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			​Synopsis

			Kamala is the sequel to A Hand in God’s Till, in which Adam Busk embarks along the epic and dangerous Hippy Trail to India in search of answers to his enduring questions.

			​It is 1970 and Adam has returned to Belinda, following the death of his nemesis, the crooked detective, Helsdon. 

			​They settle to a life of good sex, spiritual aspiration and rural bliss, but Adam is restless.

			​With Belinda’s blessing, he sets off towards Istanbul with a hundred and forty pounds and the resolve to reach his destination.

			​Adam soon realises the magnitude of the adventure he has embarked upon and finds the ghosts of his past are never too far behind.

			​Through life-threatening encounters and the camaraderie of the road, he presses on into Iran and Afghanistan, crossing the historical Khyber Pass into India and a remote Himalayan community. There, a beautiful Tibetan girl precipitates love, but clarity and uncertainty are unwilling neighbours.

			​

			Kamala will take you through the pain, fear, hope and magnificent exhilaration of this fabled journey.

			

			What is the reason for our lives, if not to realise the enduring Oneness that embraces us all and the consequences of that realisation.

			​The things we have in our lives – our jobs, our passions, our friendships and emotions – are so often the all-consuming distractions that blind us to the light that binds us and tie us to the darkness that divides us. 

			Nicholas Cooper

			​Chapter One

			His demonic and desperate scream resonated through my head, followed by the fatal crack of bone hitting concrete.

			I woke suddenly, disorientated, cold and afraid.

			The light through the parted curtains picked out the fine tracery of cotton on the patchwork quilt. It had snowed again in the night and, with the full red orb rising above the trees, I turned on one elbow to watch Belinda softly breathing beside me.

			​The peppering of freckles and the curls of chestnut hair framing her face reminded me how vulnerable she had been, almost dying in a London hospital a little over two years earlier. The experience had liberated her, transforming her from a relentless, self–destructive junkie to the sweet, spiritually aware soul at the centre of my life.

			​Coming up to Cambridge and catching the bus out to the village had been the culmination of my departure from London, where disillusionment had been born out of the fading hopes and aspirations of the underground movement. The love and peace of 1967 had been eroded over the subsequent two years by a relentless rise of business and an avalanche of greed, which had broken experimental communities and given rise to conflicts with criminals and corrupt authorities.

			​In a bloody showdown in mid November, I had left Helsdon, a malevolent copper, swinging under the flyover in Ladbroke Grove, his skull shattered against a pillar. He had fed Belinda’s addiction, and been responsible for the murders of my then girlfriend, Caroline, and my amiable dealer, Blue.

			​His corruption and evil intent were part of a deeper malaise which had, he’d boasted, infiltrated to the heart of the establishment.

			​I was glad to be out of it, in the relative safety of Belinda’s cottage, lying next to this beautiful woman, whose spirit was an inspiration for my own transcendence.

			​I’d stopped taking LSD some time before, finding the purity of experience tainted by new concoctions which brought on nausea and muscle cramps. Indeed, I’d realised quite early on that the drug was not going to get me any closer to the spiritual goals I’d set myself. It had revealed astonishing possibilities, but it was up to me to finish the journey under my own steam.

			​India had long been an objective; a mythical destination where I believed all the questions relating to the soul and the destiny of man would be answered. That lure remained strong.

			​I looked across at the doorway. Harry had been standing in his little striped pyjamas, watching me lost in my thoughts. I caught his glance.

			​‘Can we make a snowman?’ he asked optimistically.

			​‘I want to make mummy a cup of tea and when you’ve had a good breakfast, maybe we can go out,’ I whispered.

			​‘Mummy. Adam said he’d make me a snowman,’ he shouted as he rushed towards the bed and jumped up onto the bedspread that covered Belinda’s still sleeping body.

			​Her eyes opened with a start.

			​‘Mummy, we’re going to make a snowman!’

			​‘Lovely darling,‘ Belinda muttered, her mind still rising from the depths of her night’s sleep. She turned to look for me, catching my eye and smiling.

			​‘Good morning, my love,‘ I said as I leant down to kiss her forehead.

			​Harry, jumped down from the bed and drew the curtains back, letting the brightness of the white exterior bathe every corner of the room. Snow was still falling, creating powdery curves on the glazing bars.

			​‘Harry, give us both a little time and we’ll be with you,‘ Belinda said.

			​Harry looked at his mother, his pouting lips turned down in uncertainty. ‘Promise?’ he asked.

			​‘Promise,’ Belinda replied.

			​The little boy ran out of the room, leaving us together again. I snuggled down into the bed, running my hand over the soft sheen of her nightdress, across her hips and resting my palm on her warm breast, my knees tucked in behind hers.

			​‘What would you like to do today?’ I asked.

			​‘I think we’re going to be making a snowman for some of it.’ She paused, ‘It’s so good to have you here again, Adam. I thought I’d lost you when you went back to London.’ 

			​‘There were things I had to finish.’

			​‘I know. It must have been horrible, coming face to face with him again.’

			​‘Helsdon?’

			​‘Yes. I shouldn’t be saying this really, but I’m glad he’s dead. I couldn’t imagine a world where he could walk into our lives at any time and inflict his terror. Are you sure no one saw you with him on that scaffolding?’

			​‘I can’t be sure, but it’s been almost eight weeks now and everything I’ve read in the papers suggests they think it was either an accident or suicide. They know he was a bad apple and I think they just want to wind it all up. You know they got Blaum?’

			​‘That vile bastard. I hated him.’

			​‘Yes, he’s being done for dealing, rent rackets and conspiracy to murder. They’ve also arrested some of the other corrupt police who were working with Helsdon, even a newspaper editor and a couple of politicians. I think they’ll go to trial and I’m hoping that’ll be an end to it.’ 

			​‘I hope so,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t stand being involved with those people again. I’ve left it behind. It’s passed. Now, we must look to a better future.’ She turned and kissed me.

			​‘We better get up and see about this snowman,’ I said.

			​Down in the kitchen, Harry had managed to squeeze an inside-out jumper over his pyjama top and slip his little black wellies onto his bare feet.

			​‘Darling,’ Belinda said lovingly, ‘you can’t go out like that. Let me dress you properly.’ She pulled some trousers, socks and underwear from the wooden clothes horse and knelt down to sort out the disarray.

			​Harry was not my son, yet I’d grown to care for him since we’d first met at the end of the summer; such was my love for Belinda. 

			​I’d been in London subsequently, trying to save money for a trip to India. There’d also been the constant threat of a confrontation with Helsdon, who’d blighted my life for over two years, wearing me down until that fateful night when he chased me with his cut–throat razor over the rain sodden scaffolding beneath the new Westway flyover. 

			​I knew it had to be either him or me, but I’d psyched myself up to the point where I’d visualised the outcome of our encounter and was convinced it was not going to be me falling to the ground. Despite cutting me several times, he eventually caught his foot in a rope and plunged to his death. I just had to walk away and hope I hadn’t been seen.

			​Breakfast was scrambled eggs and toast and I finally made that cup of tea for Belinda. Harry loved scrambled eggs not just to eat, but also because he could sculpt shapes on his plate. He was the first to finish, having first made a lion, getting up from the table to stand beside me with an optimistic grin on his face. For a five year old, he would watch people closely and was already demonstrating artistic inclinations.

			​‘Come on then, let’s go,’ I said, slipping on his coat and lifting him onto one of the chairs to put his boots on. He giggled as I tickled the underside of his feet.

			​Outside, the three of us walked down the short path that led from the kitchen to the fields beyond. The abundance of fruit and vegetables, which I’d seen in the summer, was reduced to a few winter vegetables and some bird pecked apples still hanging on the tree.

			​From the rickety wicket gate that marked the boundary, the view stretched across a flat, whitened landscape to hedgerows and skeletal trees, tinted with the golden light of the morning sun, barely risen in the vast winter sky.

			​As we walked through the gate, Belinda picked up a carrot still lying on the frozen ground and put it in her coat pocket. Harry ran ahead, only to trip almost immediately and fall flat on his tummy. He rolled over and giggled, as Belinda lightly scrunched some snow together in her hands and gently threw a ball at him, watching it explode into powdered pieces as it hit its mark.

			​‘Shall we build him here?’ I suggested, scratching a space with my foot. ‘Then we can see him from the house.’ 

			​It didn’t take long to roll a small snowball across the ground, gathering more snow to form the basis of the body with another for the head, padding them out with hand patted wads of snow until the semblance of a man appeared in front of Harry, taller and wider than his small frame. Belinda emptied her pockets, sticking the carrot in the face for a nose, two walnuts for the eyes and finally placing a scarf around his neck and a soft blue felt hat on top of his head.

			​‘I recognise that hat,’ I said.

			​‘Yes, it was Caroline’s. Her parents gave it to me amongst other things, when they brought her stuff back from London. After all, we’d been friends for most of our lives.’

			​‘There was no animosity then? They didn’t blame you for what happened?’

			​‘No. They knew Caroline would have done anything for me and seeing me in trouble with those dealers was like a red rag to a bull. She just went on in her inimitable way. But, I do blame myself. She could still be here now if I hadn’t been a junkie.’

			​‘You mustn’t blame yourself. It happened. None of us could’ve foreseen it.’

			​‘I know, but for her to die the way she did. She didn’t deserve it. For Helsdon to coldly push her in front of a car. It was unforgivable. You never met Caroline’s parents. You know they live here in the village?’

			​‘No, but I’d like to.’

			​Harry was deep in conversation with the snowman, giggling and listening intently for imaginary answers to his questions.

			​‘Do you like him, Harry? ‘ Belinda asked.

			​He nodded repeatedly in the way young children do.

			​‘What are you going to call him?’

			​‘Peter,’ he replied.

			​‘That’s your grandpa’s name.’

			​He nodded again, shivering as he did so.

			​‘Time to go in,’ Belinda announced.

			​Despite the sunshine, the wind from the North East was bitter and the sanctuary of the cottage and a hot coffee was all we could think of. I cleaned out the grate in the sitting room and built a new fire for the day, while Belinda prepared a thick vegetable soup for lunch.

			​It was twelfth night and the Christmas decorations were still up — holly, mistletoe, some homemade paper chains and a few cards over the mantlepiece. We were into a new year and a new decade. The sixties were over and these bedraggled remnants seemed to symbolise the spent energy of those years. The revolutionary music and fashions, the new and experimental approaches to living, the spiritual revelations. 

			​So much seemed to have been achieved and yet, there was a perverse sense of unfulfilment. As if none of it was enough. We’d been taken to the brink in a spectacular way, fuelled by hope and enthusiasm only to be let down at the end. Perhaps, it was the time for us, as individuals, to find our own paths.

			​A couple of days later, Belinda and I had gone down to the village shop and were browsing round the shelves, when the little bell over the door announced another customer.

			​‘Hello, Belinda,’ a woman’s voice exclaimed, ‘I haven’t seen you for so long.’

			​We both turned round to see a smiling, middle-aged woman in a red anorak, her dark hair slightly grey and loosely permed.

			​‘Hello, Edna,’ Belinda replied. ‘You’re looking well.’

			​‘You too, dear.’

			​‘This is Adam,’ she said, putting her arm round mine, as if to advertise our relationship. ‘Adam, this is Edna, Caroline’s mum.’

			​I was shocked and a little embarrassed, but hoped I hadn’t shown it as I took her gloved hand.

			​‘I’m very pleased to meet you at last.’

			​‘At last?’ Edna replied.

			​‘Yes. I was Caroline’s boyfriend, just before she died. I’m so sorry. I just wish I could have done more to help her.’

			​‘But, you did. Didn’t you?’

			​‘I looked furtively at Belinda, not knowing what I was going to be told next.’

			​‘I’m just getting some milk,’ she said. ‘Come and have a coffee.’  We all collected the few bits and pieces we had come for and strolled through the village to her home, a whitewashed, timber framed cottage with a thatched roof. A small garden surrounded the house, mainly laid to lawn and fringed by leafless shrubs and trees.

			​The small windows didn’t let much light in, but the sitting room was comfortable with a gently burning log fire providing a focal point to the richly upholstered settee and armchairs that faced it. 

			​A framed photograph of Caroline and a deep blue hyacinth took pride of place beneath a table lamp near the fireplace. Elsewhere, oriental paintings and ornaments decorated the room, while more family photographs cluttered the windowsills.

			​Edna brought in a tray of steaming coffee mugs and laid them on the low table before the fire.

			​‘There’s sugar if you want it,’ she said, putting a bowl of brown granules down before us. ‘So, you knew my daughter, Adam.’

			​‘Yes, I was privileged to have been close to her for just a few weeks, but an incident at the house in Notting Hill made it difficult to see her until it was too late.’

			​‘It seems you knew the man who was supposed to have caused her death.’

			​‘Unfortunately, I met him on a few occasions.’ I stroked my nose where a scar remained from the cut he had made with his razor.

			​‘I’d heard that he’d been found dead at the end of last year.’

			​‘That’s true,’ Belinda replied.

			​Edna looked me straight in the eye. ‘Do you know anything about his death, Adam?’

			​I shifted on my seat and glanced at the floor momentarily. I’d never been a convincing liar and felt sure my discomfort was evident to Edna.

			​‘He was found hanging from the Westway underpass. He deserved everything he got,’ I said. ‘According to the papers, the police believed it was probably an accident or suicide. He was the most ruthless man I’d ever met. I think he had a lot to hide.’

			​‘Well, he’s out of the way now, but do you think there are others?’

			​‘It’s been said that he was linked to a criminal network, which included people in high places. They were apparently funding and profiting from a drugs racket. Helsdon, the copper, was important, as was Blaum, a Jewish concentration camp refugee, but no–one really knows who was in charge.’

			​‘Is Ralph here?’ asked Belinda, breaking the tension a little.

			​I looked up, puzzled by her question.

			​Edna looked at me. ‘Ralph is my husband. No. He’s away on business. He’s in the Foreign Office, you know.’

			​‘That must be interesting. I suppose he gets to travel a lot. Do you ever go with him?’

			​‘No, it’s not a thing for wives. He’s in the Middle East at the moment.’ 

			​I surveyed the room again and, amongst the photographs, a face stood out, strong bone structure, dark hair and a trimmed moustache; somewhat dashing. Was this Caroline’s father? I could see some similarity in his eyes. 

			​‘Thank you for the coffee, Edna,’ Belinda interjected. ‘We’ve got to collect Harry from school. I’ll pop in again soon.’

			​‘Thank you,’ I said, standing up and taking Edna’s hand. ‘Caroline was a truly remarkable woman. I loved her very much.’

			​Over the next few weeks, Belinda and I would meditate, chant mantras and walk in the countryside as winter days turned to spring.

			​‘Darling, I’ve got to talk with you,’ I said one morning in late February. ‘You know how much I love you and being here with you and Harry.’

			​‘Yehhs,’ she replied slowly and uncertainly.

			​‘You found your direction when you nearly died. Something radical changed within and you now have that peace. I’ve felt it to a point through LSD, but it’s not enough.’

			​‘What are you saying Adam?’

			​I looked at her, helplessly.

			​‘Tell me!’ she implored. ‘You’re happy here. Aren’t you?’

			​‘Yes, yes, yes, but ….’

			​‘But, what?’

			​‘I’ve got to go to India. I know I won’t feel right until I’ve been. Who knows, I may find nothing there. It may be just the journey. But, I’ve got to see for myself. You do understand?’

			​‘Of course I do. I’ve been expecting it for a long time. You have to be honest. With me and yourself.’

			​‘It’s been eating away inside for the past couple of years, but there’s so much between us too. I’d like you to come with me ….’

			​‘Adam, I can’t. I’ve got Harry. On some levels, I know it would be good for him, but to take him all that way overland, I couldn’t risk it. Besides, I think you need to be alone, not be beholden to anybody. Free to go where you want and stay somewhere when you need to. It’s very important. That way, as opportunities arise, there won’t be any conflict other than within yourself.’

			​‘You’ve taken it very well. I thought you’d be upset, even angry that I would be leaving you alone.’

			​‘I’m upset, because I want you to be with me. I think we’re good together, but I’m not angry. How could I be? This is so important for you – for us. I think it will bring us closer together, when you return. You do want to come back here?’

			​‘Belinda, of course I do.’

			​‘You mustn’t tie yourself to me though. Things will happen to you. Your mind will go through so many changes. You can’t be sure how you’ll feel in a year or so.’ She took my hand, as if to reassure me. ‘Just let me say that I would like you to come back to me.’  

			​‘How are you going to manage?’

			​‘The old lady who’s been teaching me about herbal remedies has been helping me to understand those powers she said I had. She says I’m a natural. That I’ve got healing hands.’

			​‘I knew you’d started learning about plants and herbal medicine. I often feel that energy coming off you. The heat in your hands.’

			​‘That’s it. Women – and men too, have been known to have it for centuries. Who do you think the witches were that they burned? Just ordinary women like myself, who had a gift. The authorities – the church – saw it as blasphemous, against God. But, it’s the power of the universe being harnessed and used for good.’

			​‘I believe you, Belinda. But, do you think you can use it for reward?’

			​‘My dad does.’

			​‘Yes, he’s a doctor. But, can you use this natural energy for money?’

			​‘The lady told me that it’s quite usual for people to donate what they can afford.’

			​‘What does your father think about that?’

			​‘He’s cynical, like most doctors. They don’t believe in holistic solutions. You can’t just treat one thing, whilst ignoring the rest of the body. Everything is interconnected with a problem in one place invariably being linked to a problem somewhere else. The body is remarkably strong and able to heal itself, given the right circumstances. The right food, no excesses of alcohol and tobacco, exercise and exposure to this energy.’

			​Belinda was glowing with enthusiasm as she spoke. Her words defied the very excesses she herself had been a victim of.

			​‘That sounds like a perfect solution. You told me before you would be quite happy to spend the rest of your life here after everything that happened in London.’

			​‘That’s true. I am so happy here. I feel such a connection with the countryside around me.’ She paused for a moment. ‘When do you think you’ll be leaving?’

			​‘It has to be soon. I’ve got some money saved and will probably have a bit more from my posters selling in London. If I wait, I’ll be distracted. I’m ready now – almost.’

			​‘Harry will be disappointed. You’ve made a real impression on him. He never knew his real dad and you’ve filled that gap so well since you’ve been here. He talks about you a lot with all the things you do and help him with.’

			​‘I’ll miss him too.’ I looked intently at Belinda. Tears had come to her eyes, welling up over her lashes, the beautiful hazel orbs trapped behind a film of liquid love.

			​‘Don’t cry. The time will soon go.’ I pulled her to my chest and placed my chin on her head, as if shielding her from some mortal danger. She looked up at me, her eyes overflowing. ‘I can’t bear to see you unhappy,’ I said.

			​‘Don’t worry, it’s just me being silly. I just got a bit overwhelmed.’

			​Harry came in the room, stopping at the door on seeing the two of us wrapped in each other’s arms and his mother crying.

			​‘It’s all right, darling. We’ve got something to tell you.’

			​Belinda went to the books next to the fireplace and pulled out a large world atlas.

			​‘Come here, Harry,’ she said, resting the book on the low coffee table. ‘Come and look at this.’ The boy came to his mother’s side as she opened the pages to reveal the largest map showing both England and India together. ‘This is the world, Harry, and this is where we live,’ she said, pointing to the British Isles. ‘It’s called England’ She then traced her finger across the double page spread. ‘And, this is called India, a country much bigger than ours many, many miles away. Adam is going to stay there for a while, travelling through all these other countries on the way.’

			​Harry looked up at his mother, pouting those lips again, then across to me. He looked desolate.

			​‘It’s not going to be for long, then he’ll be coming back to us.’

			​‘You will be coming back?’ Harry asked me, looking at me firmly.

			​‘Of course I will. God willing.’

			​‘What does God willing mean?’

			​‘It is if God wants Adam to return to us,’ Belinda said.

			​‘Why wouldn’t he?’ Harry asked.

			​‘Perhaps God has something else he wants Adam to do, darling.’

			​‘I hope he hasn’t,’ he said, hopefully.

			​A week later, Harry had gone to stay with Belinda’s parents at their home in the village, enabling the two of us to have our last night together. 

			​‘It’s your birthday soon,’ Belinda said, as we sat down to eat. ‘I’ve got you a little something.’ The flat package was neatly wrapped in paper from an old magazine, sealed with sellotape and a length of purple ribbon.

			​‘What is it, I wonder?’ I said as I carefully tore the paper back. I flicked back the empty pages of the leather bound notebook and put the cover to my nose. ‘Mmm. Lovely smell. Thank you darling.’

			​‘I knew you had a yearning to write, but now I want you to write down your experiences of the journey. But, that’s no good without this,’ she said, as she handed me another small present.

			​I unwrapped it carefully to reveal a beautiful silver ballpoint. 

			​‘Look, I had your name put on it.’ Her eyes were full of tears as I leant across to kiss her.

			​‘Thank you darling. I’ll treasure these.’ 

			​‘Don’t forget. I’ll want to read your story when you get back.’

			​Next day, my bag had been packed and she walked with me to the bus stop making small talk. As the bus turned into the space by the old oak tree opposite the pub, she held my arm and stretched up to kiss me briefly on the lips. She squeezed me one last time and I climbed the steps into the bus, sitting in the seat nearest to where she stood. 

			​We looked at each other through the smeared glass, making silly faces and tensely smiling as the minutes ticked by until the driver put the engine into gear and the bus slowly pulled away, only allowing us to furiously wave at each other and blow imaginary kisses. Running to the back, I continued waving and kissing through the narrow arced window until the bus turned a bend in the road and she was gone.

			​Notting Hill was still the heart of the remaining hippy movement. It looked jaded. The magic and optimism had lost its gloss, its lustre tarnished by junkies and hustlers who had moved into the area. I hated it and felt an irrepressible need to move on.

			​I’d kept my room while I’d been with Belinda and, returning in early March, it was dark and damp, the dust evenly settled on the sparse utilitarian furniture. The memories remained, as if etched into the cold air, of girls I’d slept with, late nights working on my posters, listening to John Peel on the radio, the meals and gatherings with friends and my thoughts of India.

			​I was weeks away from departure, about to dismantle my life; whittling down the essentials to fit within a rucksack.  

			​Alex and Teresa, two of my closest and most trusted friends from the days of my arrival in London in 1967, were still living in Powis Square. I’d written to prepare them for my arrival.

			​‘Hi, Adam. Good to see you again,’ said Alex on opening the large, glass panelled Victorian door. ‘Come in.’

			​As we climbed the neglected staircase to their flat on the first floor, I noticed how Alex’s dark hair had grown even longer since I’d last seen him, trailing down past his shoulders and almost dominating his small physique. Teresa had not changed, blonde and motherly still and, as always, pleased to see me.

			​‘We got your letter,’ she said. ‘So you’re finally going. How exciting.’

			​‘Yes, I’m happy I’ve made the decision at long last. I feel I’m doing the right thing, although, now I’ve committed myself, I feel a little nervous.’

			​‘Why’s that?’ Alex asked.

			​I suppose it’s the mystery of it all. I don’t really know where I’m going and I’m doing it alone.’

			​‘What route do you think you’ll take?’ asked Teresa.

			​I’d earlier looked at Belinda’s atlas, planning the route as best I could. There’d been leaflets I’d picked up over the months and articles I’d read in International Times and OZ, giving advice and accounts of other people’s journeys, but nothing seemed to be definitive. I was ploughing my own furrow as I followed the line across the pages from Istanbul to Delhi. 

			​‘As best I can see, once I get to Istanbul, I’ll cross Turkey into Iran and Afghanistan. From Kabul, it’ll be over the Khyber Pass into Pakistan, before the last border into India itself. I may even go on to Nepal. The detail is absent and my geography flaky, so I can imagine myself hitch–hiking across deserts, dodging bandits, smoking large amounts of hashish and ultimately sitting at the feet of a guru in a lonely mountain retreat.  How much of this is fanciful thinking, I have no idea.’

			​‘It sounds amazing,’ said Alex. ‘Do you remember when we used to talk about going together nearly three years ago. It all seemed so improbable when we mentioned the magic bus and hitching. Now you’re off.’

			​‘I’ll probably hitch most of the way. I always said I didn’t like the idea of being cooped up on a bus with the same people all the way.’

			​‘It’s a long way to hitch, Adam,’ added Teresa.

			​‘Yes, it must be over 5,000 miles,’ said Alex, in his ever informative manner.

			​‘I can’t even imagine that,’ I said. ‘I’ve often hitched down to the West Country and that’s only about two hundred and fifty on a round trip.’

			​‘So what have you got to do before you go?’ asked Teresa. 

			​‘I’m hoping to be off by the end of March, so I’ll need to sort out visas, injections and anything else I find out about. Fortunately, I got my passport a couple of months ago, so the rest should fall into place easily.’

			​‘I’ve heard visas can take a bit of time,’ Alex suggested.

			​Over the next week, I applied for my visas in grand embassies, set back behind heavy wrought iron gates and neatly trimmed hedges.

			​I was vaccinated against smallpox and inoculated for cholera and typhoid; that same night finding my arm so painfully rigid that removing my clothes was practically impossible. Instead, I lay and laughed myself to sleep – the only antidote to the ridiculous idea that I had voluntarily allowed three of the world’s deadliest diseases to enter my body.

			​As the days of March wore on, I gave a fortnight’s notice to my landlord and started to bid farewell to some of the friends I’d made over the preceding three years.

			​My passport was duly returned with colourful visas stamped inside and I collected any outstanding money owed from poster sales around London.

			​In all, I had amassed just over one hundred and forty pounds; more than I’d possessed at any time in my life. I figured that prices throughout most of Europe would be much the same as England, but counted on everything becoming comparatively cheaper as I moved further East. Consequently, most was put into US dollar travellers’ cheques, a few French francs and the remaining notes stuffed in my jeans to exchange as I needed to.

			​I hoped to make more on the way; either through work or sending something back to sell in England.

			​Anticipating being away for at least a year, I would often pack and unpack my new rucksack, trying to make the most efficient use of the space. Although new things would undoubtedly be bought and others discarded along the way, I didn’t want to be weighed down by the unnecessary.

			​A couple of days before I left my room for good, I received a letter from Belinda.

			​My darling Adam,

			​I just wanted you to know that I’m thinking of you and hoping you find what you’re looking for.

			​It’s going to be tough at times, but if you’re ever feeling low, remember that I love you and am missing you and praying for your safe return.

			​You mustn’t feel guilty about leaving me here. I’m going to be fine. Just follow your heart.

			​I’ve had my first client – a middle aged man suffering from headaches. I laid my hands on him for about half an hour and gave him a special tea I’d concocted from the herbal treatments I’ve been learning about. A week later, he knocked on my door, ecstatic that he was feeling much better. I feel very satisfied by this first proper attempt to use my skills.

			​Take care, my love and don’t forget to write your diary!

			​Harry is missing you already and sends his love.

			​All my love,

			​Belinda x

			​With a train ticket from Victoria to Folkestone in my pocket, I packed up my things and my father came to collect me for one last weekend at home.

			​It was Easter weekend and relationships with my parents had been difficult to say the least during my time in London. I was therefore not surprised that my decision to leave England and make this journey to India had notched tensions up to another level, making the weekend a soul–searching experience for us all. It was as if the conversations we were having and the meals we ate could well be our last together.

			​The Monday was a bank holiday, but Tuesday, the last day of March, arrived soon enough with my father dropping me at Stamford Brook tube station on his way to work. It was an emotional farewell. His tears betrayed suppressed emotions as he uncharacteristically wrapped his arms around me; the first indication I could remember that he had any feelings for me. 

			​Then, he was gone and I was boarding the District Line for the connection to Notting Hill, where I would spend time with Alex and Teresa before my mid afternoon train from Victoria.

			​‘Got your passport?’ Alex quipped as we stood together on the platform for the last few minutes. 

			​A hint of panic came over me as I thrust my hand into the side pocket of my rucksack.

			​The stiffened card, the sheen of the linen covering and the oval recesses for my name and number were by then familiar to the touch, reassuring me of its presence.

			​The large hand of the station clock had eased past three o’ clock. There was time for a hug with each of them.

			​‘Thank you for everything, you two.’

			​‘Take care, Adam,’ Teresa said, wiping away a tear. ‘Write as soon as you can.’

			​Finding a seat in a compartment with a French family returning home after Easter, my rucksack and sleeping–bag wedged in the rack above us, I sat nervously waiting to hear the guard’s whistle that would signal the start of the journey. Each second seemed interminable, the tension forcing me out into the corridor, leaning through the window to bid a final farewell to Alex and Teresa.

			​‘God, I feel like shit,’ I said, as the shrill blast finally punctured the air and the carriage heaved forward.

			​‘Bye – Bye,’ they screamed excitedly, continuing to mouth the words until they were lost from view as my carriage passed beneath the grimy glass roof and out into the afternoon sunshine.

			​My stomach churned in a void of emotion, lurching between adrenalised anticipation, fear and regret, as I lost contact with those I knew and the way of life that had been mine for the previous three years. I would be on my own amongst new faces and it would be up to me and the help of God to make it a success.

			​“Deliberation and Caution are the pre–requisites of success,

			​One must not fall asleep and lose sight of the goal.”

			​Such was the advice of the I–Ching, the previous evening. How could I fail with such wisdom at hand? It was so simple and straightforward, I’d thought, as I’d gazed out at gleaming Jupiter, high in the night sky; symbolic of spiritual development and a guiding force that would lead me through the vast wilderness to the unknown destination of my journey.

			​A virtual silence pervaded the compartment, save for a passing comment or two.

			​‘Où allez–vous , monsieur?’ I was asked by the French mother.

			​‘Oh, je vais en Inde,’ I replied, drawing on my O level French and continuing the conversation until my vocabulary deserted me and we fell quiet again, save for the clattering of the wheels on the tracks. 

			​Beyond, lay the lush green fields of the Kent countryside, replete with spring lambs, as meandering streams spilled relentlessly past timeworn villages, farms and oast houses. I wondered if this would be the last time I would see all this. 

			​Would I come across anything to compare with it or would it really all be sand, dust and heat? Where was I going to sleep this coming night? In a cold, dark street or a comfortable bed? Was I really searching for a way to find lasting happiness and peace of mind or had I just been fooling myself? Had all the hope and striving to grasp something of the Truth really been a well packaged illusion? Was I tumbling into an ill–founded escape from all that was familiar because I could no longer face the endless problems that bore down upon me?

			​The questions followed in quick succession with no obvious answers coming to mind. One thing I’d learned wherever I went, I could never run out on myself. The surroundings may be different, but the mind remains in its same tumultuous state, until it understands and can hold the happiness that comes from within. If only one could find a way to realise and hold it. 

			​The customs house was just a short hop from Folkestone station.

			​‘Going to Nepal are you?’ asked the officer, peering at the visa in my passport.

			​‘I’m hoping to,’ I replied.

			​‘Good luck,’ he concluded, his face revealing disbelief at my optimism.

			​The ferry was packed with children, neatly dressed in school uniforms on their way to continental destinations; mere jaunts compared with what I had embarked upon. With the gangplanks raised, the boat soon gathered speed out of the harbour, churning waves in its wake as the English shoreline gradually sank into the horizon, leaving only a few of the strongest seagulls to follow behind and remind us of home. 

			​As I stared over the side into the hypnotic trough of waves, I reflected further on what I had left behind, thinking particularly of Belinda, whom I had left to fend for herself in this uncertain world. But then she’d had her Damascus moment, nearly dying of a heroin overdose and awakening to spiritual truths, which had utterly transformed her.

			​I felt a serenity in her company, beyond anyone I had known before, making me wonder why at all I was embarking on this mad journey into the unknown. 

			​But, these doubts needed to be relegated to my mental archives. It was all in the past. This was the moment that mattered and in that moment I was in the process of carving out a future that I hoped would contain some of the answers I had not found at home.

			​Chapter Two

			In Calais, a cold wind drove a fine drizzle into my face as I walked the deserted road from the port into the town. The landmark, Disneyesque, clock tower, rose in grey silhouette against the darkening evening sky. Overgrown skeletons of bombed out buildings remained from the war, scattered between the nondescript new developments; a dismal reminder of a grim past and a not so certain future.

			​The wet streets were no inducement to sleep. I’d hoped to get a lift to Arras for the night, but the rain worsened, dismissing ideas of making any progress before morning. So, digging into my few francs, I booked into a small hotel, thankful for a chance to rest and start my first full day on the road – refreshed. In the dim dining room, Tom, an English salesman, struck up a conversation, offering to take me Southwards in the morning.

			​I’d still not really decided whether to take the route across Germany and down through Austria and Yugoslavia or follow the road towards the sun, heading due South to the Mediterranean, Italy and Greece. Tom’s offer made up my mind for me.

			​True to his word, he was waiting for me at breakfast with hot coffee and croissants to see us on the road. By mid morning, we’d covered the seventy five miles of bleak, flat countryside to Peronne. 

			​From there, we bore on, still deeper into that war torn country, scarred by walled fields whose only crop was the neat rows of little white crosses; a numbing reminder of man’s greed and intolerance of his own kind. The flat ploughed landscape nourished an unsettling silence, only broken by the howling wind whipping the grey clouds menacingly across the sky, taunting the still dormant and exposed trees.

			​The cold intensified as we approached higher ground and snow began to fall, clothing the naked landscape. Towards evening, with snow and ice thick around us, we approached the point where our destinations lay in different directions and I had to leave the temporary warmth of his car, stepping out into the wilderness that waited for me at the side of the road.

			​Dressed in only jeans, polo–neck, an old leather jacket and desert boots, I tried my best to shelter from the driving, bitter sleet, keeping a hopeful, but frozen thumb up against the oncoming lights. I tried to make myself look even colder, hungrier and sorrowful in an attempt to win their pity. However, in the darkness, their compassion, if it existed, was not upon me. So, thankful for having covered over three hundred miles in that day, I walked back into Langres, the nearest town, and found a hotel. 

			​It had been April Fool’s day and, as I curled up in the warmth of the blankets, I began to wonder if it wasn’t really all a big joke and if, indeed, I would even get to the South of France, let alone India. It was also two years to the day since Caroline had been killed. Her spirit remained close, the essence of Nag Champa faintly perceptible as I imagined her being in that room with me, whispering encouragement for my journey. I couldn’t help the tears that trickled slowly down my cheeks onto the cold pillow, heightening my loneliness until sleep took me in its embrace until morning.

			​I set out with higher spirits, the following day; the snow still falling and the bitter air managing to find its way into every crevice of my being. Despite my happier state of mind and a new pair of gloves, I was soon forced to seek out warmth – anywhere. 

			​Hot coffee in a roadside café was therefore a welcome respite from the insufferable cold, until the shadows swept swiftly across the fields and a ray of sunlight pierced a crack in the clouds, drawing me out to try my luck again with a flighty French public.

			​Within minutes, I was practising my French with an elegant, middle aged woman in the warmth of her fast, two door, Mercedes coupé. Her perfume permeated every crevice of the car, lulling me into a soporific state of arousal, abetted by her gentle voice, well cut blonde hair, the darts of her nipples beneath her tight, fine wool jumper and the long legs emerging from her skirt to confidently manipulate the pedals. The conversation flowed effortlessly from French to English and back again, as I explained the purpose of my journey and she of hers – to visit family in Lyon.

			​Through Beaune and Chalon, we drove on into the increasingly more picturesque countryside, joining the southern passage of the river Saône on its way to join the Rhône at Lyon. The clouds seemed to be left behind, as the sun shone down from an unusually, clear blue sky, gently infusing life back into the hibernating villages and across the miles of fertile fields. Neatly planted vineyards with their walls and wrought iron gates, stretched on one side to the lower reaches of nearby hills while, to the East, tailing off at the edge of thick forests and the gentle undulations of distant, blue tinted, mountains.

			​It seemed there hadn’t been much rain in the area for some days and the rising dust presented an ominous sign, for we were on the edge of the famous Mistrale wind that drives destructively from the North West down the Rhône valley to the Mediterranean. 

			​Almost as suddenly as we’d found blue sky, we were losing it to threatening grey clouds looming to our right. As the seconds passed, they swept silently and swiftly across the plain, masking the sun from view and engulfing us in cloud and driving rain. 

			​The car swayed precariously from side to side, making it hard for Adalyn to keep a straight course as the wall of rain and wind hit us. I could see she was frightened and I instinctively placed my hand on her arm to reassure her. She smiled and pulled herself up straight, grasping the steering wheel more firmly to assert her control.

			​Through the successive sheets of water, a distorted, coloured sign loomed. Adalyn touched the indicator and began to pull off the road onto the rough gravel forecourt that lay in front of the hotel.

			​‘Je pense qu’il est temps de déjeuner,’ she said, as she pulled to a halt and switched off the engine. She turned and smiled at me again, running the back of her hand down my cheek. ‘T’es prêt?’

			​‘Oui. Bien sûr,’ I replied.

			​She had an umbrella on the back seat and I reached over to get it.

			​‘Attends,’ I said, as I opened my door and stepped out into the deluge, running round to her side and opening the umbrella as she stepped out. Together, we ran into the hotel foyer.

			​‘Bonjour, Messieurs, Dames,’ the propriétaire addressed Adalyn as if they’d met before. ‘Il est formidable. Vous désirez déjeuner?’

			​Adalyn motioned to brush the rain from her hair with the back of her hand, running it down her skirt as if to dry it. ‘Oui, merci, Madame,’ she said.

			​A restaurant ran off to one side with a dozen or so tables covered in white linen cloths laid for lunch. A couple sat in the far corner, just starting their soup, not a word said between them. Adalyn and I sat by the length of window that ran down one side, the glass obscured by white net curtains running from the ceiling to the sills, just above floor level. Heavy brown drapes had been drawn back at each end.

			​A young waitress in black dress and white apron brought us the menu and Adalyn ordered a carafe of red wine. As we made up our minds what to eat, the wine was brought to the table and our glasses filled. She brought her glass to her full lips and sipped. She seemed sad as she looked beyond the nets to the streams of water running down the glass.

			​‘Qu’est–ce qu’il y a?‘ I asked.

			​‘Oh, ce n’est rien. I was only zinking of when I was your age. It was after ze war in Paris. Zere was so much to do, building our country again and I was a student and in love.’

			​‘That was good. Wasn’t it?’

			​‘Oui, until I was pregnant and zen it all fell to pieces for me. No degree, no career, just at ze mercy of one angry man.’

			​‘But, you have all you need. Don’t you?’

			​‘Yes, I ‘ave material things. Too many. I don’t ‘ave inner fulfilment, zough. Zat peace you are travelling to find.’

			​The onion soup was hot and we sipped it carefully, trying not to burn our mouths, intermittently breaking bread to dip in and absorb the flavour.

			​Adalyn spoke more of her home in Paris, the country house near Dijon and her own family in Lyon. Her husband was a lawyer, who worked long hours and was often away overnight.

			​‘Je pense qu’il a une autre femme. I feel so lonely sometimes.’

			​‘Oh, Adalyn, your children must keep you company.  How many do you have?’

			​‘I ‘ave my daughter, who was born when I was so young. She is at university now. I don’t see ‘er very much. Zen zere is my twelve year old son. I am on my way now to take ‘im back to school after ze ‘olidays.’

			​We finished our meal and drank back the last of the wine. The storm was still raging as Adalyn pushed back her chair. ‘Attends ici, un moment,’ she said.

			​I watched her walk across the room towards the foyer, her petite bottom undulating in the tight, knee length skirt.

			​A few moments later, she was back waving a key before me. ‘Viens avec moi, Adam.’

			​It took me a few moments to register what she was asking. ’But, I have a girlfriend,’ I protested, weakly.

			​‘Oui, and I ‘ave a ‘usband,’ she replied almost mockingly.

			​The propriétaire glanced at us knowingly as we climbed the stairs. Adalyn slid the key into the lock and turned it, opening the door to reveal a musty room with what must have been pre–war, pink striped wallpaper. 

			​The curtains, stretched and baggy from years of use, were almost drawn. A double bed, draped with a threadbare quilt, dominated the space. There was no bathroom, only a small sink in the corner.

			​She shut the door firmly behind us and started to unzip her skirt.

			​‘Adalyn, I ….’

			​‘Shhh.’ She put her finger to her full lips as she let her skirt drop to the floor.

			​At twenty, I couldn’t have been much older than her daughter and she only a little younger than my own mother yet, seeing her sitting on the edge of the bed, her breasts moulding her jumper, her tumbling blonde hair, clear green eyes and the smooth, unblemished flesh being revealed as she rolled back one of her stockings, I knew it would be churlish to pass up this experience. 

			​I took off my jacket and sat down beside her, brushing her hair to one side as I pulled her gently towards me, feeling the warmth of those lips for the first time. They parted as she took me in, her tongue darting back and forth. 

			​This was sensuousness such as I’d never known. Sex had only been with girls in their teens and early twenties. Belinda had been the oldest, having turned twenty–three the previous November, and even she had made me feel young. Here was Adalyn, at nearly forty, mature and experienced, sucking the lifeblood out of me as I felt every sinew within me straining to take her body and fulfil my needs.

			​My hand was upon her mound, resilient beneath her lacy knickers. I could feel the hardness of her bone, sliding my fingers down over the soft silk, moistening as I pushed it into the parting lips. She groaned a little and heaved upwards. Then I was running my fingers across the beige cashmere of her jumper, up over her breasts, slightly squeezing the firm flesh beneath. I kissed her again, feeling the overwhelming intoxication of her perfume, kindling my lust to take her and penetrate as deep as physical limitations would allow.

			​We separated in a scramble to remove the rest of our clothes, new parts of our bodies being revealed all the while – an elbow, a birthmark, the recess of a shoulder blade, a firm stomach slightly stretched through childbirth, ample breasts toning seamlessly with the even tan on the remainder of her body. 

			​She was naked beside me with myself so hard it was painful. She held me, then slid down the bed to envelop me with her mouth. I took her thighs and playfully teased her with the tip of my tongue. She sighed while I tasted her like a fine liqueur.

			​Then I was locked within her until I could contain myself no longer. It was as if every drop of passion had released inside her, my body quivering violently as hers too began to shudder, her legs tightening, the perspiration on her breasts and the subtle glow between them being the final exclamation of her ecstasy.

			​We lay motionless, our sweat combining as we savoured those dying moments. She stretched for her bag, pulling out, not the obligatory cigarettes, but a large, pre–rolled joint.

			​‘That looks good,’ I said.

			​‘I thought you would like it. Le meilleur Népalais, I am told,’ she added as she struck a match to the twisted end.

			​‘You amaze me,’ I said. ‘I think you were born into the wrong generation. You should be coming to India with me.’

			​‘Non, it is too late for zat, but I do envy your... liberté as a generation. To be able to decide on somezing and just do it.’

			​‘I wish it was as easy as that but, to a point, that’s true. I think we’ve challenged the establishment in a way that earlier generations never did – or could. Perhaps we’re just very selfish.’

			​‘Drop me a line when you get back. Let me know ‘ow you got on and if you found what you are looking for.’

			​The rain had subsided with the sun breaking through the clouds as I leant over to kiss her nakedness again, tugging gently on her nipples with my lips. We dressed ourselves silently and left the room, locking the door behind us, as if to safeguard and contain our infidelities.

			​‘Au revoir, Madame,’ said the propriétaire as we passed her desk and Adalyn returned the key. 

			​‘À bientôt,’ Adalyn replied. 

			​Back in the car, we sat in silence for much of the time as we progressed further South. I touched her leg at one point, lifting the skirt to her thigh so that I could once more feel between her legs. She passively allowed me, giggling a little. I wanted her again, but understood the time had passed and she was merely fulfilling her obligation to drop me off in Lyon.

			​By late afternoon, she’d left me on the main road leading out of the city for Avignon and Marseilles. A brief kiss and she was gone. 

			​I forgot to ask for her address and she didn’t offer it, leaving me to wonder who next she would be taking to that room. Perhaps, I could eventually send a letter, care of the hotel. She would be sure to get it.

			​The main road was flanked by bleak, grey houses, smutted by oily dust and smoke from nearby factories and the railway. The sun had vanished again and a freak snow storm caught me unawares as I joined the first hitchhikers I’d come across since leaving England. 

			​A couple of American students travelling together to Avignon, another American going to ‘anywhere, it’s warm,’ and a Spaniard on his way to Toulouse. Obeying the unwritten law of the road, I walked ahead, thus allowing them the first option on lifts. 

			​A three hour wait, idly kicking stones across the road, singing the entire first side of the Beatles’ Revolver LP and writing snatches in my diary, eventually brought a young chemist, on his way home from a local factory, who gave me a lift to nearby Vienne. We arrived to see its hills flanking a wide bend in the Rhône, bathed in a surreal pink light, the clouds continuously changing through many shades of red and purple as they receded into the setting sun. With the coming of darkness, the temperature dropped and more snow rapidly followed, leaving me out in the cold with nowhere to stay. The hotels with available rooms were way beyond my budget and those within were full. If only I could have had the room I’d shared with Adalyn earlier that afternoon.

			​Another young Frenchman took me to a village a little off the main road, where he introduced me to the maître d’ of the only hotel. The lure of another warm night was irresistible, despite having to spend yet more good money before I’d even reached the sun.

			​And so, I slept that night warmed by the memories of Adalyn.

			​It was all very well spending the night in a charming French village, but getting back on to the main road was far more difficult than getting off it.

			​The walk out of the village was made no easier by the slushy ground, intense cold and miserable faces of early morning commuters, whose inhospitable glances especially, it seemed, towards this long–haired hitch hiker, made me feel alienated and uncomfortable. Thick clouds hung claustrophobically, gradually turning the snow to sleet. With my thumb out all the while, a Citroen meat delivery van, with its distinctive grey corrugated panelling, stopped and took me to the next village, the sleet driving into the windscreen like tracer bullets.

			​I’d gained an impression of French drivers and their lack of hospitality four years earlier when hitching down to and back from Spain. Now, I was convinced, as I stood in the pouring rain, getting wetter, colder and increasingly more miserable. 

			​This was the beginning of my third day and, as I sought shelter in a nearby café, I was yearning for either a fast lift to the sun or waking from this self–imposed nightmare, entwined with Belinda in her bed.

			​As neither was going to happen in the immediate future with a very obvious lack of passing cars, I downed my coffee and set out in the rain to walk as far as I could. At a turn in the road, I could just see, across the fields, the swiftly moving traffic on the motorway by–passing the village. 

			​Hurriedly crossing these, jumping ditches and a barbed wire fence, took me back to my days as a cross country runner, where several miles across such terrain in the rain and snow had seemed quite normal. 

			​Arriving on the hard shoulder, I didn’t have to wait long for a lift to the next service station, where I stamped my feet for over an hour, becoming increasingly more cold and impatient. For some perverse reason, my logic told me to return to the minor road, where I walked several miles, jumping up and down every so often in an attempt to keep my suffering feet warm. 

			​In yet another village and another café, I hoped to find some warmth and comfort from the bitterness outside. Local teenagers played on a pinball machine, while an old man sat, like me, alone at his table, drinking a foul tasting but, nonetheless, warm cup of coffee. Condensation covered the windows and everything was damp. 

			​The cold had been so overwhelmingly intense, taking the very breath from my body and replacing it with weakness and tears. Beating my hands together had no immediate effect on the numbness running through my fingers. Instead, they shook involuntarily, making it virtually impossible to even pick up the coffee cup. My boots and socks were sodden and a warm dampness permeated my clothes. Yet, as I shivered, I found consolation in the thought that, despite my misfortune, somewhere in the world the sun was shining and while there remained the occasional person kind enough to stop for me, I would eventually find it. 

			​I could almost feel the sun beating through my body. My aches lifting away and damp clothes parched by the heat. The only hint of cold would be the comparative cool of the sea and a gentle breeze.

			​Having returned to the road, it was as if my optimism had generated some positive energy, causing a Belgian student teacher, driving a Deux–Cheveux, to stop and take me the hundred miles or so to Remoulins, not far from Avignon.

			​It was late afternoon when we arrived, but already the rain had stopped and the air felt markedly warmer. This would be my first night in the open, I declared, as I bought fresh bread and bananas and walked out on the Avignon road into open country.

			​Having flattened some of the grass behind a hedge running alongside the road, I rolled out my sleeping bag, still mercifully dry due to the large polythene sheet I’d wrapped it in. 

			​With my room for the night established, I was soon boiling up water for a well deserved cup of tea on my small kerosene stove. Satisfied with bread and mashed bananas, darkness fell to reveal my first starlit sky. I felt that the worst of the weather was behind me and I could begin to assimilate and enjoy some of the places I would soon be passing through. Sleep let out its red carpet against the orchestrated backdrop of small creatures going about their business in the long grass around me.

			​By half–past–eight, my first lift had brought me to Avignon, having woken to the dawn chorus and the red ball of the rising sun, reflecting its misty glow onto the dew tipped grass and trees. The road in had taken me across the Rhône, allowing a view upstream to Le Pont – its three remaining arches resembling more of a pier than a bridge, stretching barely halfway into the broad river.

			​It was Saturday and the narrow, cobbled streets of the old town were lined with market stalls. The freshest, most colourful local produce – infinite varieties of cheese, cured meats, fruit, vegetables, meat, poultry and game set against the timeless soundtrack of vendors exhorting me to buy. 

			​The sunshine had brought in people from miles around to browse and chat or just linger over a coffee in one of the many street cafés. A stray cat basked on a sunlit wall, an old mill wheel turned in the flow of one of the city’s many drainage canals, as life went on in much the same way it always had done. 

			​Towering above the town, built onto a rocky outcrop, sat the Palace of the Popes, where, for most of the fourteenth century, successive popes had chosen to reside. Avignon, therefore, had been a city of wealth and influence for many years, even after the popes had returned to the Vatican.

			​But, I had to get to Nice. There was a youth hostel, where I’d have a chance to meet other travellers and perhaps wash some clothes. 

			​Already, it was warm enough to remove my jumper, allowing that long dreamt of sunshine to penetrate the damp layers of my body. What had seemed like an unattainable commodity, only the day before, was this day a sacred and thanked for reality. 

			​A short lift took me out of the city into the spectacular countryside with its centuries old vineyards gently sloping up on either side of the valley, petering out amongst the high outcrops of jagged rock. Ahead, towards the coast, the black clouds had disappeared to reveal bright sunlight from a deep blue sky, enhancing the rich green of the hills that lay ahead of the sea.

			​A commercial artist, travelling down from Paris for the weekend, picked me up soon after and dropped me on the seafront. 

			​The elegant, Belle Epoch flats and hotels which lined the curve of the bay, with its palm trees and wide promenade, were the outward symbols of this city’s wealth, but, the jet set was noticeably absent. 

			​Instead, all I could see of the conspicuously ostentatious were those survivors of another era, wrapped in fur coats and shawls, shuffling with sticks in hands alongside the grey shingle beach, beyond which a few private yachts bobbed in the choppy Mediterranean.

			​No sooner had I taken in something of the splendour and turned off up the hill leading towards the hostel, than I found myself confronting the unexpected. 

			​‘Hi, you want drink?’

			​I turned to see a lethargic, sneering group of a half dozen gypsy men gathered amongst the foundations of a building plot. A muscular man, his dark skin further weathered by the sun, was waving a bottle of wine at me, gesturing for me to join them.

			​I waved a greeting and walked towards them.

			​‘Here, you have drink,‘ the man said again in a strong Eastern European accent.

			​I took the bottle, gave the top a cursory wipe and swigged back. With no label to define the contents, I could tell it was very rough table wine. I hardly wanted to swallow it.

			​‘Thank you,’ I said, handing back the bottle. ‘What’s your name?’

			​‘I Stefan. I King of Gypsies.’

			​I stretched out my hand to his. ‘Pleased to meet you, Stefan. I am Adam.’

			​‘You name is first man in Bible.’

			​‘That’s true.’ 

			​‘Where you go, Adam?’ Stefan asked.

			​‘I’m travelling to India.’

			​‘Ah, my people, we come from India. Please sit down,’ he said pointing to an empty piece of low walling. I slipped off my rucksack and placed it between my legs as I sat down. The others came in a little closer, one or two with their eyes upon it.

			​‘I didn’t know that,’ I said, nonchalantly, trying to remain calm and unfazed by the possible threat before me.

			​‘You want cigarette?’ Stefan acted as the mouthpiece for one of the others, reaching up from the ground with an open packet of cigarettes.

			​I acknowledged the man crouching below me and took one from the packet. ‘Thank you.’

			​‘People think Roma bad people. They think we beg and steal. We proud people.’

			​‘Why do people think that?’ I asked.

			​‘Because, there are bad Roma, who give bad name to other Roma. We want to work, but people no give work to Roma, so we poor people.’

			​‘So, where is your home?’

			​‘We come from Romania, but our home is everywhere.’

			​‘Where do you stay here in Nice?’

			​‘We have house with woman and childrens. We come to France to work with grapes. You come see my house. You come eat with family.’ He looked at me intently. 

			​I had to judge his sincerity or whether this was just a ploy to get me off my guard. It was mid afternoon and I felt safe for the moment, but guessed I should try to find the hostel before darkness fell.

			​‘Okay, thank you. I’ll come,’ I said, my curiosity outweighing my caution.

			​In a narrow street, back from the old port, a building with its windows boarded sat grimly in the line of run down shops; a tobacconist, a general food store, a tailor and a sign–writer. 

			​Stefan pushed the door open. It had previously been locked, but had evidently been forced, giving free admission to Stefan and his friends. We all filed sheepishly into the building, keeping an eye open for police and others in authority. It was clearly a squat. 

			​The smell hit me immediately – something foul and wretched. I guessed it was shit and could only confirm it when I asked for the toilet. The squat toilet on the ground floor was awash with excrement, both recent and very old, caked into the ceramic base and around the lower part of the walls. The water had evidently been cut off and the sight and smell made me retch, forcing me to take a pee in the yard instead. Here too, small piles of human excrement had accumulated, dotted around the flagstones and the small area of earth that remained at the far end. 

			​This was apparently quite normal for Stefan and the others, but I couldn’t understand how anyone would wish to put up with such conditions on a daily basis. 

			​Upstairs in the living quarters, I was introduced to Simza, Stefan’s wife, who was busy preparing food in a blackened, aluminium pot over a kerosene stove, not much bigger than my own. She smiled graciously. Although dirty, I could see she had once been very beautiful, her features now eroded by age, travelling and weariness.

			​‘You like my home?’ Stefan asked.

			​‘Yes,’ I said as I looked around the room at the grimy walls and squalid mattresses spread across the bare wooden floor on which some of the other men had settled to light up cigarettes.

			​There were moments of silence and awkward conversation, eventually broken by the sound of light feet shuffling up the stairs. In a flurry of colourful, floral print and bead necklaces, a young woman entered the room, saying something incoherent to Stefan and Simza. She caught sight of me and stopped, staring shyly.

			​‘And, this is my daughter, Luminitsa,’ Stefan said proudly.

			​‘How do you do,’ I said, extending my hand. 

			​The girl looked at her father with her wide, dark eyes. He nodded and she transferred her attention to me, raising her hand to touch mine.

			​She must have been in her late teens, her beauty an inheritance from her mother. Her smooth skin, long dark hair and the aspiration of youth radiated from her. I could not imagine that such a beautiful woman could follow in the footsteps of her parents, being degraded and disenfranchised from the opportunities of the rest of humanity, merely by an accident of birth.

			​‘Luminitsa is learning English, but already speaks good French,’ said Stefan. ‘We hope she will make good marriage and lead  better life.’

			​Before long, Simza was laying out plates and ladling food onto them. The mattresses were cleared and two tables brought in, one Formica topped, the other wooden, pushed together in the middle of the room with an assortment of chairs and stools around them. I was offered a place next to Stefan as Simza brought the plates to the tables assisted by her daughter. 

			​I felt in some respects honoured to have been invited to share their food, ever conscious of the poor sanitary arrangements and the thought that, by accepting their hospitality, I could make myself very ill.

			​The dish consisted of a few poor cuts of lamb, fleshed out with potatoes and an assortment of vegetables, enriched with spices. Fresh bread had been placed in the centre of the table, which everyone freely helped themselves to. The food was greasy, but somehow wholesome and filling.

			​‘How did you learn your English, Stefan?’ I asked.

			​‘I speak with so many English peoples through my life. During war, I was young man and put in prison by Germans. Many of my family die in camp, but I survive until end. I then work with Americans and English and learn to speak from them. I too make good money from rebuilding. Now, it is over and I have no work.’

			​‘That is very sad, Stefan, but there is much work in the vineyards. Yes?’

			​‘Until the end of harvest. Then, we have to survive through another winter.’

			​‘Don’t you get help from the government?’

			​‘No, we are not their people, we are gitan to them, so they just move us on. They have no time for us. The French pretend to be civilised, but they are really no better than the Germans. They are all fascists.’

			​Stefan had clearly been deeply affected by the treatment he and his people had received and was anxious that his daughter could eventually escape the same prospects. She was truly very beautiful. In other circumstances, she could be a model or an actress. With an education, she could be anything she wanted.

			​After dinner, kerosene lamps were lit for the evening and Stefan invited me up to the roof, where we sat surveying the sun beginning its descent over the harbour
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