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About the Author

Lara Prior-Palmer made headlines in 2013 when she became the first woman, and the youngest-ever competitor, to win the Mongol Derby. Lara is a graduate of Stanford University. She specialises in fleeing. Rough Magic is her first book.




To Alfie




Praise for Rough Magic



‘Prior-Palmer already shares many qualities with classic English travel writers such as Rebecca West and Gertrude Bell… a heroic tale beautifully told’ The Times Literary Supplement

‘What unfolds, Cheryl Strayed–like, is her thrilling gallop to the finish line’ O, The Oprah Magazine, The Best Books by Women of Summer 2019

‘Evocative and utterly idiosyncratic turns of phrase colour every page… Rough Magic is transporting, beguiling and terrifically entertaining’ Daily Mail

‘Lara Prior-Palmer was the first woman to win the world’s toughest horse race… and the clear-eyed prose in her debut memoir packs as much of a punch as that fact. For fans of Educated by Tara Westover, and Cheryl Strayed’s Wild’ Elle

‘This book is a riot’ Metro

‘At every turn, Prior-Palmer’s writing is brilliant and clear-eyed and demonstrates more wisdom than any philosopher’s theories’ San Francisco Chronicle




                 But this rough magic

I here abjure, and when I have required

Some heavenly music, which even now I do,

To work mine end upon their senses that

This airy charm is for, I’ll break my staff,

Bury it certain fathoms in the earth,

And deeper than did ever plummet sound

I’ll drown my book.

– The Tempest
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I

It was May 2013 when I was cooped up in an attic in Austria, au pairing for a family with six Ferraris. They lived in a converted hotel in the jaws of an Alpine valley.

‘Lara? Larah!’

Every morning the mother shrieked my name up the endless floors. ‘Time to feed the baby!’

I had taken the role to practise my German, but she only spoke in English. My jobs varied from sitting with the toddler to hoovering up the dead skin that snowed from his father’s bottom.

The family never left their house except to get in their cars, which they kept tucked up in the garage. They viewed their valley through window frames as you would a photograph. So sedentary a lifestyle in such physical surroundings made me itch. At night I hatched plans to creep up the mountain and slide down the other side into Switzerland, yet the mother looked appalled when I so much as suggested running to the church and back.

By the time she sacked me a month later, my body was rusty and yearning for usage. I returned to the silent butterflies of an England on the brink of summer, seeking an experience unlike any I’d had before. In theory, this ought not to have been difficult. The most exciting moment in my 18 years had been collecting chickens from Dorset on the train and wrapping them up in wine crates for Christmas presents.

The next month, June, marked a year since my release from school. Fleeing the red bricks had been my dream for years – at 14, I had thought of myself as the finished article, ready to either have babies or break free (to where I couldn’t say, though for many years I had been fixated on becoming a burglar). Despite my conviction that more education would poison me like pesticide on a lush forest, I had remained in London until I passed my final exams. Strangely, the dissolution of structure thereafter unnerved me.

What was it about turning into an adult? The colour drained from the days and life became a calendar. I floated in a debris of possible dates and implausible plans, with neither the funding nor the fervour to propel me onwards. Friends were busy with jobs or university, inclined to holiday on beaches rather than accompany me to Kyrgyzstan – a place I fantasised about. Meanwhile, I hadn’t heard back from my application to go organic farming in Wales, nor from the orphanage placement in Ethiopia. Dead-end jobs and equestrian competitions came and went. I moved through the month of my birthday without any fixed direction.

It was a warm city day when, for the umpteenth time, I cast my rod into the depths of Google as if the internet might contain my future. After opening and abandoning endless tabs, I brought up the page of a horse race.

The passing London Underground train shook the building as I leaned into the photograph – long-maned ponies streaming over green steppes, space poured wide and free – in Mongolia. The open-vowelled sounds of the word matched the freedom the country conjured in my mind. I couldn’t place Mongolia in history, nor could I place it on the map. The magnolia tree outside the window had passed full bloom; its pink petals were turning brown on the pavement. For a while my head merged these two words – Mongolia, magnolia; Mongolia, magnolia.

I had spotted the Mongol Derby online many years before, but the entry fee was exorbitant (around £4500 at the time) and I knew I’d never afford it – at least, not until I was towing some dull job along in my thirties. Sadly the price was now even higher, 30 riders were already signed on, and the entry deadline for the August race had passed. I moved the mouse to quit the page, blinking back to the ponies for a pause.

Here was a truly peculiar invention: a 1,000-kilometre race on 25 wild ponies, a new steed for every 40-kilometre stage to ensure the endurance fell on the humans, not the horses. A Pony Express-style format that mimicked Genghis Khan’s postal system, but seemed from afar more like a perfect hotchpotch of Snakes and Ladders and the Tour de France on unknown bicycles. A competition they deemed ‘the world’s longest and toughest horse race’.

I moved the mouse back into the page and worked out there were seven weeks until the start gun. The entry portal seemed to still be open, despite the deadline having passed.

Mustn’t squish the mole that lives in my heart.

‘Apply’ – click.
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II

Why do humans put so much thought into some decisions yet plunge into others like penguins into freezing ocean? Are we met with a sudden urge to avoid the direct path to middle age and subsequent visions of growing old in a lonely world of cats? I certainly have a fear of falling into the routines of my elders – their eggshell worlds of dangers and do-nots. But maybe I had a simpler desire to settle something unsaid, away from home. Or a longing to be wild and snort about like a horse.

No single reason seems satisfactory. I want to hand myself over to something, but I can’t tell what creates that need to leap nor what decides its timing.

In fact, maybe this was me aged 18: a bundle of urges, a series of plunges. I was loud and quick. I thrived on being the loser in the anecdotes I recounted – caught without a ticket on the Underground, shouted at unjustly by an anxious teacher. I bent the world this way and that – schlepping barefoot through London, to school in my pyjamas, where I threw pens in class and blurted my frankest thoughts. What, besides a diagnosis of attention seeking, did any of this point to? I couldn’t yet tell.

If the fashion in which I applied to and signed on for the Mongol Derby was characteristically thoughtless, the event itself would, perversely, leave me deep in thought. Grasses and a blue-domed sky. Bodies and wind and rain and pain. Wide, open prairies, and 25 ponies saying, ‘Who are you?’ and ‘Who are we?’

By the time I took the return planes to London, words were tumbling out of me. In the writing I could mull the matter over, as a cow ruminates her grass. We had been given ten days to ride 25 semi-wild ponies a long way around Mongolia. Why the need to go all that way and do such a thing?

I am telling a story about myself. There’s a British disease called modesty, which nearly stops me from sharing what I’ve written. After all, this is about an event that seemed to go well. Somehow, implausibly, against all the odds, I won a race labelled the longest and toughest in the world – a race I’d entered on a whim – and became the youngest person and first female ever to have done so. We read of sporting victories in the newspapers, but what about all we cannot see? It’s easy to forget the thudded moments of hopelessness involved in a journey, one’s deepest difficulties slowly made clear.
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III

‘She is not going to Mongolia, Julia! Julia, do you hear me?’

My father had discovered my plan to ride in the world’s longest horse race and was insistent I wouldn’t go. I listened from the next room as he bellowed at Mum in the kitchen.

‘It’s too …’ – his foot stomped the floor – ‘opportunistic!’

Dad had encouraged opportunism in the past, but when it came to horses, he was keen for me to steer clear. He often told people how he’d made it a condition of marriage that my mother give up horse riding. Years after the race, I would overhear him shouting at her once more. ‘Lara’s been to Stanford University, Julia. I am not having her riding horses.’

My father, Simon, is a large-foreheaded man with Victorian characteristics, who grew up alongside his horse-mad sister, Lucinda. He is anti-riding, anti-horses: waste of time, waste of money (and please don’t talk about them at mealtimes). Aunt Lucinda’s Olympic riding career had coincided with their father going into overdraft, while Dad worked long hours in the City. The story of him tying his sister to the oak tree when they were little circulates frequently in the family.

‘Julia, are you listening?’ I heard him move closer to Mum at the sink. Lodged in the thicket of my father’s anger, we would often find ourselves flapping with no clear way out. Mum quietly carried on with the washing-up. If my father is a man who speaks clearly and interrupts often, my mother can be the catatonic opposite. ‘Oh, I like prattling in the background,’ she says whenever I tell her she’s mumbling, though she once followed up by saying, ‘I think I need to go on an assertiveness course.’

Mum is generally taken with the idea of horses (my older brothers used to jest that she married Dad just to get closer to his sister), and had been all wide-eyed when I first mentioned the Mongol Derby to her. Although my father’s fury had me bracing myself, it also summoned a sense of victory, since his anger seemed to speak from a powerlessness. Simon had no way of preventing me from going to Mongolia.

It seemed you needed to know how to ride to do this race, but the type of riding you did – the particular discipline – didn’t matter. I couldn’t say I myself had grown up riding – my parents did not ride, nor did my three brothers. Although Aunt Lucinda set me up with lessons when I pleaded for them aged seven, I lived and went to school in the city, so horses were confined to Saturdays. More recently I’d been able to try Lucinda’s sport, eventing, but that only required riding for a mere hour or two at a time. A month after my 19th birthday, I would arrive in Ulaanbaatar, the capital of Mongolia, to discover that half the Derby competitors were experienced in endurance, which involved riding up to 160 kilometres from dawn until dusk. I had never even heard of such a sport.

One of my father’s fears had always been that I might turn out to be a horsewoman like his sister. Unfortunately for him, by my teenage years I sneezed and itched when around the creatures – symptoms of uncontainable excitement rather than an allergy – and could possibly be classified as a pony girl: I dreamt of saucy centaurs. I’d once hallucinated, while sober, an azure blue horse cantering towards me. And I was truly taken with the romance of those rolling English parklands where my aunt laid down her horse histories.

Yet my equestrian imagination was tethered to my urban home, a hearty part of me city-slick, London-sly. My school friends and I grew up fast in the capital, leaping across it alone on the Tube and pacing its streets with elastic courage. But I felt empty in the concrete nowheres. Truly, I only loved the city for letting me leave – on Fridays, we eased our way out through darkened traffic jams, arriving centuries later in the village of Appleshaw.

Appleshaw floats in a shallow valley where the tameness of Hampshire stops and the wilds of Wiltshire begin. Weekends there sent me out to make mud-balls with my brothers, walk miles without purpose, and swim away from time. The city basin, tasked with curating our futures, drew us back every Sunday night. My brothers and I slotted into the week as dirty plates do into a dishwasher. The routine days crawled by until the eventual swing back to Appleshaw on Friday, holy Friday.

In this way, privilege had us always on the move, and it shaped me – an in-betweener ungrounded, too spacey for London, too colourful for the country, probably suspended in particles above some motorway between the two. Certainly the M3 has more of me than most places do.

Within a week of my application, Katy, the Mongol Derby organiser, returned from plotting the course on the steppe and sent me an acceptance email. I might’ve been gleeful were it not for the phenomenal entry fee. She said most riders had entered the previous year with sponsorship secured. For several nights I clenched my jaw, preparing to let the dream decay with the remaining magnolia leaves.

There’s no knowing why Katy gave me 50 per cent off when I asked for a discount, nor why she granted another £500 off when I couldn’t afford the halved amount. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that I had name-dropped my aunt, Lucinda Green, on my application – Katy turned out to be a ‘bit of a fan’. Or perhaps it was my opening sentence: I am extremely competitive and want to become the youngest (am 18) person to finish.

I trotted down to the bank with my head held delusionally high and poured out a lifelong collection of pennies from my chequered plastic pig, hoping they would top up my balance to near enough the asked-for price. Prior to that, I had refused to spend any of my savings, and it’s endearing to me now that I was willing to hand all of it over for a horse race I might not last very long in.

I was expecting quite the holiday – a green steppe stuffed full of feisty ponies, with hunky riders from all over the world. One to trump the sightseeing and sunbathing holidays I was used to. Earlier that year I had wound my way through India, stopping at temples highlighted by a Lonely Planet guidebook, viewing the world through a manicured prism as any good tourist does – but my eyes had run out of space. By the time I applied for the Derby, I was no longer keen on touring the world’s buildings with awestruck stares. My thighs were strong and my heart was raw, yearning for my own motion.
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IV

‘You won’t enjoy it.’

I held my tongue.

‘Sure,’ the voice on the telephone continued, ‘it’s phenomenal, but the accidents last year were horrific. Google them.’

It was high July when I rang Lucy, a past competitor. Down the line came factual splatter: broken ribs, amputated finger, cracked pelvises, punctured lung, torn ligaments, broken collarbones. On she went as I watched a ladybird crawl up the lamp at my side: bucking ponies, fraying girths, sicknesses, extreme dehydration, getting lost, not fun, don’t expect fun.

I couldn’t just slump there in that dusty Appleshaw chair and roll my eyes. Mongolia was coming for me in a month.

How many riders finished the race during her year?

‘I think 35 of us started … 17 finished.’

I thanked her and said goodbye, feeling my wrist wilt as I dropped the phone back onto the receiver. I wanted to pull out of the race. Summer had swallowed its charm.

In the kitchen I told my older brother Arthur the news as he traipsed on by.

‘Oh my.’ He shivered, and dashed upstairs, relieved not to be me.

I could not pull out of the race – I had paid for it and written letters asking for charitable donations in the name of it – so I let the terror energise me instead. Asked afterwards if I would dare attempt the race again, I’d reply that I could never again be scared enough to do so. The supernatural power of fearing the unknown stunned me into a state of readiness. With four weeks to go, I launched my attack.

Although my application claimed I’d been riding five horses a day, this was fiction. I had been au pairing the toddler in Austria.

‘Never too late,’ declared Mum as she poured herself another cup of tea.

I volunteered at the local stud, where I began riding three or four horses a day. I also started playing tennis again and running further than usual. It is a horse’s habit to pace about when she feels a storm approaching. Winding herself up seems to ready her for the coming saga. Now that I’ve forgotten the accompanying terror, I long for the manic flurry of those July days, hopping from horse to horse as I edged towards the race. The whole affair indulged my existence.

Bartramia, a small and racy grey, was the closest creature to a Mongolian pony I could find at the stud. I rode her through all the valleys – even rode her bareback once. Her canter quickened as my calves clung to her full-moon tummy, my boots ripping through the knee-high ragwort. Onwards she flew, a wood ahead, no sign of slowing.

‘Woah!’ I shouted into the wind at her ears – could I bear this for 1,000 kilometres? – ‘Woah now!’

At the last second she jinked left, braking on the turn as my chest jolted over her shoulders, leaving me hanging on with my thighs as she picked up her gallop again, on up the hill along the rim of the woods.

This was the terrible thrill. Come August I would encounter it atop 25 wilder ponies, free of the tightly bound English fields. Our Mongolian ponies would be the descendants of Genghis Khan’s famed Takhi horses, who shouldered his empire’s postal system from the thirteenth century onwards. Their speed allowed letters from Siberia to arrive in Poland within 12 days, though our ride wouldn’t go beyond the border of Mongolia’s green oasis – a wide island surrounded by the Gobi Desert to the south, the barren Altai Mountains to the west, and the freezing wastelands of Siberia on the northern border with Russia.

I had begun to notice how the idea of Mongolia made many a Brit go quiet. I don’t think the reason is Genghis Khan as much as the void in our history. Where British culture has not forced its influence, we tread carefully, sensing a different lay of the land. England was crafted by roads and fields, flooded with a web of happenings with which I was familiar. The steppe would strip all this away.





[image: Penguin Walking Logo]

V

The race was set to begin on 4 August. In the first week of July, the organisers sent me a month-by-month ‘Your Year of the Derby’ calendar. They had sent this to everyone else at the beginning of the year, since they had applied on time. We were advised to assemble our gear in February, get vaccinated in April, commence language-learning in May, use July to visit relatives and update our wills, and devote the entire year to training.

Maggie, an endurance-riding specialist, had apparently been sending handouts on fitness, navigation, horse pacing, and hydration.

‘You’ve missed those now and it’s too late for you to be training anyway. You can’t get fitter in the final two weeks,’ she stated on the telephone. I gulped and clung closer to the daft resistance within me.

The month-by-month calendar from the organisers read: You could do all [your preparation] in July if you have unusually low blood pressure – no? Thought not.

I do happen to have low blood pressure, and a low heart rate. Perhaps that would help. When I was small and we measured our vital signs in class, Mrs Bleakley said my results meant either I was an athlete, or I was nearly dead, or I couldn’t count. Likely the latter – despite being a decade older when I entered the race, I still struggled with numbers and time.

July rolled by. I researched all the race’s sore statistics and found that Lucy was right. Every year just over half the field made it to the finish. No woman had ever won the Derby, nor had a Briton. South Africans tended to triumph. The youngest person ever to cross the finish line had been 23.

Me? I was not young. I had long since given up my rubber ducklings, I had finished school, I felt ancient as a walnut.

Meanwhile, my father had forgotten his resistance. He helped me draft letters to family and friends asking for contributions to the charities I had chosen to ride in the name of – Macmillan Cancer Support and Greenhouse Sports. The latter, which sets up sports programmes for London teenagers struggling with school, was a charity that amazed me, perhaps because sport had felt like my own lifeline in the city.

I needed to focus on this campaign before departure. No one would donate when I returned from the race having managed only 10 of the 1,000 expected kilometres. Aware now that the other riders had signed up for the Derby in October, giving them ten months to train and plan how much toilet paper to pack, I implied in my letters that I, too, had been aiming at the race for about a year.

When I was young, Dad had often called me ‘sporty mouse’. I was flat-chested and athletic enough that you couldn’t tell me apart from my brothers. In fact, as far as I was concerned, I was a boy. I existed in the mould of my siblings. I scorned at girly-girls with Barbies and bolted from pink, that colour of social catastrophe – sickly and sweet, nothing like me. I sat best with blue, the colour of distance and coldness, the favourite of my brothers and mother, too. ‘Where’s my willy?’ I demanded of her in the bath aged three. She and I have hair growing out of us in surprising places. She says the forests on my legs and the two-inch hair growing by my belly button mean I’m strong.

The other half of the picture is one I tended to ignore: Mum sometimes referred to me as ‘sensitive mouse’. My stomach has ached since I was 15, I blush all the time, and my skin rashes red when you so much as brush a finger over it. You know what they say about thin-skinned people: a highly-strung, sensitive lot, prone to withering like flowers in winter. Doctors do not prescribe them 1,000-kilometre horse races.

We were supposed to have seen the warning on the website before signing up:


Before you consider applying for this race, we want to point out how dangerous the Mongol Derby is. By taking part in this race you are greatly increasing your risk of severe physical injury or even death.

The nature of the Derby means that if you do fall off, the response time of the medics is going to depend on where you are. If you are seriously injured you may be hundreds of miles away from the nearest hospital.

The Mongol Derby is an extremely physically demanding and dangerous race, and holds the title as the toughest horse race in the world for good reason.



I had missed it.

I didn’t understand the coming race, and wouldn’t until I rode in it. I did, however, assume that something would go wrong for all of us riding and that we would need to step back and ponder the silliness. After all, didn’t entering such a competition demand a deviant imagination? Could we envisage ordinary days blown from their moorings? Could we pretend that moving through space with unbearable intensity had been a natural habit our whole lives?

Even some of the Mongolian parents I would meet, whose eight-year-old children galloped for hours without saddles, thought the 1,000-kilometre distance crazy. No wonder, then, that the race had been thought up elsewhere – by a man in Bristol called Tom Morgan. Tom found out that the steppe’s medieval messaging systems were still in place until the 1960s, and with the guidance of an original postal rider, he helped stage the first Mongol Derby five years before I entered. The race had since grown, and was now summoning a field of 30 to 40 riders annually.
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VI

I like to laugh matters into detachment, but I found the approaching monster tricky to belittle. A week before my departure for Mongolia, I lay in bed thinking about William the Conqueror. How mad of him to risk visiting England with an army in 1066.

Me, 947 years later. No desire to conquer. Merely wanting to leave Normandy, as it were. Live a little.

Half an hour after these musings, across a breakfast table laden with tropical fruit, my godfather, Michel, lowered his newspaper to make an announcement.

‘No one wins the Tour before their early thirties …’

The man knows about endurance sport, having competed in Olympic luge and more recently cycled Tour de France sportives.

‘They haven’t developed the combination of mental and physical toughness,’ he continued, turning his bold gaze to me.

‘You – what are you – 19?’

This kind of pinpointing tended to prompt my rebellion and excitement. But next to me I noticed my mother’s mouth slowing down as she chewed, her forehead rising into wrinkles. The person who often did not notice when she lost her six-year-old daughter in the supermarket as she floated along, silently focusing on the goat’s cheese – the person who often bicycles blindly across main roads, leaving traffic to swerve out of her way – began now to engage with the reality of the race.

A few days later, I walked over to Aunt Lucinda’s to borrow some equipment. I must’ve expected some advice too – she was my go-to ahead of any equestrian event. She lived 150 metres away from us in Appleshaw.

Aunt Lucinda never likes to concentrate fully on one thing, so she was weeding the gravel in her driveway when she hollered some last words to me.

‘I suspect you won’t make it past day three but don’t be disappointed.’

She raced inside to get me a can of Anti Monkey Butt – some powder for sore bottoms she had discovered in the US – and waved me away, yelling she had to fly. She was on her way to Austria for teaching.

This kind of perennial rush might be a family trend. We flee from the waiting, lest it confronts us with some startling boredom. If we really questioned why, though, I’m not sure we’d have an answer. Maybe rushing is a symptom of self-importance, or a fear of getting close to others, lest they shatter us.

Although Aunt Lucinda lived across the road, her house, which arrived flat-packed on a lorry from Scandinavia in the 1980s, was almost always deserted. I was frustrated by the absences of my champion aunt, whose achievements held a mythic place in my rural imagination. She earns her living flying around the world teaching people how to ride cross-country, saying things like ‘Squeeze the horse like a tube of toothpaste. Not too hard, we don’t want it all coming out at once.’

What I couldn’t accept was that it might be difficult for a champion to lay her head on the same pillow each night, since the glorious memories might only be going stale. It must, I suppose, be easier to be consumed by aeroplanes, hopping between sites of forgetful newness.

Even on the ground, Lucinda advances in quick, short strides, as if awakened by a storm. Apparently her mum once told her, ‘Being mother to you is like being mother to a lightning conductor.’ Only aboard the horse have I seen her still. After I left her that day, she sent me a text reading Xxxxxxx. This is the type of message she sends when at a loss as to what to advise.

From an old history teacher, I had a short email: I’ve heard from people that know people that they eat testicles in Mongolia. And that was it.

It didn’t surprise me that no one was taking my race attempt seriously. I was that scatterbrain who lost Oyster cards on the Underground and failed driving tests. ‘I find it difficult to park between the lines,’ I explained to my eldest brother, George, who has been serious about cars since the age of four.

‘You don’t even know where the lines are,’ he said.

What was it that kept them all from trusting me – not with the keys, the cars, the dogs? Nor with time? The not trusting meant ‘bits missing’. Lara’s got bits missing. She’s not fully here. She’s a clock without some numbers, a clock who forgets to tick. I trusted myself a little at least, suspecting the missing bits were waiting for me somewhere. Certainly I had felt flashes when I went to get those chickens from Dorset on the train. Tick-tocks sounding out in my core.

It is too late to get fit, too late to pull out, but not too late to organise kit. With five days to go, the lights are out in the kitchen as I draw a stick figure of my Derby self and label the clothes I’ll wear on each plot of body, ticking off my bottom first. The super-padded knickers have arrived and seem good – larger than granny pants, fatter than boxing gloves. Every day I mould my stubborn bunions – big bone onions, my witchiest features – into my new second-hand trekking boots. For other stuff, I am deep into bargaining wars on eBay, tending towards items cheaply made in China. Many will decompose during the race, maps and water bottles flying out of my broken pockets across the windy plains. I begin scribbling a list of things to pack.


	Me

	I like lists

	I can be orderly

	I do love lists

	And so I stumble

	Like a poem unfurling



When the day came to peel myself from the British Isles, summer was high, the best plums were ripening, and all the grass looked Wimbledon-worthy. These commonplace things I had rarely noticed before transformed themselves into snippets of certainty, their impending disappearances conjuring my new appreciation.

I’d discovered, via Facebook, that a certain competitor had been thrown a send-off dinner at which she was presented with a horse-shaped cake wishing her Good Luck. Seeing how the race could merit celebration before its first kilometre had been ridden leant me a sense of achievement, although my own departure was not a public affair.

My father blasted my mother and me out of the house, fretful, as usual, that we might be late for the airport. In the terminal Mum shed tears, which were, as always, saddening to receive. I sometimes think of her as a balloon not entirely tied to earth – she drifts along until the concluding point, when her emotions burst out. I myself did not weep. I was leaping out to Mongolia to ride in a giant horse race. It was either too much, or nothing at all.
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VII

Beneath the plane window the steppe folded in green waves. As we descended, white tents appeared at valley mouths, met by colourful tin-roofed houses flowing down the gullies towards grey high rises. The plane let me out in Ulaanbaatar, 8,000 kilometres away from home.

Through the taxi glass I saw fragments of a city. Men in big coats curled around fires, denim-clad figures spilled into the traffic. Small-windowed blocks stood alongside nomads’ tents at the outskirts; further in, Soviet architecture leaned into slicker glass structures. By now there was no sign of the steppe. The only hint of horses rested on the tögrög – the Mongolian currency – that I handed to the taxi driver: wild-maned ponies cantered off the banknote edges.

At four the next morning I sat sleepless in a hotel room among bloated white pillows. Delving into my suitcase, I pulled out a collection of tangled ropes and confused penknives that had spent their lives dormant in my brothers’ drawers. There was also a copy of The Tempest, which I had taken no interest in at school, yet after leaving found myself diving into for comfort. Shakespeare speaks another language, but I never needed to know the whole meaning to be moved by the sounds – Caliban’s ‘I cried to dream again’ moves me to real tears.

My 11-year-old self, on the other hand, didn’t spare the play a thought – I was pursuing real commotion. There was nothing like the sound of Mr Thompson’s angry voice soaring. ‘Get out,’ he’d shout, when he caught me whisper-giggling. ‘I said “Get. Out.”’ In the wasteland of the corridor I would lean against the wall while the pink in my cheeks faded, unaware that in the play I’d left on my desk were a series of rebellions I might have admired.

Now I lay on the floor of that sublimely square hotel room ripping out soliloquies and gluing them into my flimsy Winnie-the-Pooh notebook. I imagined they’d live out the race in my backpack and might lift me out of any lows. ‘U just have to get through the pain with poetry,’ Mum had written in an email that midnight, British time.


Be not afeard. The isle is full of noises,

Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not.
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VIII

The following morning, competitors met for the first time. Stuffed into a corporate room in the city, ours was a silence of not quite wanting to begin. Horses seem to do these things better. On meeting, they amble and sniff bottoms. Sometimes they squeal.

In the 1930s, John Steinbeck embarked on a scientific research trip to the Sea of Cortez. Reflecting on his fellow crew members, he wrote, ‘None of us was possessed of the curious boredom within ourselves which makes adventurers or bridge players.’ Were we a handful of those people who cannot sit still? Or were we all seeking the great death? I believe we sought some kind of oblivion. The characters in The Tempest leap from their sinking ship in a ‘fever of the mad’.

Maybe we desired a heroic proving. I was aware there were people in the world who classified themselves as adventurers, inhabiting the realm of the extreme, dog-panting for epics and gagging for photos in Gore-Tex. I didn’t know how many were here, or whether I was about to become one. The ‘longest, toughest’ superlative had surely appealed to many, though I’ve conveniently erased from memory whether or not it had been a draw for me personally.

What would my 11-year old self think of me buying into such a constructed adventure?

As the hello-how-are-yous of the crew piled onto one another, I spotted Maggie, the race steward, at the head of the room. She had mattresses of curly red hair. In a phone conversation two weeks prior she’d told me that I ‘frankly’ didn’t sound prepared. She was not to take me seriously until the finish line, and even then her eyes would search me with the same unconvinced look, a sort of shock that I’d ever made it beyond the borders of my mother’s vegetable patch.

The day was made up of a series of briefings on the race. The vets explained horses’ hydration levels, gut sounds, lameness protocol, and heart rates. Pushing horses too hard would lead to elevated rates. The rules imposed a two-hour penalty or race expulsion if a horse’s heart rate remained above 64 beats per minute for a period longer than 45 minutes after the end of each leg.

‘Look – after – your – horse,’ concluded the Scottish vet.

It seemed simple enough, though it hadn’t crossed my mind you could take a horse’s heart rate, let alone how four hours’ exercise might change that rate.

During a break, the paramedic handed out medical forms. I didn’t meet his gaze as I handed the paper back to him, uneasy about its incompleteness. Aunt Lucinda is a stickler for eye contact. If I manage to look her in the eye when she’s telling me off, she congratulates me later (such is her stick and carrot formula), but I find focusing difficult.

‘I haven’t had a rabies vaccine. I’m sorry. I’m not sure what these other ones are.’
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