsagents with a lackadaisical approach to security. In that regard, Croydon gave me everything I needed, and it was a blissful childhood.

We lived in a house on a bank. The house was called High Bank. I admire the simple, honest pragmatism of that nomenclature. It’s like calling the Houses of Parliament ‘Swinging Dick Palace’ or Trump Towers ‘Look Upon My Gold Toilet And Weep, O Migrants’.

I digress. Because the bank was, indeed, high, it meant that mowing the lawn was hard – unless, that is, you’re my mum. Ann Perkins is undeterred by petty inconveniences like gravity. For her, gravity is just another thing to be overcome – like stress incontinence and Dr Liam Fox.

Mum had pioneered a revolutionary system for trimming grass on a gradient. This involved tying a long loop of string around the handle of the Flymo, letting the machine trundle down the bank and then pulling on the string to haul it back up.

What could possibly go wrong?

It was a rainy day.

I could end the story there, couldn’t I? I could simply let your imagination fill in the blanks and save us all the horror – but both literary form and the contractual necessity that this book is 90,000 words long mean I should now elaborate further on the scene.

It was a rainy day, and Mum decided that, what with the ground being sodden and extra slippy, this might, indeed, be the perfect day to go out and cut some grass. I watched her from my bedroom window, striding out into the mizzle. There was the sharp stink of two-stroke and a thin plume of black smoke as she fired up the Flymo. Then off she went.

The next thing I heard was a cry – hard and fast – the sort of cry that has gone before it arrives. The sort of cry that lets you know something is seriously, seriously wrong.

I found Mum slumped at the bottom of the bank in the mud holding her foot and muttering. I approached. It was then I noticed that the trainer on her right foot had been sliced off, and, by reason, her toes along with it.

‘David!’ I shouted. ‘Call an ambulance!’ thereby simultaneously sounding in charge while not having to actually do anything. This is what is known as Eldest Child Syndrome.

‘David!’ I shouted again. He was nowhere to be seen.

My sister, Michelle, appeared and took in the scene. Rather than moving to help, she felt the best contribution she could make was to scream into Mum’s face.


MICHELLE: Oh, God!

ME: David!

MICHELLE: Oh, no!

ME: David!

MICHELLE: Shit! Fuck!



That’s when I knew things were really bad. My mum hates swearing, and even now isn’t averse to dragging me into the bathroom and anointing the inside of my mouth with the cleansing fire of Imperial Leather. The fact that she was getting a full four-letter fanning without batting an eyelid was of genuine concern.

The commotion had, by now, attracted a few local kids who had pulled up on their bikes. My sister responded by rushing down the steps and directing the abuse at them instead.


MICHELLE: No! Get lost! Go on! Piss off!



David had now arrived, and was sizing up the situation.


DAVID: FUCK!



It was an excellent summary.


MICHELLE: Yes, you! Go on, fuck off!

DAVID: FUUCK!



This carried on for several minutes, after which I decided it might be a good time to call the ambulance myself. It took nearly five minutes to explain to the bemused operator what had happened:


OPERATOR: She was mowing. In the rain. On a bank?



I returned with some advice.


ME: David, we need to find the toes.

DAVID: What?

ME: Find them! Find the toes!



That’s a role nobody wants, isn’t it? Chief toe-finder. Toefinder General.

I bellowed again.


ME: David! Pick up the toes!



I felt it was more of a boy job, something that someone with a Y-chromosome should take care of. I was young. I was yet to learn about the toxicity of gender roles. David picked his way gingerly through the grass.


DAVID: Is that a big toe? Is it? JESUS!



While we waited for the paramedics, Mum eased into one of her favourite emotional states – martyrdom: Saint Ann of the Bleeding Feet became calm, a preternatural serenity descending over her


MUM: I don’t know what the fuss is all about. I am totally fine.

ME: Mum, there’s blood pouring out of your foot.

MUM: Nonsense.

MICHELLE: It’s like a fountain.

MUM: Don’t worry about me, it’s nothing that a bit of Savlon won’t sort out.

ME: Since when did Savlon glue toes together?

DAVID: (spotting something pink and shiny in the grass) Oh, God! Oh, God. Fuck!



She hopped into the ambulance, aided by a pair of paramedics. They were about to learn that Mum is the John Lewis of chat. Even with a severed foot, she is never knowingly under-talked. Once seated inside, she chose to display her home-economics prowess by randomly listing everything lurking within our chest freezer. She loved that freezer and was the only person on earth who could identify the grey cellophane-wrapped rubble buried in the permafrost.


MUM: (clutching what’s left of her foot as her face turns green) OK. Dinner tonight. There’s mince. You could do that with boiled potatoes or some pasta.

PARAMEDIC: Ann …

MUM: And there’s bound to be a Bernard Matthews turkey roll in there somewhere. Let me think …

(Mum consults her Menu Mind Palace.)

MUM: Yes. Left section, underneath the Crispy Pancakes.

ME: Is her face supposed to be that colour?

MUM: Or you could have prawns.

ME: It’s really green …

MUM: And there’s that kilo block of Cathedral Cheddar. Mature. But, remember, no broccoli or courgette.

ME: I know …

MUM: It messes with your father’s bowel.

ME: I KNOW.

MUM: Viennetta for pudding. That’s in the bottom compartment. Oh, and, Susan …

ME: Yes?

MUM: Don’t, whatever you do, tell Dad where I am.

ME: What?

MUM: He’s not to know.

ME: Well, what am I supposed to tell him? Where shall I say you are?

MUM: Knitting class.

PARAMEDIC: Ann, I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’m afraid you’re going to be in hospital at least a week with an injury like this.

MUM: Right you are. OK, lace class then, that’s more involved. Say I’m making an intricate bookmark.

ME: You’ve gone away for a fortnight, without notice – making an intricate bookmark?

MUM: Do you know, I think I might have some of that gas and air now …



And with that, the paramedic, who had been waiting patiently for Mum to pause for breath, popped a mask over her face and whisked her to Mayday Hospital.




2. What’s It All About?

I’ve never been sure where holidays end and true travel begins. Perhaps the distinction lies in a deeper engagement with the local people, a lengthier, immersive stay in communities. Perhaps, more simply, it has something to do with the inherent difference between a rucksack and a suitcase. I don’t know. All I know is that holidays weren’t much my thing – I don’t tan and I’m not built for staying still – but travel, well, that turned out to be something altogether different.

I know I look like a proper square; a total cube. But underneath that nerdish topcoat I am someone who eschews order for chaos. Routine is my nightmare, and the unexpected is my safe space. Nothing makes me happier than being thrown in at the deep end, and nothing excites me more than a journey where the destination is organic and unfixed. It turns out that what I’d been looking for all these years wasn’t a mini-break, but a proper adventure.

There is a strange tendency among us TV presenters to pretend we know it all, adopting a mask of clear-cut professionalism and unquestionable authority. Of course, if that were really true, if we had any real authority, we’d have proper jobs and not be preening about on the goggle box. My travels taught me the most invaluable lesson of all: I’m a fool. So why not save time and be honest about it? To pretend otherwise borders on proper stupidity.

Instead of meeting a hostile tribe in a highland rainforest clearing and acting like it’s all rather familiar, I want to own my ignorance. I want to learn everything, feel everything, acknowledge my fortunate, cushioned existence, in the face of those who struggle.

The most glorious and the most difficult thing about my job is that I get to observe. I get to watch some of the most exciting, breath-taking and curious things on the planet; I also get to watch some of the most cruel and heart-breaking things too.

I often think about war photographers, capturing that moment when the bullet pierces a skull, when the napalm ignites a village – and I have always wondered, ‘Did you hang around just waiting for that moment? Why didn’t you intervene? Why didn’t you do something? Did commemorating that suffering for posterity, so that others might learn from it, ameliorate the fact you stood by and did nothing?’

I ask myself that question. Sometimes I have had to watch impossibly difficult and painful scenarios: death, abuse, cruelty, grinding poverty. Sometimes I, too, did nothing. Sometimes there was nothing to do. Other times the reality was that the only job I had, the only positive contribution I could make, was to observe, to hear the testimonies, to bear witness.

Some of the things I encountered were too traumatic for screening, too awful to show. There seemed no purpose to broadcasting suffering without context or solution. Equally, sometimes things were too silly and childish to warrant the edit. But even if television’s lens can’t encompass it all, if the frame only captures a corner of the experience, the human eye sees the full panorama. I saw everything.

Here it is.




3. It’s Not All My Fault

In my head, television is made like this: I go to a place. I eat food, get drunk, have a dance – I share an intimate cultural moment with a stranger. I might even cry. Then, I go home.

Six months later, as if by magic, it appears on the telly.

I’ve since been told that there is an awful lot more to making a show than popping this old meat puppet in front of a camera. So, before we begin, let me introduce you to the team who really make it happen.

I haven’t changed their names because they are far from innocent.

Steve. Steve is the boss. He is the Charlie to our Angels but 25 per cent more real. Steve and I have a lot in common. He despises television and all it stands for – and so do I. Steve is obsessed with television and all it stands for – and so am I.

Steve is a media Eeyore. He doesn’t just worry that the sky is falling in, but that the sky is falling in and the industry is so rapidly deskilling he might not have a decent enough crew to make a six-part BAFTA-winning documentary series about it.

Steve loves surfing, his family and anything to do with Wales. He is super-clever. Like, super-clever. He has a particular interest in the intricacies of rural agribusiness, and films directed by him will invariably feature sequences devoted to nuanced farming techniques in the middle of nowhere. Steve cannot understand why I don’t share his fascination for all things agricultural, and when he sighs on set I know that he is dreaming of working with a proper presenter who asks about the complexities of irrigation in terrace systems and doesn’t just make fart jokes in a forest.

Olly is our sound guy. He’s a rarity in the business, as he actually listens to every word that’s recorded. I know that for a fact, because, after a twenty-minute piece to camera about religion in Angkor Wat, Cambodia, he turned to me and said, ‘What the fuck was all that about?’ You see? All ears.

Olly has seen things a human being should never see – namely the contents of my trousers. His job is, essentially, to stick wires where the sun don’t shine. As a result, he is very familiar with all my catchphrases, such as ‘Remember I always go commando’ and ‘Sorry, I forgot to shave again.’

Olly has an anecdote for all occasions, which comes in handy when you’re spending every waking hour with someone for weeks on end. Sometimes I love his stories so much, I’ll make him repeat them again and again – like the time he went for a run in Tokyo and got lost for thirteen hours. Or the time he detonated a BBC controller’s conservatory in a rather over-zealous fireworks display.

Olly’s superpower is his packing capacity. He brings everything, and I mean everything. I once saw him casually bring out a NutriBullet in the Sunderbans (the low-lying islands on the border of India and Bangladesh), attach it to the loose plug socket and pull, from a waterproof pouch, some diced melon, a punnet of raspberries and a handful of chia seeds.

Matt, our cameraman, is a cherubic Bristolian with a dazzling array of neckerchiefs. I have never heard him swear. Ever. Once, he was filming some monkeys playing on a bridge in Rishikesh. One had nicked an Hermès scarf from a passing tourist, and was trying to put it on. Matt laughed so hard that the monkey dropped the scarf and ran towards him, baring his teeth in full attack mode. Still, no swearing.

Matt makes the world look beautiful. However shocking and saddening the environment, he will always find a way to bring out the dignity of people or the richness of the landscape.

He’s also amazing at walking backwards – trusting that the assistant guiding him by his belt loops will keep him from harm, warn him when a step is approaching, and steer him past the inevitable piles of dog, pig and cow shit. Eighty-seven per cent of the time his trust is well placed. In the 13 per cent likelihood that he will end up tumbling into cack, he always has a spare pair of trainers at the ready.

Matt’s superpower is that he is able to find spaghetti bolognese wherever he is in the world, be it remote hill tribe or floating village. Also, he is very good at making sure the colour saturation settings on his camera minimize my jowls. And for that, if nothing else, he is family to me.

Vicky is super-model tall and, quite simply, the best producer in the world. Vicky lives her life according to her own special lexicon, where the word ‘No’ doesn’t exist. The phrases ‘I’m really tired’, ‘Should we really be eating that?’ and ‘I’m not sure that’s entirely safe’ are also, seemingly, not recognized.

You can go to Vicky in the middle of the night and she will have whatever you need to fix stuff. She’ll put up a mosquito net in the pitch dark, she’ll diagnose and treat minor ailments – she’ll even accompany you for a wee at 2 a.m. in the middle of a Tibetan plain to make sure the wild dogs don’t eat you.

Vicky’s superpower is that she is never fazed. Not even when you make her come round to your room at three in the morning saying you can’t sleep because of the noise of the electricity pylons. Not even when she has to break it to you that the noise is merely cicadas and that we are in a rural hamlet hundreds of miles from an electricity substation.

Steve and Vicky were aided by a team of brilliant assistant producers and researchers whose job was twofold:

First, they had to lie to me – 24/7.


	If the walk is long, tell me it’s short.

	If I see a snake, tell me it’s not a snake but a piece of rope with diamond markings on its back that is moving in the breeze.

	If I ask how long the day is going to be, tell me it’s nearly done.

	If I ask why the hotel has no running water or electricity, tell me it’s an off-grid paradise where I can truly commune with nature.



Then, when all these things turn out to be untrue and I start grumbling, the second phase of their job kicks in.

Feed me. Just feed me.

Then, and only then, will I shut up.

This book is for them, the production team and crew, and for all the local guides, fixers, drivers, porters and helpers who made life better for us during our travels.

Thank you.
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VIETNAM






4. That Noo-dle That You Do So Well

I landed at Ho Chi Minh City, wheeling a suitcase so large it looked like I was using it to perform a magic trick.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, as you can see, my assistant is now locked inside the Samsonite, and if you walk around you will see there is no way for her to get in or out. Now let’s see whether she can survive the baggage-handling.’

I was the furthest east I’d ever been, if you exclude the time I took mushrooms and thought I was one of Kubla Khan’s handmaidens.

I was the furthest in any direction I’d ever been.

A gaggle of can-do Vietnamese lads were there to meet me outside the airport terminal, but even they struggled to load my outsized luggage onto the van. I am willing to admit that I had somewhat over-packed, and that the industrial waders, oxygen tent and satellite tracking system may have been a bridge too far.

I got into the back of their jeep and we drove around for what felt like hours. Ten miles or so into the journey, it struck me that I had no idea where I was going, who these people were and whether, indeed, I’d even got into the right car. Still, I wasn’t fazed, thanks to the diazepam I’d necked some thirty-nine thousand feet above Ukraine. I am terrified of flying, you see – but I do it nonetheless (screw you, scared, sad voice within).

That night I lay on a lumpy hostel mattress for six hours and pretended to sleep, my senses struggling to adjust to the thick, hot air and the frenzied airborne traffic of insects and birds. This continent was going to be my home for the next three thousand miles: I’d better start getting used to it.

The next morning we headed to Can Tho, where I transferred onto a wooden boat with a precarious motor dangling from its rear like an industrial haemorrhoid. It was time to start filming.

Up to that point, my combined seafaring experiences had been:


	– Getting on the Woolwich Ferry with my nan, c. 1976.

	– Crossing the Irish Sea.

	– Taking a pedalo out in Málaga.



Looking back at that footage, I can remember how out of my depth I felt. I couldn’t get my bearings. I couldn’t put words to the sensory bombardment. I was so bewildered and excited you can barely make out what I’m saying amid the gabble.

On the delta’s edge was some of the most precarious real estate I’d ever seen – rows of wooden shacks perched on bamboo stilts, the walls and roofs clad with a patchwork of tarpaulin, rice bags and corrugated metal. Not one single element of their construction had been fashioned in a straight line. In fact, the houses all looked like they’d fallen from the sky and crumpled on impact with the river bed.

Our vessel nudged the edge of one of the dwellings, and came to an abrupt halt. I made a rather ungainly leap from the boat onto the rickety stairs leading to the main platform, which seemed to have been constructed at a near-forty-five-degree angle. The whole structure creaked and wobbled as I entered.

‘Hi, I’m Sue,’ I said, in execrable Vietnamese.

A woman roared with laughter, her mouth widening to reveal a somewhat sparse assembly of teeth.

‘Di Hei,’ she replied, and hugged me.

How lovely, I thought, as I melted into her. Someone who is as tactile as I am. I love her already.

Arm in arm, we wandered further into the house. Her entire extended family were there to greet me.

I could have headed home that day and, in that snapshot, had a microcosm of everything I would witness in Asia over the next few years. The wife, bent double over the fire, her face burnished by a lifetime of wood-smoke. The silent, sick husband, looking out over the water with that thousand-yard stare. The whip-thin kids, running everywhere, the backs of their heads routinely slapped by a legion of aunties, uncles and grandparents. A million shiny black pupils trained on you, looking at the vastness of you, the wealth of you. Looking at what you were and what you had. At everything you had.

I looked down at my new shoes, purchased online for their robust waterproof capability. Everyone around me was barefoot, their toenails eroded to nothing by the acidity of the river water. I watched the kids, deft and graceful, sprint across the narrow wooden beams that connected the houses. I looked down at my bloated belly, courtesy of a defunct pituitary and unwise dietary decisions. I felt embarrassed about a lifetime of softness, of ease. I felt like a pappy, white giant.

I said my hellos to the assembled clan and launched, unbidden, into a hi-energy game of pat-a-cake with the youngest grandchild, who was so cute she was in danger of detonating my ovaries.

The room contained several makeshift sleeping platforms, all of which appeared to be adjustable. This proved to be essential, as during the monsoon the river levels are so high, the water flows right through the house.

‘The more it comes up, the higher we make our bed,’ said Di Hei, pragmatically.

She pointed to the tidemarks on the bedposts where the river had come and gone.


ME: Do you notice the climate changing?



I was desperate to impress upon Steve that his new presenter was capable of sticking to the environmental message of the film, and not just there to hug random children.


DI HEI: It’s the highest it has ever been this year.



She pointed to a line some four feet above the mattress.


ME: But that line’s almost at the ceiling! What if the water keeps on rising? Where do you sleep?



She gestured towards the roof and laughed. She started miming swimming. Then she did an impression of someone drowning. It was starting to feel like a rather twisted, climate-change edition of Give Us A Clue.

And then, before the atmosphere gave way to darkness, she laughed that toothless laugh again, and reached over to hug me.

We returned the next morning at the edge of first light, the moon and sun still fighting over the sky. All was silent, except for the sound of our oars cutting through the water. By the time we reached the opposite bank, the moon had conceded and a thin band of yellow light on the horizon had begun to illuminate the way ahead.

My first thought as I ventured inside was Jesus, this building’s on fire – black smoke billowed through the tarpaulin roof and the cracks in the timber. There can’t be any survivors in this heat and smoke. No one could survive this conflagration. I gestured down to Steve, but he seemed unconcerned and waved me onwards.

A familiar face materialized through the acrid plumes.

‘Xin chao!’ I bellowed at it. ‘Xin chao!’

‘Xin chao!’ muttered the face, vignetted in carbon. Then a bony hand appeared, grabbed my wrist and dragged me forwards into the murk.

My eyes tickled as they adjusted to the culinary inferno raging around me.

It was four thirty in the morning. Di Hei had already been up, cooking, for at least two hours. On the floor, vast iron pots of pungent grey broth sat bubbling over the open flames. There was a selection of boiled meats, grey, beige, yellow, and more grey. There were buckets of white noodles and a dazzling array of condiments. The smoke was burning the inside of my nostrils and I was starting to fight for breath. Through the gaps in the floorboards, I could dimly make out the acrid water lapping just centimetres beneath. I guess this was as close to a fire safety measure as we were going to get.

The little girl approached. I wanted to play with her again, but it became clear from Di Hei’s percussive tuts that there was no time for chat. We had work to do.

The Di Hei I met that morning was a different woman altogether. Gone were the easy laughs and constant hugging. This Di Hei was thrillingly strict. She was there for one thing, and one thing only – business.

The cooking seemed to be finished. She slapped my arms briskly and bellowed into my face, her eyes sparkling like embers.

The translation came back.


DI HEI: OK! You! Time to sell!



I gulped nervously.
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I am useless at selling. Always have been. That may come as a surprise to you, since I’m a trappy little bastard – but, in truth, I lack the killer instinct and retain a distinct cynicism about the eternal quest for material wealth. I have had minimal sales experience, but what I have had, I have loathed with every fibre of my being.

The moment I finished my A levels, I wanted to work. I wanted to get as far away from a desk and a book as possible. Being young and naive, it hadn’t really occurred to me that there might possibly be a disconnect between wanting to do something and being capable of doing something.

I answered a rather shady ad in the Croydon Advertiser, which promised MAXIMUM WAGES! and MINIMUM TRAINING! As a diehard fan of both of those concepts, especially in conjunction with one another, I rang the number provided, and was connected to a man named Gary, in deepest Addiscombe.

Throughout our conversation Gary sounded like he was running a marathon. Angrily. He said something about turning up the next morning to his house for a briefing, before putting the phone down mid-wheeze.

The next morning my mate Neil dropped me off at the estate. There was a gaggle of weedy-looking blokes outside Gary’s house, waiting. As I walked up to join them, I noticed the car in the driveway was on bricks. After a few minutes, Gary wandered out, like a prize-fighter greeting his adoring crowd, and sat atop the bonnet, his expansive belly quivering before him.

‘Right,’ he said, his gelatinous gut finally juddering to a halt over the waistband of his jeans.


GARY: Good mornin’, one and all. You don’t know it yet, but you lot is my crack team.



Are we? I thought. Really? But I don’t know them. And I don’t know you. And you still sound angry, even though you are technically smiling.


GARY: I was standing where you is now. I didn’t have nothing. Not a sausage. Now, I can do whatever I want. I’m me own boss. Isn’t that right?

ALL: Yes, Gary.



We just came out with it. All of us. In unison. Christ, this is how cults get started. One minute you’re in an estate in south London agreeing with a stranger, next you’re in a poly-amorous commune making potato prints of your beloved leader.

Gary started up again.


GARY: What’s the secret of selling?



Nobody responded. I suspect we all knew that a reply was superfluous since Gary was inevitably going to tell us.


GARY: Get in their house. Get. In. Their. House. Got it?

US: Get. In. Their. House.

GARY: Once you’re in the house – you done it.

US: OK, Gary.

GARY: I ain’t finished. You get in, you give ’em a quote, get their details, and get out sharpish. Once you done that, old Gary here gets on the blower to ’em and works his magic.



As he sat there, perched on the bonnet, legs akimbo, it struck me that I still had no idea what the job entailed. Or what Gary’s ‘magic’ involved.


GARY: Here’s your script.



Excellent. Now we’re in business. I know where I am with a script.


GARY: Don’t mug me off by just learning it. You ’ave to be it. Be it!



He smashed the palm of his hand against his chest. I watched his moobs vibrating. He really was mesmerizing.

He handed us a sheet of paper. I looked down at it.

Nu-Again Carpet Cleaner. Make YOUR carpets Nu-Again.

OK, I thought. It’s not Hamlet but I can do this.

Gary sparked up a Benson’s and embarked on the three-minute monologue that was to encompass our training.


GARY: Right, time to get into the technical details. I’m gonna show you how to measure up and do the quote once you got in the house … Cos what you gotta do?

ALL: Get. In. Their. House.

GARY: That’s more like it.



I arrived back the next morning in a howling gale. Gary was already outside, in a Metallica singlet, marshalling the troops. Three of the lads were no-shows, making eight of us in total.


GARY: OK. You all good?

ALL: Yes, Gary.

GARY: Yous ready to go?

ALL: Yes, Gary.

GARY: Course you are, you fucking legends.



Out of nowhere, a Transit van burst into view. It clipped the kerb as it came round the bend and screeched to a halt in front of us.

Gary flushed with excitement.


GARY: What you waiting for? Geddin!



We pulled the rusty door to the side and climbed in. We were the household-solvent branch of Special Forces. We were ready.

‘Have you learnt this?’ said a pale bloke to the left of me.

‘Yes,’ I said, almost entirely smugly. I have a photographic memory, so I’m lucky in that department.

‘I don’t know it,’ said a guy at the back.

‘Me neither,’ said another. ‘You’re not supposed to – remember?’

There were assorted grunts from behind.

Gary turned around from the passenger seat and addressed the crew. As motivational speeches go, it fell some way short of the full Henry on St Crispin’s Day.


GARY: You know what you gotta do, don’t ya, lads?

US: Get in.

GARY: Yeah. You get it. Every house you get in, you get a quid.



Finally, the salary details!


GARY: You get the most quids, you get on Gary’s leader board.



He pulled out a small whiteboard, on which seemed to be scrawled the remnants of a shopping list. Someone in the family really liked Crispy Pancakes.

Great, I thought. I’ve got this. I’ve memorized the speech. I’m way ahead of the curve. I’ll be in twenty houses by lunch, that’s twenty quid, that’s seven packs of Marlboro Lights.fn1

After ten minutes or so the van came to a sudden halt and we all piled out.


GARY: See you later, you killers! Look at ya! You’re gonna smash it! We’ll pick you up at five.



A puff of black exhaust smoke and he was gone.

I looked around me. I was in another estate, much larger than the first. It struck me that I had no clue where I actually was.

The group fractured. The most eager got the houses nearby, the more sluggish, like me, had to wander a few roads down to avoid covering the same patch. Think door-to-door sales version of The Hunger Games and you’ll get the general gist.

I walked up the path to my first house, steadied myself, then rang the doorbell. I heard footsteps from within. I took a deep breath as the door opened, and began, in my crispest RP:


ME: Hi there, I just happen to be in the area today …



There was a gust of air as the door slammed in my face.

OK, I thought, undeterred. Of course some people are going to be a little resistant to this stuff – we’re at the cutting edge of shagpile rehabilitation after all. I tried the next house along.


ME: Hi there!

MAN: NO, thank you.



Slam.

And the next house


ME: Hi …

WOMAN: Who are you?

ME: I just happen to be in the area …



Slam.

And so it went on. All. Day.

Like Liam Neeson in Taken, I have a unique set of skills. Sadly, the vast majority of them are not transferrable to practical situations. No one ever got lost and asked for the person who does stumpwork embroidery of butterflies. No air stewardess ever shouted on a plane ‘Is there someone onboard who can play Beethoven sonatas?’ I was useless. Utterly useless.

To compound the misery, around about 1 p.m. I discovered that I’d forgotten to bring any lunch, so I wandered around from house to house all afternoon with my stomach an angry and acidic mess.

At half past four, tired from the endless wandering and sick with hunger, I rang on yet another doorbell. A dog barked. The sort of bark that little dogs make when they want to sound bigger and more frightening. The door opened and a Cavalier King Charles Spaniel reared up and started licking my kneecaps.


WOMAN: Oh, she likes you.

ME: Aah, she’s very sweet.

WOMAN: How can I help?



I cleared my throat.


ME: Hi, I just happen to be in the area and wondered do you happen to have carpets?



This was the first time anyone had let me get my first full sentence out without slamming the door. I could now see what a ridiculous opening gambit it was.


WOMAN: Well, yes – we do.



I thought of the next line in my script: Did you know that there’s a cleaner that can restore your carpets to Day One freshness – for just a fraction of the cost of buying new. For just £29.99 we can clean your entire house – but, remember, we’re only here for today and tomorrow, so you’ll need to act fast.

I thought of that line, and I looked at that sweet lady with her sweet dog and thought, I can’t do this.

She seemed to sense the existential crisis raging within me.


WOMAN: Are you OK? Can I help at all?



I responded suddenly, without thinking.


ME: Yes! You can let me in your house. Just for a minute. I know that sounds mad, but I’m not a nutter, I promise. I’m supposed to be selling carpet cleaner and if you let me into your house I can earn a pound and it’ll be the first pound I’ve earned all day and I’m so incredibly hungry.

WOMAN: Sure.



And, to my utter surprise, she ushered me in.


WOMAN: Would you like a biscuit?

ME: Yes, please.



I felt like crying.

She showed me through into her living room. Gosh, these carpets DO need a clean, I thought. I immediately recoiled. That wasn’t the sort of thing I would ever think. Gary was getting to me. He was already in my head.


WOMAN: So, what do you need to get your pound?

ME: Well, I need to assess the space and give you a quote.



I had amended the script and put in the word ‘assess’ as I thought that sounded more professional.


ME: I’ll take your number, if that’s OK, and a man called Gary will call you to see if you want to take it any further.

WOMAN: OK. But I don’t have to take it any further?

ME: No.



Although I would – that deep pile is filthy. SHUT UP, GARY, SHUT UP.


WOMAN: Great. Now I’ll get you that biscuit – I can hear your tummy from here.

ME: Thank you. I’ll get cracking on the quote.



My mind flashed back to Gary’s training.


GARY: Right, time to get into the technical details. I’m gonna show you how to measure up and provide the quote once you got in the house …



I got ready to follow his instructions to the letter.


GARY: Go to the corner of the room. Put one foot in front of the other until you get to the opposite wall.



I walked along the wall, one foot in front of the other.


GARY: Then do the next wall along.



I turned, and did the next wall.


GARY: Times those two numbers together.



I did the mental arithmetic.


GARY: And whatever number you get, it’s fifty quid.



The lady reappeared, brandishing a Rich Tea.


WOMAN: So what does that come to?

ME: It’s … it’s fifty quid. But I’m sure Gary would do you a deal. What’s your number?



The woman started scribbling her number on my photocopied sheet. I bit into the biscuit. A cascade of crumbs fell to the floor.


WOMAN: There you go!



In my mind’s eye I saw Gary waving his leader’s whiteboard. I saw my name at the top, just above a faint mark saying ‘Viennetta’. I thought about the satisfaction of beating the boys. And then I thought about this sweet lady, and her sweet dog, who was currently licking biscuit crumbs off the carpet.


ME: Thank you. Thank you so much. We’ll be in touch.



I smiled, and walked out of the door. I carried on walking until I reached the edge
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INTRODUCTION

fn1 I am unaware of the global outreach of the Pimm’s brand, but I am reliably informed the other two ingredients are readily available in South East Asia.


1. JOURNEYS PAST

fn1 Mum had never been to Spain before, so I’d be interested to know what she was comparing it with.

fn2 Once, in Menorca, I got dared to jump off a vertical cliff face some thirty metres above the sea. I did. As the saying goes, how you fall doesn’t matter. It’s how you land. I hit the water at an odd angle and shattered my coccyx.


4. THAT NOO-DLE THAT YOU DO SO WELL

fn1 At this point in my life I measured everything in packets of Marlboro Lights.


5. I WANT TO BE YOU

fn1 My mum possesses 1950s America levels of paranoia. Kim Jong-un levels of paranoia. She lives in an almost permanent high-tensile state of red alert. In the winter just gone, there was an article about raisin shortages. She went to Morrisons and bought SEVEN KILOS of them. Why? Because her friend Margaret likes to make fruit cakes. Go figure.


6. I DON’T LIKE MONDAYS


fn1 I am not qualified:

1. I am a child myself.

2. I have no qualities that would inspire or motivate a young person.

3. I have attention issues, which means my mind is even more likely to wander during a lesson than my pupils’ …


7. KAMPONG PHLUK

fn1 I know, this is the perfect name for a monk, right? With a name like Om he was never going to be anything else.

fn2 Not literally. I meant in his earlier life. In his previous life, he was a goose.


8. PIGGY IN THE MIDDLE

fn1 Claire was the brilliant director on this second shoot. She is super bright and super cool. She once told me that she had never seen someone attack a buffet with as much vigour as I did. I took that as a compliment.


9. PLEASE RELEASE ME

fn1 I managed this until the end of the day, then spent the whole evening thinking about it.


11. THE PIG OF KRATIE

fn1 A breakdown of this ‘study’ reveals 10 per cent Renaissance Literature, 10 per cent Greek Tragedy, 40 per cent gossip, 35 per cent scones, 5 per cent marijuana.

fn2 Thank God for Steve and co. Of course they had checked on my behalf, and all was well.


13. BANLUNG

fn1 I am aware that this view is entirely my mother’s and is not backed up by either personal experience or medical science.

fn2 Once again, I display the worst traits of Ann and Bert. I am both cavalier and lacking in self-care. What a winning combination.


15. THE LOST SOULS

fn1 Lucy was our fabulous director on this third shoot. She is so wonderfully mellow she should be prescribed on the NHS for people suffering with anxiety.


16. LIES, DAM LIES AND STATISTICS

fn1 As I write this, news is breaking about the collapse of an auxiliary dam at the Xe Pian Xe Namnoy plant. We may never know how many innocent people have lost their lives as a result.


17. IT’S OH SO QUIET

fn1 I have only ever had two casting calls in my life.


20. YUNNAN

fn1 I am actually interested in Booze World. I’d definitely visit there.

fn2 Potential visitors should note that this decapitation ritual is not performed 2 p.m. and 4 p.m. every day including weekends.


24. IT’S NOT WHAT YOU DO – IT’S THE WAY THAT YOU DO IT

fn1 There had been the outside possibility of a two-week trek on horseback and foot – but I can’t find my car keys most days, so the idea I was going to beat the expeditionary teams of some of the greatest scientific powers in the world was … well, somewhat unlikely.


28. A GOOGLY NEAR THE HOOGHLY

fn1 They are not that brief. The last phase has been going on since 1987.

fn2 Steve requested that in order to use this anecdote I put this bit in.


34. CHECKMATE

fn1 Dad has Charles Bonnet Syndrome, which can be one of the symptoms of a glioblastoma. Imaginary dark shapes appear from nowhere. They usually take the form of rats, but later he sees shadowy figures walking past him.


42. COINCIDENCE

fn1 NOW THEY ALL KNOW, YOU OVERSHARING NUTTER.
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