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The Beginning
After a shaky and rather uncertain start, I acquired a cheap backpack, conquered my fears and inhibitions, and dedicated sixteen days of my dull life to seeing whatever was in the periphery of my vision between Bangalore and New Delhi— sleeping on railway platforms and in cheap hotels, eating at unclean roadside stalls, and learning to pee in the bush without cringing. To say this was the beginning of a lifelong affair with the road would be just about right; I was growing wings on a rolling ball.

My first solo trip from Bangalore to New Delhi was not conventional any way I looked at it. At 25, I was experiencing the now well-known quarter-life crisis—I’d been craving change and as a lawyer-turned-journalist with no savings, the impulsive trip to the capital seemed like a great way to explore something new on very little. It is another thing that when I reached New Delhi without a plan or purpose, I figured I had been impulsive. To correct that, I went higher up in the hills, looking for reasons for my reckless behaviour and trying to enjoy myself through it all. Eventually, when I stopped being conscious of everything around me, I realized there was indeed a lot of fun in managing everything from transport to food and hotels on what little I had.

...and that is how I transformed into a backpacker.

I had never planned to be someone who routinely made expressions of horror cross people’s faces, yet today, when I tell people of my journeys around the world, it’s the most common reaction I get, and the conversation turns to the many myths about single women travelling alone. Adding to the drama is my being Indian, single and self-funded, and always succeeds in shocking people into silence or prompting an animated Q&A session, questioning my ethics, morals, determination, mental faculties, and my dreams—the very fibre of my existence.
 
I get asked a lot of questions. The following are the most common:

•Aren’t I scared of being raped? Robbed? Mugged? 

•Do my parents approve? 

•Do I always sleep alone in hotels? 

•How do I cope with my female issues, from dealing with periods to washing underwear? 

•Am I ashamed or scared of asking for help? 

•Do I ever lose confidence in myself or regret my decision? 

•Where do I get the money from? 

•Am I not scared of being branded? 

 
I have answers to some of them. Some others I don’t bother to think of—but I do feel like I’ve gone from my humble roots to being a global citizen; weaving cultural threads into a system that allows me to experience vast differences, which in turn has given me a better connection with the world. I have learned to be compassionate with the world and to be open to what the world presents to me. I became self- sufficient, relaxed and adaptable; little things stopped bothering me. I became stronger from lugging around a backpack. I began to love my own company and appreciating solitude. My fears disappeared—to be replaced by certain confidence. And, more importantly, I stopped pondering the questions I get asked even today—because my answer to them is always the same. No, I am not scared of being branded; no, I am not afraid of being raped or robbed or mugged; Yes, I always sleep alone in hotels. No, I am not ashamed or scared to ask for help and, most important of all, the more questions I get asked, the higher my confidence level soars.

I have never planned a trip. I have never referred to any guidebook, watched travel shows or read Michael Palin. I trust my instincts. I make impulsive decisions and hope to be surprised. I always fund my own trips. It is more fun that way, I think—to get your money’s worth or be responsible for not. I never regret not seeing the “touristy” thing, I see what I see, which, sometimes includes what I have come to see, and don’t bother with what I have not seen.

Now, nothing is out of reach...


Six months after returning from Egypt and a few months before it went up in flames, I had a sudden and uncontrollable desire for danger (read adventure). What followed was this. I applied myself to Google with the eagerness seen in those souls raring to take on tasks beyond their means or capabilities, stumbled upon Kokoda Track in Papua New Guinea under “the world’s toughest treks” and set my heart on it. In other words, I had wished for the ultimate wild adventure in a little-known corner of the world and in one of those little twists of fate, I had been granted it. Poof! Just like that.

A fake fortune teller in Luxor had, passionately and untruthfully, told me that I was going to travel “far and wide” soon, given me a sacred scarab and prophesied that it would grant my wishes.

I suppose I could relate the two somehow, though I cannot see how.

What I do know is that there is a saying about being absolutely sure of your wish—the Creator, if caught in the mood, is known to test the legitimacy of your desire by pronouncing your wish granted. Which means that if you asked for apples when you really needed a horse, you would end up carrying an apple sack and get your feet really sore.

The good god waved his wand in favour of Kokoda—but what I really needed for the trek was not just the great adventurous spirit I had been granted, but a gloriously fit body to keep it company. I think I only had myself to blame— I should have listed out everything I needed. I suppose bon dieu took the partial view of my adventure, and before long, my back went into the freezer after a rather unintelligent attempt to walk up a sand dune in trekking boots as a part of a self-training programme fifteen days before D-day.

This was when I started to get a little nervous about the upcoming trek. But being nervous was the just one of the worries; incomplete training, and an inability to neither see the funny side of Kokoda nor picture the 96 km track known to be torturous, as it went through unfriendly, leech-infested forests that saw rains, mud, rivers, streams and humidity, were the other worries.

The almighty was clearly having the last laugh.

A little about the track before I proceed, for assuming that the Kokoda Track had a reputation outside the Australasia Eco Zone would be a mistake. Besides it’s notoriety as one of the toughest treks in the world, there was very little else to attract trekkers, and even that number only ran into a few thousands a year, including Australian patriots who, on Anzac Day, braved dangers to pay tribute to soldiers who lost their lives fighting off Japanese mercenaries and saved Papua New Guinea in WW II.

History, though, had no influence over my decision to walk the Kokoda Track. Fifteen days was not enough time to get everything in order, for comforting words were no cure for sore backs, but I decided to pack a little humour to kid myself along on the tricky inclines that were sure to throw me off balance. Kokoda Track was going to be the ultimate test of my perseverance and suchlike, so instead of stumbling around in the dark wondering how on earth I could get a refund for my tickets, I revised my plans.

To do or not to do?

Against my wish, I was sort of transforming into the ambassador for Papua New Guinea Tourism—having already answered a zillion questions about the less-known country. Had I made a Dirham for every question, I would have become a rich backpacker, but the reality being far from that, I patiently answered questions about its geographical location, rainforests and long-gone cannibals with information sourced from Google, for how else was I to know about a place I was only preparing myself to go? I’d dream that someday a piece of their rainforest would land in my lap in consideration of my efforts, which I’d sell to the Middle East. You can see why I wasn’t going to let an annoying sore back come between me and my piece of paradise.

I had just about had it with people who, when I mentioned the word “travel”, came up with the following.

•Wow, you are so lucky. 

•I could never do something like that. 

•You are crazy! 

•Where/what is Kokoda? 

•Are you going alone? 

 
These questions perplexed me; what was it about the trip that marked me as lucky? A sudden fortune would make me lucky; a free airline ticket to Port Moresby would make me lucky; or a job that sent me places would make me lucky. But I didn’t have any of those things, so how did one simply assume I was lucky?

Luck has a peculiar habit of favouring those who depend on it and I, clearly, was not its beneficiary.

I admit to being lucky in many other ways, though. I have been blessed with a head capable of sitting firm on its foundations, but other than that, I suppose the only kind of luck I had was what I had created for myself. Even then, it took me months of saving up for Adventure PNG. Luck indeed! You could say I was ambitious. But luck did play a part, albeit sporadically. And through the course of this book, you will understand the following about me.

Nothing in the world can get me back to Killing Fields, Cambodia. 

•I might be tempted to walk the Kokoda Track again. 

•I have eaten fried tarantulas and snake. 

•I don’t have a flair for learning new languages. 

•I love to live out of my backpack and eat from food stalls. 

•I’m incredibly afraid of heights. 

•I don’t have a strong desire to go to Paris or Amsterdam. 

•I’ll splurge on wallet-munching massages, but sleep in dormitories to save money. 

•I will get myself a massage anywhere I go. 

•I got held up at gunpoint in Arusha, Tanzania. 

•Likeeverytraveller,Idotendtowearthetravellingmask (the travelling mask here refers to the false identity most travellers tend to show others—hiding their real identity often, claiming to be what they are not). 

•I stood on Mt Kilimanjaro bra-less. 

•I have a strong desire to climb Mt Everest. 

•If I hear of haunted places, I want to explore them. 

•I have been cheated and I have cheated in return. 

 
I have arrived at all these conclusions about myself after many years of backpacking through many trials and a lot of errors.

I have spent time working, saving (my favourite part) and travelling, but I am lucky because I dreamed of climbing mountains, of bathing under waterfalls, of cooking over wood fires in remote jungles, of getting drunk in strange pubs and of waking up in new beds in strange parts of the world—never mind that the bed wasn’t always paid for by my tourist dollars.

But when I first set out years ago, I had no idea how to pack, I had no money either, and worse, no confidence that I would survive even one night on my own somewhere.
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Quarter-Life Crisis
It is not like I did not believe the saying about the grass being greener on the other side, but I wanted to peek over the fence just to be sure. So in the year 2004 when my quarter-life crisis loomed, I made the decision.

If there is something I pride myself on, it is my single-minded determination to follow my heart—never mind that the mind did not always follow. Now that I had decided to do something about the green grass on the other side, the most practical and cheapest way of doing it was to obtain a ticket to the farthest point reachable by the Indian Railways and be on my way, or so my heart assured me.

You will appreciate my swiftness, for hardly a minute elapsed between making a decision and jumping into a passing auto rickshaw as eager for the fare as I was to reach the railway station to set my plans swinging. My being a steadfast sub- editor did not stop me from transforming into a hound following a bloody trail, a comparison I don’t care much for, but you get the idea? So getting to the station before my heart chickened out was all that I cared about.

It was about time to look for an alternative to my unexciting routine: waking at 6 am, rushing through Bangalore traffic, walking through the doors of Vijay Times at 9 am and wishing for the day to end. If there was anything more depressing than work or hearing the editor scream about the “shit being 26 hours old” and the constant mantra of “I am not writing a history book, I am writing news”, then I am yet to find it. At least a similar 6 am routine through five years of law school earlier had a silver lining in the form of a Labour Law professor who could give Dieter Hallervorden a run for his money.

But finding answers to my monotonous existence vanished as I advanced towards the ticket counter, because another question was taking shape.

Where was this field of green grass?

That question would have stumped the average enthusiast, but god almighty had used a very different mould for me, one that was immune to questions. So I hissed out two unexpected words at the outline of a man seated behind the netted counter.

”Jammu, Saturday.”
The outline replied promptly. “No reservation. It is too late.”

And before he could turn his attention to the next in line, I cried. “New Delhi.”

Strange how I hadn’t progressed beyond two words in two minutes, but you will agree I hadn’t had enough time to recover from the shock of being denied a ticket to Jammu. I hoped I had made “New Delhi” sound casual and confident enough to put the man behind the net at ease and showed myself as a self-assured traveller journeying to the capital on important work, least affected over the busted plans for Jammu by something as singularly disagreeable as a train ticket.

I have employed a similar approach when ordering coffee at roadside cafés in Bangalore’s cheaper areas like Ulsoor, which doesn’t mean anything, of course, but the coffee does appear sooner or later.

“Your reservation form, please.”

Here I think I reeled a little, but the good man, knowing a novice when he saw one, halted whatever he was doing and fixed me with a sympathetic look before pointing to a dark corner and conveying in that circular movement of his finger the prerequisites of obtaining a ticket.

You could easily miss that dark corner he indicated if you hadn’t followed the movement of his fingers, and since I was staring at him while he circled the air, I missed it and did a good representation of a dog chasing his tail around the wrong pillar before a kind soul steered me to the right one that hid the forms from the naked eye.

“Get back in queue,” a vocal woman screamed and moved in ahead, cutting me off as I was about to slip the completed document through the hollow in the counter. So there I was, standing at the head of a queue, sheepishly wonder- ing if I had broken the unwritten Rules of Queuing Up at Railway Ticket Counters authored by the People of India. Hitherto, any queuing up I had done was for cinemas, which required you to cut into the line if you did not want to miss the show, but it so appeared that the railways functioned on entirely different principles—with vocal women ensuring its proper execution.

The reservation clerk, quick to assess my predicament, shushed the vocal woman and signalled me forward. Resisting the temptation to stick my tongue at her, I lent him my ear.

“No confirmation. Only RAC. Okay?”

For the second time that morning, I reeled. “RAC”, when said like that, carried some weight, but damned if I knew what. Not one to reveal the state of the machinery under my hair, I nodded my affirmative: It doesn’t help to show your ignorance to the chap who has just saved you from being lynched by the ticket-seeking mob.

He handed me a piece of paper. Whatever that meant.

For someone beginning a romance with the Indian Railways, I was really very poorly informed, but never has an unusual situation stopped me from following my whims. This one had now taken the shape of a ticket to New Delhi, so I supposed I was on the right track after all.

All that was left to do was to buy myself a backpack, some travel stuff, inform the boss, pack up and hoof it, which was just about everything else really, but having a ticket made everything easy. Surely, the nuts and bolts of travelling were easy to master, provided you knew what you had to do, and having convinced myself that it wasn’t rocket science, I left in search of a backpack.
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Captaining My Destiny
 
There are rules of packing documented somewhere, but as a backpacker-to-be driven by whims, packing the may-need stuff was my way of ensuring self-sufficiency and preventing embarrassing situations—like being stuck without underwear. This had caused considerable discomfort en route the railway station, but common sense took over just in time to steer me towards my dear friend and colleague Tina’s house for a closer look at the backpack, followed (hopefully) by early dinner and a cup or two of filter coffee. There were few to match Tina’s skills in this department; this, and her dislike of people who began a conversation with “but you are a girl”, made her my favourite. Had she launched into a “what-do-you-think-you-are-doing”, my energy, which was being sucked away by the weight on my back, would have broken me. But the mild, well-mannered and dependable Tina held her tongue—typical of a sub-editor mulling over a replacement word. That is not to say that her eyes didn’t talk before she launched into a character analysis that was currently her hobby.

“You seem different somehow...wild...vague? I hope you know what you are getting yourself into.”

I did not.

But Tina, whose nature did not include impulsive travel, which was my prerogative as you will see, was not likely to be satisfied with any of my answers. So I took the philosophical route.

“Let not the fear of unknown stop me,” I quoted un- originally, elaborating on how I would miss hobnobbing with dashing, gun-toting soldiers in Jammu as my heart originally desired, but would console myself with the Taj Mahal or something, because though I had tried, the railways hadn’t seen it my way.

Something stirred in her and in one of those surprising turn of events, Tina became wistful, almost dreamy and proceeded to run her hands over my backpack that towered over her diminutive frame.

“I wish I could go,” she whispered suddenly. Okay, I hadn’t seen that coming. Not from her anyway. “Don’t you like it here?” I asked, almost kindly.
“Oh, I do, but I still wish I could,” she said, letting out a deep sigh. Another shocker.

“You don’t even know where I’m going.”
“I don’t care. I’d like to go anywhere. By the way, when will you return?”

There are questions guaranteed to shake your foundation, but this one blew me off my feet. Not trusting myself to speak, I rapidly opened and shut my mouth (which by this time had shaken itself loose from my jaw), feeling like I had been pushed out of the nest before learning to fly.

Tina had a face that gave free run to emotions, which is why shock and anxiety took prominence over the other sentiments that crossed her mind, but she firmly held them in check and continued.

“Be careful, will you? I hope you know what you are getting into.”

Not wanting to remind her that she had expressed that very sentiment a minute ago, I hastened to clear my take on the subject, uh-huh-ing unconcernedly, assuring her of a nonexistent plan that could be relied upon in emergency and made for the door without going through the backpack.

The truth: I HAD forgotten to buy a return ticket.

That didn’t help the situation; instead, I hastened to the station without delay, confident that if I could find my way TO New Delhi, I could find my way BACK to Bangalore.

And finally at 6.05 pm, I saw it. The Train.

Nothing, lends itself to character like the Indian train—its lovely fading cavern-like coaches and great cobweb of ceiling fans create the kind of atmosphere fundamental to romance, correcting any spirit that has slipped low. No sight has inspired a going away as much as a train, and history is witness to that.

It was reasonable enough then, to expect something dramatic to happen—like the locomotive quietly slipping away before the flag-off just for the kicks, though it was hard to credit the machinery with a sense of humour.

Nothing happened, not even a peep out of the wandering Ticket Collector who stared at my ticket, crossed it, added a number and sent me on my way.

The announcement caught me unawares.

“Karnataka Express bound for New Delhi will leave shortly from Platform No 1”, repeated itself in three languages.

It was what I called a What-The-Fuck (WTF) moment, but understanding the necessity of maintaining a civil tongue in public, resorted to the Oh-My-God in an attemtp to calm my nerves.

So this was real. I was going away. The green flag was waving away cheerfully.

There surely must come a time in everyone’s life when beginning an unplanned voyage, the pounding in the heart alternates between nervousness, excitement and anxiety and suddenly you yearn to do something over-romantic, like giving the railway station and its stalls a long look, capturing the image of porters and inhaling the aroma of coffee—or something equally melodramatic. So I did too—I rushed to the train’s heavy metal door, gave the platform a sweeping glance, and tried thinking of something that would make me want to come back.

In the midst of my theatric angst, the train gave a jerk, and unprepared for it, I flew towards the platform. I re-boarded on the second try, but the incident shook me up more than I dared to admit. Only when my heart had settled into its rhythm did I let the event pass without attaching supersti- tious meaning to it.

The train picked up speed. I pressed my face against the window grille and smiled at passing cows, for such was the effect of the winds whistling through. The pleasure of the journey was defined by the vagueness associated with it. Cautious people would call my endeavour a foolish venture into guaranteed trouble, but thanks to the wind, the thoughts of imaginary people and their opinions were blown away.

To be fair and truthful, every kilometre away from the place I called home chipped away layers of apprehension and I applied myself to addressing practical issues like getting out of my jeans, having realized that they were absolutely cumbersome when boarding a moving train.

While the usual activities—like the repositioning of the luggage, people exchanging friendly chatter, etc—are going on around me, let me tell you a little about myself.

I am easily bored. I suppose that is so because I am a Gemini, but it is not the complete truth. Also, when I am bored, I am easily irritated. What had kept me from flipping my lid in the past were my extended weekend trips into the neighbouring states of Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu— Horsley Hills, Yercaud, Kodaikanal and the not-so-frequent trips to Pondicherry—to bring some freshness into my mundane sub-editor’s life.

But extended weekend trips had ceased to excite. I suppose I was looking for something else—though I did not know what it was. All I knew was I had to go. Away. Anywhere. Now.

So naturally, and without realizing it, I had placed a lot of faith in this long trip, hoping it would be one of those life- defining events you read about in inspirational books. Probably, if I could pull it off without a hitch, I would find a “higher” purpose, so all I really needed to do was to pull this off without a hitch—easy if you knew how. If I couldn’t, my dreams would end at New Delhi and on my return I could write an obit and focus on climbing up the creaking journalistic ladder. But 25 years from now, I didn’t want to be disappointed by things I didn’t do, than by what I did or failed trying to.

There has always been within me an urge to sniff out new sights, sounds and smells, to grab every chance at exploring my surroundings without the nagging presence of overseers. Something about travelling with friends, even close ones like Tina or Sangita, suggested I was cheating by opting for a sterile route.

In 2004–05, the source of my monthly envelope was from Vijay Times (VT), reputed as the first full-colour English newspaper in Karnataka that sold at < 1, giving the more established Times of India (TOI), The New Indian Express (TNIE), Deccan Herald and others a good run for their money by raking in sack loads.

Working at VT was enjoyable, especially after three years at The New Indian Express, Bangalore, where my salary had remained unchanged till my last working day.

Work—and life in general—was getting a little too repetitive and the journalist’s tag at the end of four years had lost its romantic appeal.

By the way, “romantic appeal” was also what I had used to describe my academic choice—surprisingly rather successfully, having chosen the legal path to avoid chopping up insects in the lab and looking for bacteria in yogurt.

Before joining law school, I had shown promise as a student of science and the family hoped I would make them proud by becoming a doctor of sorts—but the very idea had brought up bile in large measures.

Having nursed hopes of becoming a writer and travel the world at an age when decisions were easy to make, especially after a good reading of Carolyn Keene’s Nancy Drew (throw in the Hardy Boys, Famous Five and Huckleberry Finn for good measure), science seemed such a waste.

My heart soared to new heights when I filled out my admission form to law college, was selected (no problems there) and sailed through five years without the least bit of interest in the Indian legal system.

Then Nature showed her hand, and I picked up the pen.

Shantanu Dutta, then resident editor of The New Indian Express, Bangalore, had looked me up and down and asked me why I thought I qualified for the job, especially when I held a degree in Law, which was about the worst thing an aspiring journalist can boast of, and I remember telling him eloquently that I qualified because, uh, I thought I qualified.

He gave me the job, of course, but it was largely because the exodus of skilled staff into the world of dotcom left the corridors of one of the country’s most powerful media houses empty.

And after a bit of this and that, namely dabbling in a bit of a call centre agent type of job, I finally got around to Vijay Times, editing the late city edition and writing travel stories. That sealed my commitment to travel—it was the second reason for my being on the train.

The first was impulse. I was basking in the first rush of the freedom that comes when your mind begins to get comfortable with the knowledge that the mould you had been cast in was finally broken and there was nothing to stop you—never mind that you had no idea why you were doing what you were.

The train would, if the Indian Railways could be relied upon, arrive at its destination 42 hours later, following a run through open countryside and a few hundred stations in between. And somewhere along the way, there was a good chance that a plan would knock on my door.

Meanwhile, a cup of tea suggested itself—for all I knew, a cup of tea could eventually lead me to the answer I was seeking. Perhaps, I was placing too much trust in a cup of tea, but blank minds are willingly gullible, ready to believe in any perceived source of light.

“Are you travelling alone?” a female voice broke into my thoughts. I turned to its source, a trifle annoyed, only to see an eager face.

“Uh...oh yeah,” I resisted the urge to say something completely different—and impolite—but her impish smile stopped me.

“Where is the darned chai wallah? Do you know? I want tea.”

It ought to have been, you will agree, a rhetorical question, for anyone could see that I had so far remained with my face stuck to the grilles, and if anyone was in need of tea, it was me. I maintained (to me, of course) a heroic silence and returned my attention to the growing darkness.

The girl began to pour the contents of her oversized bags on the floor.

When Indian Railways takes upon itself the task of providing the needy with something to help get on with the journey, sooner or later they plant the provider in your face, who then goes on to become your ally. And thus Krishnan, with his urns and lukewarm brew with suggestions of tea, became integral to my thought process and did a swell job of clearing my head.

Some Japanese—with good reason—had immortalized his love for tea with these words: If a man has no tea in him, he is incapable of understanding truth and beauty.

And he was right.

The tea mellowed me enough to chance a conversation with Vinny, my friendly neighbour. I had thought to remedy my churlishness earlier, but when she began offering tips to fix my hair, my mind began to wander—what I really wished to do was get on with filling the huge gaps on my travel map.

Okay, so calling an empty notebook a “travel map” might be a bit ambitious, but I had to make a start, right? Plus, there was the matter of noting down everything I saw for future reference, like names of stations, my first impressions of the train, passengers, and, well, just about everything. I don’t know why, but I strongly felt that I had to write about it all. Besides being a journalist, I was also an aspiring writer, and who knew what would come in handy when I decided to pen down my travelogues.

For years—ever since I started exploring close to home—the picture of snow-covered mountains had been the bug that had infected me with wanderlust. They had tempted me to explore the neighbourhood, and I hoped, with time, my footsteps would advance, and perhaps someday I would make considerable ground across the globe.

I wanted to touch, breathe, smell and feel everything there was to experience in the world—or at least as much of it as I could.

The goal of this trip was to escape the desk, the frightening complacency of a daily routine and my quarter-life crisis. But more than anything, it was the urge to get a move on. The destination somehow hadn’t mattered.

I was not rolling in the stuff to be called Ms Money Bags, which meant that spending < 10,000 on escapism was “wastefulness”, especially when it was all the money I could lay claim on.

If I returned to work to be handed the pink slip—the chances of which were bright—there would be no option but to touch the Pater for the goods till the next job came along, if that, for employers didn’t take kindly to whim-chasing employees. And there was no guaranteeing the Pater would oblige...still, one hoped.

I didn’t have any particular skill to be a traveller. I could hardly read directions on a map, was averse to talking to strangers, insisted on sleeping in absolute darkness, sulked when morning coffee didn’t arrive on time and as far as learning new languages was concerned, any dog could beat me to it. And while on the subject, my backpack weighed me down—I had messed up with the packing as well. And here I was, travelling out of my comfort zone, in perhaps what was my first lesson in adaptability.

Ever notice that when you are thus brooding over your situation, your attention turns south, going over every negative aspect of your existence?
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A Hint Of Romance
Providence had addressed my meal-budget issues by installing Vinny as my neighbour after drilling the value of sharing into her mind. Hence Vinny’s announcement to “feed the train” had my approval, though I couldn’t help but wish she would hurry up with her act. It was hard to keep the mind focused as the complex aroma of various flavours from her food box assailed my nose.

Instead she chose to launch into conversation. “Are you bored?”
“Err...bored?”

Boredom was farthest from my mind, for how could I have explained to Vinny that the promise of free food overrode every other emotion—even my uncertainties—without giving my game away?

“Yes, I mean, alone without anyone to speak to, no friends or family. It must be boring, no?”

“I am speaking to you, right? I am sure you won’t let me be bored.”

Sarcasm was allowed in the world of journalists and one cannot really blame Mahatma Gandhi for remarking unexpectedly that he believed in equality for everyone, except reporters and photographers. That coming from the Mahatma who prophesied equality with such passion showed the exact standing of scribes in the country.

Vinny was either innocent or thick-skinned, for my reply had no obvious effect on her and began passing around paper plates as though I had said nothing. I am not sure if judging your gift horse is a good thing, but Vinny, if she missed her calling as a stylist, would definitely make a great hostess. She even gave me a plate.

What was that saying about everything happy and memorable on earth as being dependent on food?

The train pulled into Gulbarga around 6 am—I particularly remember the station because it was where I got tea on my shoes.

Train travellers sipping tea after a particularly good night are apt to forget that when trains stop at stations, passengers waiting to board always dash into their transport, unmindful that in their hurry, elbows, oversized bags or rushing feet tend to unsettle those standing by the door appreciating their morning tea.

My tea cup shook violently when a human missile connected with it. “Watch where you are going, mister,” I shouted after the retreating back of a man getting into my coach. He did not turn.

It was the WTF moment of the day guaranteed to sour my mood. So while I bubbled and frothed over the tea on my new pair of Adidas bought specially for this journey from the factory outlet at Marathahalli, I considered following the mischief maker and speaking my mind.

Have you ever experienced this about life? First it hands you a lemon and when you are about to toss it, it produces some sugar, setting you on a completely different task of making lemonade?

On the back of the tea-spiller disappearing into my coach was a backpack that clearly had been on the road for long.

The tea-spiller-with-the-backpack was white, occupied the seat opposite me, looked very attractive in dark blue pyjamas and a mud coloured kurta, his blue eyes showing no regret over the damage to my shoes. But I can let that pass, for when his eyes strayed in my direction, the anger evaporated and the heart knotted itself up.

In all honesty, never having run into a white backpacker before caused this sudden surge of excitement, which combined with anxiety and curiosity, sent me over the moon.

And for the first time since I set off, the train was more appealing than the beauty unfolding outside.

I may have failed to mention this, but his lips were most attractive and no young, hot-blooded woman had ever escaped the attraction of bow-shaped lips set below a straight nose. Being a novice backpacker determined to experiment with everything till the world’s end, however shamelessly, helped. What was the point in having an imaginative mind and not putting it to good use?

This is what I call a Happy Surprise. And happy surprises, in all probability, must lead to happy beginnings.

Someone clearly had to break the ice, so to speak.

“Hello,” I said in what I thought was a good start. “Welcome aboard.” One had to keep up one’s dignity at all times.

He held out his hand.

“Hello, yourself. I am Mike.”

I told him my name.

“A very popular name in your movies, is it not? I have seen a few, you know.”

I was convinced the word “smooth sailing” was coined for the very purpose of describing the conversation that followed. Mike, it came about, was a huge fan of Bollywood movies, appreciated Indian culture, politics and Indian apples without discrimination, was British and volunteered at various Indian NGOs for two months every year and watched Hindi films when not teaching kids how to make cardboard boxes.

His fondness for apples became obvious when he fished out one, studied it at length and pronounced. “Thank god for apples. You know, had it not been for apples, we would not be having this conversation.”

Hard to figure with the British, especially when you have very little experience with their humour, but I suppose being the generous volunteer that he was, Mike couldn’t have said one thing and meant something quite different. Mike kicked his backpack under the seat, perched himself on the edge and went back to studying his apple, looking over it expertly, conversing with it in some unknown tongue before biting into it with a soft crunch. There appeared at the corners of his mouth the delicious juices (sigh), which he wiped away with his sleeve (damn), and leaning back as far as he could on the seat he made another observation.

“I do wish these trains had more comfortable seats. I am not complaining, you see, but the human back deserves more.”

On the matter of seats, I felt strongly. I mean, it did not feel right to subject Mike’s back to extended periods of torture; as a regular visitor to my country he deserved better, not that there was anything I could do, except offer a kind word or a salve if it came to that. But following his denouncement of seats, he returned to his apple, the earlier conversation forgotten.

The harsh sun mellowed and dimmed as we edged into Solapur station, where Mike made another interesting observation as he watched vendors pushing their food-laden trolleys up and down the platform.

“Your stations are a monument.”

Only I had never considered it so. This journey was bringing me closer to my own country, my literal knowledge of it being negligible in comparison with what Mike had experienced on his visits. I was fast-catching on that while I had the big travel itch; I knew little else about travelling alone—it wasn’t about packing and leaving, it had a lot to do with yourself and your reaction to everything around you.

And it was about observation.

It took a few cups of bad train-made coffee, some of Vinny’s parathas and snacks and numerous trips around the stations along the way eating everything worth eating to seal the bonds of friendship with Mike. Finally, we got around to sipping Krishnan’s milky tea and eating roasted peanuts with our feet dangling from the footboard, arms around each other to prevent any mishap that the swinging of the heavy metal door could cause.

Such proximity led to weird and wonderful feelings. But the systematic rolling of Indian trains with cramped corridors and dirty bathrooms leave no space for anything, so we had to settle for a kiss right there on the footboard witnessed only by the growing darkness or perhaps Vinny who had been lurking about the wash basin unnecessarily.

But it had taken a light rain for him to initiate that process. I love rains.

If I were honest, I would own up that my trying to push away a wet lock of hair from Mike’s forehead as he blew smoke rings into the rain was the final push, but why make excuses for something that had been on my mind ever since I had faced the tea-spiller across the seat?

The rain-soaked kiss was a rather pleasant way of alleviating my suspicion of strangers and with it my fear of being robbed or raped on the train had vanished. I mean, if I were deliberately placing myself in the way of a kiss or more, then I really had only myself to blame if things came to pass, right?

Here, I must also acknowledge Vinny’s contribution to my sudden liberation—at least with the part that involved my being able to eat from strangers’ tiffin boxes without the fear of being poisoned. Really, what were my folks thinking when they drilled this particular idea into my young head?

But my young liberator Vinny was a trifle irritated over our indiscretion, which she told me was “not becoming of Indian women” because “it was so foreign and okay for Mike”, and refused to accompany me to the bookstall at Kopargaon in Maharashtra. I didn’t really see her point of view, perhaps she would have felt differently had she been the recipient of that kiss. As it was, I had been the lucky one, hence her irritation made me smile. I may have been an impulsive and reckless traveller, but I was still a woman at heart. I loved to gloat too.

Mike, oblivious of her censure, snaked his arm around me and walked me to the stall through a sea of watchful and amused eyes.

Vinny’s temperament eventually changed from annoyance to friendliness and settled on nostalgia once we left Gwalior, and the pretty peacocks strutted along the railway track.

Sentiments are all right, even feeling low and friendless is acceptable, I suppose, but having just begun my journey, letting Vinny’s pleading eyes bring a lump in my throat was dangerous. It won’t be right to say I wasn’t worried about the journey’s end because I was, and memories of the rollicking time on the train would add to the blow of being left alone once the train pulled into Hazrat Nizamuddin. But that was later.

Vinny was going to have to find a solution to her aching heart because I had none to give and kissed her a hasty goodbye and got off the train with Mike. If he was surprised to see the moisture in my eyes, he didn’t show it. Very white of him, I thought, letting the chaos of Hazrat Nizamuddin overtake the anxiety building up in my heart.

Travellers, I suppose, feel a little nostalgic at the end of a journey, but my guess would be that its ending had something to do with it. I didn’t want to leave.

When on the train with my bones dancing beneath my skin, I yearned to be on firm, solid ground at the earliest, but when I got off, I wished to be back on that moving train with all those lovable strangers, enjoying moments of sharing and caring. The bone rattling had been a bonus, as were Mike’s kisses.

We watched our train disappear round the bend, bearing Vinny away to New Delhi.

“So,” Mike said, breathing deeply, “This is it. Where are you going?”

There are questions—and then there are questions capable of rattling your composure. Mike’s question fell in the second category and it being really an innocent and direct one, touched an exposed nerve.

Strangely, we had never asked where the other was headed, despite having spent a great many of the last twenty-eight hours, starting Gulbarga, in each other’s arms on the footboard. But his question brought me up short.

Someone had told me the only people who did not know where they were going were either hippies or sages. I was neither and yet I didn’t know and was no closer to guessing the answer than I was to the mountain I intended to climb when I was forty years of age. Everybody usually knew where they were going and if they were not sure, they made it sound like they were.

“I have no idea.”

Mike’s eyes settled on a point somewhere between my eyes, as though trying to look inside of my brain. Then a funny glow spread across his features like he had confirmed what he had suspected all along. An expression like that would have caused even a sage to snicker.

I giggled. Suddenly everything was funny; the porters, the noise, the sun and Mike’s face when he asked me that question. Then Mike joined in. We must have made quite a sight; two people, with our backs to the sun, laughing without reason.

“Let’s have tea and figure that out, shall we?”

The best thing about spending the good part of the night exploring each other’s anatomy is that it makes it very easy to extend an invitation to tea. Mike was no more a stranger. Calling someone a stranger, particularly when you could tell which side of them was more responsive to your tongue, was not fair.

Mike had insisted on holding my hand and discussing porters. Occasionally, I looked beyond his white, dusty hands holding mine and towards people crowding the platform.

“The whole world is one,” he said suddenly and expansively after his second cup. “Why do we feel any differently?”

I had no answer to that, like I had no answer to simpler questions asked of me before.

“Have you thought of going up to the hills?”

He turned a shade brighter, dropped my hands in the process and as another realization struck, nodded his head and mumbled about it being too cold in the hills and wanting more of the sun. That I could understand without feeling like I had been let down. I understood because wanting to be alone was also one reason I had left Bangalore forty-five hours ago.

Mike did not kiss me goodbye, which I thought was strange but understandable under the circumstances. It wasn’t the time or place to put up a show. He disappeared into the crowd of porters running after him offering to carry his backpack.

A few days ago, I would not have thought it possible to miss someone I had just met. The reality is that forty-five hours on the train was refreshing and spacious and yet tinged with nostalgia and anxiety.

Now I was lost. And terribly sleepy.

Ever notice that when deprived of sleep, everything is amplified and dulled at the same time; sounds are louder, emotions hotter and tears are right under the surface, waiting to break out? I didn’t know I had brought along a large supply until, without warning, they started to flow, plunging me into deeper depths of what I later called the First Phase of Misery.

In hindsight, it may have had a lot with the with the unfamiliar railway station, the blue-eyed backpacker’s departure, lack of shower, nagging hunger and heat.

I let my tears flow. A good cry, however unreasonable and misplaced, always helped.

Fortunately, after I had cried myself a substantial bucket, Robert Louis Stevenson came to the rescue. He had said, and history is a witness to it, that the great affair was to move.

As I shuffled along, I had a strong feeling that I had brought with me plenty of inhibitions, emotions and a hell of a lot of mental blocks.
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Hitting An Early Low
Suddenly, I was very alone.

Well, as alone as one can be in a city of millions, with a quarter of that number in rubbing proximity. But that observation is only a reference to the impact Mike’s departure and my heavy backpack had on me.

And rather suddenly it occurred to me that getting far with unearthing new spots straightaway with my body undergoing a slow sun-grilling process was impossible; and the sensible thing to do would be to find a resting place, wash and possibly get some sleep, and if, only IF my bearing fell in order, sit down to a long evening of deliberation.

I have a connection with Delhi that I have not mentioned before. My parents, in their youth, had romanced in the city’s streets, and four years after their oldest son was born, when I came along, tooled off to the south of India and stayed there.

From my mother, I had heard of New Delhi’s (Dilli’s) tolerance for everything—and she wasn’t speaking about the culture or community. What she had been trying to tell me was here cows, beggars, roadside markets and pavement dwellers could exist alongside high-rises, mosques and temples, a fact I noticed the instant I stepped out of the station and into Sarai Kale Khan. But right then, the only thing on my mind was gratitude to be standing on terra firma after the rolling about on the train. Establishing connections with birthplaces could wait.

There was, though, an unsettled feeling I couldn’t shake off. I mean, how was I to get over the feelings of being a stranger in my own country, say, even my own birthplace? Plus there were limitations on the means of transport owing to my slim wallet, and, above all else, I had no place to go.

But here is where I surprised myself; I took the plunge, firm in the belief that even though I had nowhere to go, I still had to get there. A pretty lame and clichéd excuse, but it helped in hailing a rickshaw and getting a move on.

One step at a time, I told myself with determination. First, I had to find a place to sleep.

In the neighbourhood of Sarai Kale Khan, it is hard not to hit an auto rickshaw if you flung your backpack around, and, as luck would have it, I ended up with a fellow straight out of storybooks.

An energetic fellow, he treated the vehicle-infested roads as his playground to practise his manoeuvres and turned it into his punching bag when snarling trucks, cars, traffic signals or smoke came in his way. His curses (one didn’t hear such explicit ones in the South) were definitely colourful and a darned sight better than his blaring horn. The ones he directed at a harmless taxi driver took the cake. I grinned from ear to ear, enjoying the not-so-familiar profanities, but mistaking my grin for encouragement, he shot off a few more rounds quite unnecessarily and turned savagely to edge in between a truck and an old white Ambassador car.

Curses, particularly those getting darker and dirtier, had a remarkable ability to restore my spirits and put me in touch with my jovial self. Later, without the least hesitation, I used a few of them on the hotel manager who subjected me to a twenty-question routine on my whereabouts before pointing out to a room.

I wouldn’t use the word “bizarre” to describe my situation, but it was close enough. Thousands of kilometres from anything remotely familiar, installed in a hotel room full of suspicious corners, the least I could be thankful for was a door that locked and after testing my might against it, dumped my heavy backpack, ripped off my clothes and stepped under the shower, unmindful of the spraying chlorine from the rusted showerhead.

With the skin restored to its healthy south Indian glow, the distance between the bed and a nap only grew shorter, and lying down to contemplate on the likely things I needed to get rid of, and all the lovely places I was going to see in the capital, I nodded off.

Sleep has that magical quality of shifting gears out of a surly mood, for when I woke, Mike and Vinny were forgotten. A quick inspection of my backpack proved that packing wasn’t my forte and even an untested traveller could beat me at the game. There was a lot I needed to learn. I mean, who brought bar soaps on a trip? And a torch? Really, what was I thinking?

Then, a depressing sort of thought popped into mind.

Was I cut out for this life after all?

What I had going against me was a lack of experience, but learning on the move was a good way to begin—and identi- fying things I could do without was a good way to start.

But as all eager first-time travellers out to prove something, a sense of urgency prevailed; for fleeing Bangalore like I had without plan or purpose did not justify my sitting around in a hotel room mastering the art of packing right. If I had to start feeling like a traveller, it was about time I was pounding the streets in search of adventure.

But how does one know what one really wants?

I wasn’t so sure, of course, because soon after I left the security of the room, my enthusiasm waned. I wanted to hide—no, I wanted to cry. My confidence was knocking about somewhere, but not where I could lay my hands on it.

And I wanted tea. I’ve never been able to figure out the allure of tea, but it was the best and perhaps the cheapest way to beat sense into a mind juggling with questions. And my mind was still doing its bit in confusing me further.

Should I travel fast and cover more ground or take it slow and relax? 

Was I really keen on seeing everything I put down on a mental list? 

Was I one of those who liked to move but not explore? 

I had little money, knew the local language and could easily find things to do. But was I keen on seeing the Parliament House? 

Had I come to New Delhi to see the tourist attractions? 

I had no idea.

I was craving to get away. To be on the move. I didn’t really care about the destination, wanting only to put a lot of distance between the familiarity of Bangalore and the anonymity of a strange land.

Question number three was answered soon enough. New Delhi remained unexplored. Maybe I could relook the capital on return. I had to get away fast. So I spent the good part of the evening writing in my notebook, walking up to the nearest dhaba for dinner, scurried back when the street lights blinked off and locked myself in. I even slept badly. Noises from the street scared me, the bed creaked, as did the fan, and the tap dripped through the night.

The next morning, I was on the bus going uphill to Dehra Dun. That is when my true journey began.
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Tricking The Mind
Khatauli influences you with its picture-postcard perfection: a pretty canal runs along the rice fields, and blushing ears of corn lean over the canal in greeting while the sun serenades the waters. The fact that it was breakfast time added to the beauty of it all.

For a sight as pretty as that the canal still couldn’t prevent the stomach from protesting heartless abandonment.

The driver, bless him, called out a twenty-minute stop and the passengers trooped out. I was the last, for I didn’t conform to the theory of pushing through a human barricade formed by hungry travellers, let alone push my way under sweaty armpits.

I wasn’t entirely being high and mighty here, but the main reason for my lurking about in the background was to avoid contact with such humans averse to using soap before setting off on a public bus.

So when I did find a cheap plastic chair at Hotel Alkananda on which to rest my rear end, my fellow passengers were well into their breakfast. A waiter crept up to me noiselessly.

Waiters that look like bulldogs, but move with the sneakiness of a cat never fail to bring out the worst in me. This odd animal breed hissed out a non-existent menu and stood still.

On one occasion, I had watched a toy train puff its way through manmade tunnels in a children’s park. That engine was not in the least excited about the work it was assigned and chugged on unhappily. When it finally came to the end of its short, uneventful journey, it hissed in relief and, letting out steam, came to a complete standstill. “There,” it seemed to say, “I have done my job. I am going home.”

Like that waiter.

My face, I have been told, when angry is not very pleasant to look at. The eyes reduce to slits, lips purse and nostrils flare, but the overall appearance never fails to achieve the desired results.

The bulldog resumed his recitation.

“Idli, vada, dosa...”

My ears perked up. In the last few days, breakfasting on various types of foods, I had come to the conclusion that if there was a breakfast that qualified for my approval, it was the above. Nothing could come close to the sensations the thoughts of it produced and as the possibility of digging into a treat increased, my eyes grew round and hopeful. An image of faultlessly fried vada rose in my mind. I even caught the whisper of the sound as the thick batter slid into hot coconut oil and bubbled before rising to the surface and eagerly turning over to let the oil do its job.

“Idli-vada? One plate? Sambhar or chutney?”

“All of that.”

The prospect of consuming a meal worth dying for put me in a sunny mood, resulting in a sudden rise of compassion. Irritation, I thought, affected the gastric juices, which was bad for the food about to be ingested. That top-of-the-world feeling, however, lasted till the bulldog returned bearing a tray with two hammered-in bowls, put it down on the table and gave me a look.

“This,” the look said, “is what you wanted. I am really sorry for you.”

In my opinion, compassion and malarial infection should be allowed to co-exist, being of similarly unpredictable nature. One can never tell what triggers the reaction in either case, but if I were asked for a reason for the sudden change in my mood, I would point out the plate of idli-vada on my table.

I had imagined an energetic vada looking to end its short existence in my appreciative stomach. Instead the bulldog had produced a lump of semi-brown batter scooped up from the bubbling cauldron of cheap cooking oil thrust into a bowl. If that was not enough to dry up the compassion fountain, there was the second bowl with idlis, the appearance of which upset my mental equilibrium.

“What the hell is this? This, this...is NOT vada. Ha, you call this VADA?”

I must have jabbed at the vada and idli at regular intervals to drive home the point, for the bulldog suddenly let out a low threatening growl worse than the rumbling in my stomach.

“You asked for it.”

“I asked for vada, not...not...this.” I was getting good at jabbing by now and kept at it mercilessly before tearing a lump and waving it under his nose. Not quite a civil thing to do, I admit, but hunger moves you in strange ways.

The waiter squinted at my plate and shook his head as if to say he knew right from the start that I was a waster looking for excuses for my bad habit and slapped down the bill without a word.

It is a universal rule that shocking news must be gently broken, being the only situation that justifies beating about the bush. One should never, ever attempt to alarm an individual who has braved the sight of an offensive, inedible breakfast and is growing hungrier by the second in the absence of an alternative. It is unkind and cruel.

The figures that appeared on the bill was the price I should have paid for the hotel, had I intended to buy it.

“Seventy rupees?”, I jabbed the ugly yellow heap again before launching into what I thought was an acid attack. “Seventy rupees? What for? This is insane.”

Passengers stopped by, coughed politely and said nothing while I launched into an explanation about the making of idli-vada, ending with what I thought was the clincher. “You call that a vada? I tell you what it is. A disgrace. If you think I will pay for that ghastly mess, you can think again. Lead me to the manager.”

The manager agreed with the bill and the bulldog. “That is the price, madam.”

“I am not ready to be made a fool of, not first thing in the morning unless you explain to me why you are after my money.”

I waved the bill under his nose in an attempt at sarcasm. “If this is the price of the hotel, I am NOT buying.”

“You should have checked before ordering.” 

As the bus continued on its journey, I hoped lunch would make up for the Seventy Rupees Disaster.

But I had learnt an important lesson.

Be alert. Double-check everything you do. 

While travelling, follow the When-in-Rome guide. 

At Roorkee, my stomach resumed its earlier fuss.

Health- and budget-conscious people have devised ingenuous methods of eating without running the risk of adding calories. Chatpate chane was one such product. It not only gave the ordinary chickpeas a makeover with the addition of apples, cucumber, papaya, tomatoes and shredded radish, it had also done away with the possibility of the main ingredient disintegrating into gas in your stomach with the addition of lemon juice and black salt as preventives.

I must have slept a while after that, because when I woke up, we were climbing upwards to Dehra Dun. It was a lot cooler than in the plains and the greenery was astounding, so were the dry river beds and the gleaming white stones that lay face turned towards the sun.

Then, at last, we arrived.

Dehra Dun fell under the category of places that command respect by their stately presence, and if you could ignore the noisy Vikrams (the local autos) plying the roads, there was nothing to stop you bounding over to the nearest real estate agent and putting down the deposit on a little bungalow before planning your retirement.

That thought, naturally, was not practical just then for obvious reasons, but falling in love with a place before your feet have touched the earth is the best compliment one can give it. Dehra Dun, unlike New Delhi, did not intimidate.

My first morning in a place locals fondly call Doon was like waking up to an orchestra, with monkeys tap dancing on the roof of my hotel. But the hotel-made tea made up for the primates’ misbehaviour and free breakfast appeared when I agreed to employ the services of the hotel-owned Vikram for half a day. That had not been part of the deal, but I suppose spending a night at the hotel without getting into any “funny business” was a way to inspire confidence—and I quickly learned that confidence once gained guaranteed that free chai and parathas did the rounds of my small room.

Smiling my way through oil-dripping parathas, I did the math, concluding that the luxury of hiring a Vikram evened out with the free breakfast and tea (and promises of dinner). Backpacking was a good thing after all, throwing up various ingenious ways of getting around financial shackles—there would always be a kind soul like Vinny anxious to feed you and there would always be an open back door that you could escape from when in doubt.

I didn’t think about the back door in Dehra Dun, there being no justifiable reason to. I was alone; I was going to see what I wanted to because I had only my agenda to stick to, never mind that every time I tried to engage someone in a friendly conversation in Paltan Bazaar, invitations to chai poured forth, leaving me wondering whether I was being hit on or if there was something in my sheepish expression that stimulated pity in their blameless hearts.

If there was a chill, I didn’t pay it much attention. One doesn’t pay attention to a singularly unattractive thing as a chill when a long cherished dream of becoming a backpacker is coming true. Leaving the comforts of my home-city and arriving friendless at a hill station in Uttaranchal was nothing short of life-changing, never mind that the challenges of a woman travelling alone still remained.

And in celebration of this euphoria, I dug into hot momos with weak cabbage soup, learning so late in my life that the ghastly cabbage did have some redeeming qualities, because it was a perfect accompaniment to the delicious dumplings.

And while thus enjoying my repast, I realized that being on my own and relishing every minute of it was a breakthrough and a morale booster, but as always, when breaking routine and navigating unfamiliar territories, staying safe and cheerful was a challenge.

A head cold appeared a day later, not surprising under the circumstance, for not having budgeted for contingencies, investing in a sweater meant compromising on other areas of comfort.

Staying at the hotel and feeding off their generosity seemed a cheaper and sensible option, and having no qualms about accepting help when it came knocking, I remained indoors till the sniffles died and the body was ready for Mussoorie.

You can’t say that I don’t return favours, though. While I may not have necessarily tipped the room service, I did give away a porcelain cup, a pair of slippers and an inflatable pillow as a token of appreciation before heading out to Mussoorie.

That honourable deed also ensured a lighter backpack, and established a bond with the hotel, in case I had to return suddenly from the hills.

Building bridges, I wrote in my notebook later. I was getting a move on the backpacking game, I hoped, like a true backpacker.
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Once Bitten, Forever Addicted

Travelling, I had read somewhere, however vague and purposeless, has strange effects on the human mind and body. And there was no escaping the change your outlook underwent following a good run on the road—though it was really up to you to choose the way you wanted to swing. Thus, with travel taking my life’s wheel firmly in hand, I allowed myself to be stripped of unsaid fears and travel- related bias, not minding much when men and women threw impertinent questions about my intentions and whereabouts.

I supposed I had made headway, even if my backpack was coming apart. Securing a hotel room without appearing sus- picious or a greenhorn was the most important lesson I had learnt so far. The second was the understanding that cabbages, radish and spinach were to be found under the category of “food” and that if people had survived years of feeding on them, then I could too without getting mouth ulcers.

Many lessons were learnt in little time, but not enough to prepare me for what was to come the day I decided to hoof it to Rishikesh. And this was after a three-day adventure in Mussoorie that saw me freezing in Kempty Falls, my subsequent rescue by Rangeela and Rangeela (horse and owner respectively), and later, my falling off Chameli, the horse that plied people across Mall Road.

Rishikesh, when I finally found my way to it, was slumbering against its Photoshopped background waiting for divine intervention to propel it into action. I swear that as I watched, tourists and sashes materialized from thin air and everything moved at once.

It was too early to wish for fish, but looking at them gobbling the puffed rice chucked their way was reason enough to set my mind on lunch, with a puff-fed, grilled trout for the main course. If I was disappointed with Rishikesh’s determination to make a vegetarian of a meat-eater after first tempting him with fish, I didn’t show it. In the land of gods, fish was strictly off the menu, which naturally left no chance for meats or eggs to put in an appearance.

I wasn’t taking chances with the gods—even after being force-fed veggies for a considerably long period of time, a deprivation guaranteed to wilt the strongest of non- vegetarian travellers and bring out a different side to his otherwise pleasant manners.

Without warning, the horror of being stuck in a completely vegetarian country in the course of my geographical advancements hit me.

But that was my lack of experience getting the better of me.

Falling in love with Rishikesh was one step short of attaining freedom from everyday ties. Standing on the Lakshman jhoola and letting my eyes travel across the river to the hills beyond, made me feel another day spent as an ordinary mortal would somehow lower my standing with the Almighty. I decided to live the life of a yogi. That view, however, did a sharp U-turn when I ran into women with coiled pythons whose idea of a productive morning was scaring tourists with their mischief and giggling at their unease. All the divine energy I had hitherto felt upon arriving in Rishikesh couldn’t stop me from flinging myself at the callous women and jabbing their eyeballs with blunt knives. Figuratively, of course. The absence of a blunt instrument, however, did not stop me from swearing in my heavily accented Hindi that, if that slithery creature as much came within an inch of me, I would wring its neck with my bare hands and chop it up into neat little squares and make a meal of it.

Satisfied with the effects my threats had caused, I munched my way through a giant papad and set about haggling with shop-fellows over conch shells and vermillion, both of which I had no use for, before looking for a place to stay.

In Rishikesh, ashrams are cheap, pocket-friendly affairs and give you a reality check about the true nature of your existence at no extra charge. Huddling under a thin blanket on red oxide floors and waiting in queues for my meals wasn’t what I considered a great backpacking experience, but it drew the scales away from my eyes, opening it to a world far removed from the one I had unconsciously built in the Silicon City named Bangalore.

I suppose, if you give yourself enough time, most of life’s questions will be answered through the course of your travel. This process began in Rishikesh, and made me a better traveller, casting the foundation for all my future travels.

When I left Rishikesh for Haridwar two days later, I left a huge part of me behind, feeling a lot lighter than I had arrived, the weightlessness having nothing to do with my backpack.

I cannot fix the time my mind drew up a near-perfect solution for saving the money I had allotted for reaching Haridwar. The solution required me to appeal to the better side of people with wheels returning from the land of the gods after a soul- cleansing ritual and pledging kindness to fellow beings in return for a soulmate for their offspring or a spike in their business. All I had to do was walk up to anyone fitting the above description, beam at them in a friendly manner and pitch my cause.

It’s not that personal safety didn’t figure in my list, but I was of the opinion that if I could run, scream and kick, there was little I needed to fear. For why would ordinary people offering you free rides whisk you away into the nearby jungle to murder you for no gain?

Like all penny-pinchers, I decided to hitch a ride to Haridwar, which, I realized, as soon I hit the road leading out of Rishikesh, was not at all uncommon, except perhaps with single women. The place positively crawled with people itching for free rides, as were motorists who made it seem customary to ask a walker, whether in groups or single, if they would like a “lift”.

I succeeded in flagging down an old Ambassador car with a middle-aged couple heading to Haridwar who considered it a sacred duty to show kindness to penniless hippies.

Not sure that I liked being referred to in such a disparaging way, I hastened to acquaint them of my background, after which all conversations about “hippies ruining the culture of our country” ceased and a frown settled where a smile had showed earlier in the journey.

My insides had turned hot on hearing such a narrow view of backpackers and their assumed role in degrading India’s moral and cultural fibre. I mean, how could a traveller, like Mike for example, consciously carry out a war against a country’s moral makeup? Clearly, travellers didn’t make it to the Ethical Chart, but damned if I were going to listen to “our kind” being spoken of rudely, not that there was any argument I could put forward in our favour, having just started off myself. My sudden and extreme reaction may have been triggered by my desire to establish travellers as a unique and separate breed of people.

At Mansa Devi in Haridwar, I had my first ever confrontation with monkeys. That I should be the one among the thousands of devotees the primate singled out to pick a fight with was strange. It goes to show why one must never trust the bounders or make faces at them and attempt to stroke them as they feed on the plantains you have thrown their way. But being of the opinion that even monkey scratches should be regarded as a sort of travel souvenir, I refused to be led away by authorities who didn’t take kindly to my run-in with their pets.

Haridwar, this earthly abode of the gods, allows you to take in the exquisiteness of the place packed to the hilt with devotees, sadhus and beggars. Through the mayhem that essentially represents a temple town, you have a good chance of finding peace—enough to make you forget the purpose of being there, which, in my case, was nothing.

I withdrew into myself and let the world pass me by, drawing inspiration from the holy Ganga flowing under my feet and wishing that the river goddess would rise from her watery abode and wave her magic wand at me.

I am not, as you may have figured, an emotional sort of person, easily swayed by mysticism and beliefs. So it caught me by surprise when a wave of nostalgia spread through me, forcing me to reflect on the present and wondering if moments were the eternity of life, till I felt as though Ganga was the river of Time, sweeping me into its currents without a regard for my destiny. And yet, I felt anchored.

I saw pilgrims seeking absolution; devotees ardently dipping in the Ganga to wash their sins; mourners come to perform the last rites of the dead; and mendicants who sought to break away from the chains of living within the bondage of birth and death. I shut my eyes to the emotions with which the rites were being performed; I closed my mind to the fears and the tears.

Returning to work required a lot of courage. It was not going to be easy to sift through the wires for stories and pretend to be ahead of world news when I was trying hard to convince myself more than ever to quit working and start travelling.

Some of my questions had been answered, but I was seeking more answers.

Seventeen days had scaled away unsaid fears and bias about travelling alone, meeting people, staying in unknown hotels or allowing myself to be guided and looked after. I don’t suppose I would have learnt so much in so little time if it were not for that impulsive flight from Bangalore. I also learnt that I was made to travel and if I hoped to learn something in life, this is what I had to do.

And while the answers to my questions still didn’t satisfy me, there was a comfort in knowing that it carried a little more weight. I had seen a preview of India, but I wanted more than ever to see the world.

I didn’t know how, but that question stopped bothering me. I knew I would.
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City of Dreams
In the days following my return, I behaved more and more like a terrier who has suddenly found possibilities in an abandoned barnyard.

I was restless. All I could think of was the changing landscapes seen through the dusty train windows, the grazing horses in Mussoorie, the far away snow-capped Himalayas and how one day I would have more time, money and the will to go away for a very long trip on my own.

After this, cutting down expenses was easy. I wanted to be prepared for any future travel I might undertake—for I was sure I would. Nothing was ever going to come between me and my desire.

Put like that, everything fell in place. It also gave me purpose and direction. Such was the state of my mind that when the tsunami struck and Cuddalore and other places in Tamil Nadu went under, I jumped for joy, (wait before you judge me, for I did my bit for the unfortunate souls) because it opened up the chance to see Cuddalore, though waterlogged. So I set about making plans to collect relief material, a cause wholly supported and largely funded by Vijay Times.

So to Cuddalore I went, with Tina and Gurdeep Singh, another colleague. We did our bit for the sufferers, explored Cuddalore and neighbouring Pondicherry and its watering holes, and returned to work three days later. Pondicherry somehow seemed different with friends in tow, but it had a certain effect on me. Someday, I was determined to see how the real French lived.

My restlessness grew. Fortunately, it also gave me the required determination to change things. A very positive chain of events followed. See how events were waiting in the wings, needing only well-judged timing to come onstage?

A dear friend, after finding his legs in the Arabian desert, told me if I was done with being a ministering angel, would I like to wing it to Dubai to sharpen my curious beak in the mysterious sandpit, so to speak?

It was like showing mice a piece of cheese. Of course, I did. I was at last willing to get out of my comfort zone, out of familiar surroundings and friends, to give up the life of complacency and explore something new.

It was on.

There were only six people sad to see me go when I handed in my papers at Vijay Times and all six had something to say about the suddenness of my decision.

“But you have only just begun to prove yourself, give it more time,” said Basavanand, chief sub-editor.

“Oh well, good luck then, I sure hope you know what you are doing. Dubai is a great place,” said Subhash.

“I am going to miss you a lot,” said Gurdeep Singh, adding the tsunami-relief work at Cuddalore as an afterthought, but what he really meant was that he would miss the fun and the rum.

“I know you will come back, I know you will, even if it is for the fish,” prophesied Ambika, a dark-skinned beauty, who, unlike Tina, loved mothering me—making sure I was mouth- fed every time I refused to eat fish with my bare hands.

“I need to set the old juices flowing,” I replied to every inquiry about my imminent departure. Basavanand and Subhash understood, being top-quality wordsmiths and decidedly on the way to making it big in the literary field. “I want a change and I need those lovely dirhams to set me on an unknown path...”

It didn’t sound very convincing even to my ears, but it would do.

Sangita was made of different stuff. Her heart set on earning a doctorate in cellular biology, which for a considerable amount of time had been bunged in the freezer while she tried to figure out the best way to discard the emotional ties she had formed with an undesirable fellow—a purpose to which I had lent a helping hand. Now on the recovery path, it may have occurred to her that my disappearance would leave her to play a lone hand if the worst situation arose— hence the wet-eye. Or maybe she really was going to miss me.

Tina, after my life-changing New Delhi escapade followed by the relief-work at Cuddalore, had taken to calling me Mama. “You are unpredictable,” she declared and, for the first time, without any consideration to that fact that such proclamations accompanied by female tears would have sent me unpacking. But I had my heart set on something else, so I tried not to fall for her tricks.

“You will never come back, I just know it,” she declared and let go of her tears.

While she thus emptied her tear ducts on my shoulder, I thought of my mother, who needed very little to beat a tear factory functioning to full capacity, and my going away was a good enough reason to get it going.

But I successfully sailed through tears, hugs and goodbyes three weeks later, without the weeping one is clearly allowed to exhibit in these situations, and winged it to Dubai. My heart was like a hound baying for blood on the hypothetical greener pasture, or in this case, the golden sandpit. It was the only way, I told myself every time I looked out of the tiny aircraft window and saw the fluffy white clouds float by, that I could fulfil my dreams of becoming a world traveller.

I would sort of be a stranger in a strange land, but NOT in my own country. And I sort of liked flying. It was, like the clichéd saying, “the flight of freedom”.

For my first international travel, I couldn’t have done better than Dubai, though coming to Dubai had less to do with travel and more to do with fortifying my funds that had the peculiar tendency to slip through a very wide funnel when not looking. Dubai had that hypnotic quality erstwhile window-shoppers like me found hard to resist, besides being the starting point of a romance with multi-cultural experiences stretching beyond imagination.

If I were asked to elaborate on my first impressions, then I would be glad to add that shopping on Brigade Road and Commercial Street in Bangalore was easy and affordable even on my journalist’s salary, but shopping at Bur Juman, on my very first mall run in Dubai, was like being handed the galaxy and asked to pick a favourite star; only how I could do it was slightly worrying. I had no possible way of buying anything just yet. The malls were on sale, everything was mind-numbingly tempting—but my pockets weren’t deep enough. If, as a woman, you have suddenly found yourself in a mall without your wallet, you will know what I am driving at.

Fortunately, staring at the architectural marvels along the glitzy Sheikh Zayed Road was free, and the Burj Al Arab, the sail-shaped attraction, cost nothing to dream about.

I was yet to earn a UAE dirham.

The only practical way I could overcome temptation was to visit every store, read every price tag and file it away in memory to use, if in the foreseeable future I could afford to buy at least one item I had set my eyes on. And more than anything, I had set my heart on a very expensive dark green backpack to replace the old one which had fallen apart on the carousel on my way in.

Though the possibility of running into unexpected fortune came to mind, like being given a purse full of diamonds by some kindly sheikh in return for helping him across a street, I had to abandon it when I realized they weren’t in need of help to cross the roads. They clearly relied on their starched chauffeurs and Land Rovers and Land Cruisers to do the moving about and didn’t think much of dirtying their starched, white kanduras on dusty streets. But the fact didn’t completely put me off looking for sheikhs in need in the two weeks before I landed a job at the Emirates Evening Post.

With as much eagerness and passion as one could muster when assured of a monthly envelope that produced a delightful thud when landing on the table, I applied myself to the task of spinning favourable stories that made the front page and went on to write a weekend column on travel, which, although did not add to the weight of the pay packet, improved my reputation with the top brass considerably.

The year that followed was like any first year for all hopefuls arriving in the Gulf—acquiring a driver’s licence, blowing up hard-earned money on the various little pleasures available in shopping malls, forming and severing romantic attachments, thanks to Dubai’s veritable sea of mixed nationalities available, the vacuum left by the severing of relationships was easy to fill. If someone was looking to find a cultural hotspot not very far from their home in India, then this was the place to go to.

I also learnt to differentiate between various nationalities— there were about 140 of them, so while I didn’t excel at it, I made certain progress.

But that didn’t satisfy me. I wanted to see Africans in Africa, eat balut in The Philippines and get a Thai massage in Thailand—you get my drift?

Finally, though, Lady Luck relented and favoured me with a chance to travel. And before long, I was winging it to Aqaba on a free trip every low-paying journalist dreams of.

The turnaround came because the original choice, a young Filipino cub, had a bout of measles, and no one else was ready to go on a four-hour flight on the newly introduced no-frills airlines with infamously cramped seats to Aqaba, cheer Air Arabia’s achievement, and promptly fly back to file a report that would make the afternoon paper.

My agenda differed from that of my employers—the hope of seeing a new land, even for a few minutes, was what I lived for. I had the chance to give Jordan an exploratory eye. Frozen dinners on mountain tops, nights in hammocks or preparing dinner with strangers around campfires could wait a little longer.

On my return from the brief Jordan visit, a lucrative opportunity came knocking, which, to my growing desire of globetrotting, was godsend and came with its own chance at recognition. Even tabloid reporters are not immune to becoming a little snobbish when a certain kind of recognition changes their standing in journalistic and social circles. So it obviously had a stronger repercussion on me, for I held my own opinions in high regard. And when MSN Arabia and The New Indian Express agreed to run my travel experiences, even a visit to the moon seemed achievable.

It is said that a name repeated a thousand times takes on realistic dimensions, eventually leading you to identify yourself with it. Thus was born The Backpacker on the pages of a newspaper, an identity I was looking to grow into.
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Swadee-ka, Bangkok
Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist had proved how, if you were really determined to achieve something, every element in the universe conspired to make it happen. Of course, he didn’t say anything about a universe adopting the straight road, because when I was polishing my nomadic dreams, Emirates Evening Post downed shutters, forcing me out into the digital world.

I agreed with The Alchemist and his conspiracy theory the moment I realized how the digital world would aid in furthering my dream:

Better pay (more travel funds); 

Non-Indian expat colleagues (great to learn new languages); 

Flexible work timing (I mentioned the freelance writing, didn’t I?); 

Two-day weekends. 

Add all the above to a company owned by the government and a British boss who took vacations seriously and didn’t mind extending the staff vacation by a day or two in appreciation of good work done—an example of a rainbow and its pot of gold.

With December came the announcement of a long break; by which time four months and many hours overtime had been served, reason enough to travel someplace in complete contrast to my world. There is only so much of familiarity you can take without feeling trapped, especially in the UAE where you rose to the smell of Indian food, the sound of your mother tongue and people from your hometown. If one was looking for a different experience in an international hotspot, Dubai was not that place—not when your countrymen carried every piece of their culture and tradition to where they migrated. Nature was in top form when I handed Brian my leave application form.

“Going somewhere?” Brian, my boss asked, and wanting to sound like a seasoned traveller, I said the first name that popped into mind.

“Yeah, Thailand.” “Have fun.”

Everyone, at some point in their life, visits Thailand. It’s another thing that Thailand hadn’t been my choice, but having said the word sort of sealed my destiny. There was no turning around.

It was Adventure New Delhi all over again, right down to the lack of plan, the need for a ticket and not enough time to find one. I guess, what they say about people’s genetic makeup is true—if you were born impulsive and unprepared, you would naturally exhibit all evidence of that throughout your life.

My knowledge of airline processes was not reliable, but there was an optimist inside me that never gave up hope. If Indian Railways could issue a ticket in the nth hour, airlines could too. I mean, why not! People often did impulsive things, so there was no reason why I should not belong in the category that got lucky.

It was all about faith, I guess, or confidence, for eventually everything falls in place.

But for every optimistic view of mine, there was a negative force that worked hard to shake my beliefs.

1. Where the heck was Thailand on the world map? 

What do you propose to do, assuming you get there? 

Do you have the money? 

Didn’t someone say it was impossible to find normal food, unless you called creepy crawlies “normal”? 

And what was that about sex tourism? 

You have heard of tourists being raped, murdered and mugged, haven’t you? 

Do you have any idea what you are getting into? 

The questions stumped me for a moment, but I have the qualities of a rubber ball. I may not have had answers, but I am loyal to my goals.

To Thailand, I would go. I could live with eating crawlies, not-so with being raped, and couldn’t care less about being mugged. Two out of three was a good score.

Meghna, a travel-agent friend, was the answer to my ticket. After considerable eye-rolling and friendly chiding, she tapped into the magical fountain and found a ticket.

“Airlines,” she said with a straight face, “are always prepared to squeeze in last-minute travellers. You know why? The cost, of course. You will pay premium price, you know.”

Years of experience in procuring tickets for people like me had hardened Meghna. She never flinched, not once, even when I brought up the matter of my complete ignorance of the place. Her purpose was to find a ticket and a ticket she had found.

“Anything, any price,” I had said mournfully. “All I want is a ticket to Bangkok.”

So I got a ticket.

The Alchemist had been right. What you want, you get. But he hadn’t put a cost on the process.

A colleague threw me a curious look when I conveyed my plan. Bangkok somehow seemed to bring out something in him that closely resembled a twisted fiend. Distorting his face into a smirk, he said, “Ooh, Bangkok,” and managed in some way to separate that noun into two meaningful words. “I am sure you WILL have a good time. Are you going alone?”

Affirmative nod.

“Too bad.”

Then as an afterthought added, “But you know, you can always find someone...in Bangkok. Everyone always does. But oh, you are crazy to go there alone.”

I clearly remember showing him the door and a finger.

Two days later on the Thai Airways flight from Dubai to Bangkok, I patted my back, prayed and wished myself luck.

I was truly alone.

It was a good start to my great escape from the familiar Arabian sandpit I had gradually come to like. Six-and-a-half hours later (and four hours ahead in time), I reached.

Swadee-ka, Bangkok.

My emotions stirred considerably. I wasn’t prepared for anything except surprises, so along with being elated, scared and confused at finding myself in a part of South East Asia I had only vaguely read about, I resorted to something more comforting than welcoming smiles. Food.

Food, I hoped, not crawlies.

I could be forgiven for not knowing pad Thai from khao man kai, but I drew the short straw despite pointing at a picture of noodles on the wall of Magic Food Court, Suwarnabhumi Airport Level 1. Not quite the right start, I thought, fishing out noodles floating in a dark, tangy sauce, topped with slices of pork, crushed peanuts and sprouts. The experiment set me back 35 THB.

However, the newly acquired backpacker spirit returned with a firm resolve never to complain. At least not just yet, and NOT about food, ever.

Because I hadn’t travelled to Bangkok to look at other tourists, I took myself to the airport information desk and sought directions to the only place I had heard of in Thailand—Bridge on the River Kwai. I had my brother to thank for making me watch the film by the same name.

Pretending to be an old hand at seeking directions is okay, but when seeking directions to a place as popular as River Kwai, it pays to be clear and precise, especially if you weren’t particularly smart at identifying Thai-sounding words.

Me: Kanchanaburi.
He: Kanchanbuli? You go Thonbuli and get train. Me: Kanchanaburi, River Kwai? The Bridge?
He: Yes, yes, Liver Kwai. You take train Thonbuli. Me: Thonbuli? Okay, how do I get to err...Thonbuli?

I soon figured that replacing “Rs” with “Ls” would help me understand and get understood. So it came about that I would board the airport bus to Sanam Luang, hire a tuk-tuk that would fetch me up to the ferry boarding point—the ferry would see me to the other side of Bangkok to Thonbuli (Thonburi for you)—where I would then board the train to the aforementioned place.

And, he added happily, there WAS a train leaving Thonbuli at 1.50 pm and I could, if I hurried, make it in time for it.

So I bought a ticket for the standard fare of 150 THB and walked out to face the Thai sunlight and boarded the bus, a little more confident than when I had arrived, thrilled to be finally on my way to becoming a “real backpacker”.

Someone coughed beside me. A man with more tattoos than skin was trying to strike up conversation near my elbow.

Tattoo Man: “Hello. Where are you going?”

The bus was going to Sanam Luang, right? Who in the world asked obvious questions?

“Oh hi, you surprised me a little,” I replied, slipping on what I thought was the traveller’s mask. ”Kanchanaburi.”

“You have only just arrived, am I right? Are you on your own? No boyfriend?”

The traveller’s mask snapped in place. Whichever way I looked at it, this conversation felt like an interrogation. Should I have worn a fake wedding ring to keep strangers off my back?

“No. I am on my own.” (A hint of self-pride, hopefully not obvious through the mask).

The mask, I hoped, would hide the desperate need to look like a veteran traveller and not show me up. But experience is one big measuring stick, and someone who has a lot of that could easily tell I had just donned the garb and was trying unsuccessfully to feel comfortable in it.

Tattoo Man continued.

“You are Indian, I suppose? Well, there’s many here, all making buckets of baht, but I have never seen an Indian woman travel alone. Funny. You ARE Indian, aren’t you? How long are you looking at being here? A week?”

You could clearly see that I was NOT French or British. But even newbies—especially newbies with masks—are vulnerable to flattery, cracking at the slightest suggestions of one. I did likewise.

“Two weeks.” Here, I think, I smiled just a little.

“You will love the place, I am sure. I’ve been on the road two months and want more. I suggest you take Pattaya off your list of places-to-see. That would be cramming too much into such a short trip.”

What you sometimes think is unnecessary advice can surprise you with its honesty. You have to keep an open mind and not fly off the handle even when you think it’s no one’s business where you went or what you did, because people would behave just the way they knew how. Besides, this looked to be the way to receive free insider tips. Tattoo Man got off before Sanam Luang.

Something like depression hit me straightaway. Two weeks was too short, Tattoo Man had said. Was it absolutely necessary to see everything at one go? I mean, not everyone could travel for two straight months, right? Did that mean...did that mean I wasn’t...no, stop it, I told myself firmly. You cannot follow someone else’s pattern. Find your own.” I turned to the friendly driver for some support.

It was too early to figure if the bus driver was helpful or being chatty, for I hadn’t yet been able to differentiate Thai and HIS English, but I understood his concern when I explained I had no place to stay. And suddenly, admitting that liberated me from an unknown shackle. I was free. I was a vagabond. I would live on the streets and survive.

I had given myself a day to adjust to the new country; I also made up my own Commandments (without regard, of course, to the exact number) and swore to stick to them.

I would observe and understand before beginning a relationship with anything around me. I would adjust my beliefs and soften my attitude to suit the place and time. 

I would accept that I was alone and there would be lengthy gaps before finding someone to speak with; I would learn the importance of my own company. 

I would understand this was THEIR country and they had the right to behave as they wanted and didn’t have to pamper my whims. (Subtext: If I didn’t get an Indian breakfast, I would be content with theirs.) 

I would not lose my cool if the first person on the road turned away when I sought directions or asked me curious questions. 

I would show that the new Indian breed of female backpackers could hold out on their own or (failing that) I would try to be a model traveller with the right attitude. 

And that my Commandments were not a multiple choice. 

But Commandment No 3 was shot down when a tuk-tuk driver grabbed my backpack at Sanam Luang. I may have been a novice, but definitely NOT averse to breaking rules.

“Get off my back, you little prick.”

This followed another, more demanding event.

Before I could plant a sharp kick on the rear end of the tuk-tuk wallah, something small and powerful knocked into me. A small and very powerful atom it was, knocking me backward.

“Oh f...k,” I snarled, ready to launch a counter attack, but my timely recollection of my hastily coined Commandments prevented a physical altercation with the object, which turned out to be diminutive woman who managed to retain the starch in her maroon suit despite colliding with my larger and sturdier frame.

“Hullo, sorry,” said the atom with enthusiasm, reaching out to smoothen my T-shirt rumpled from the long flight.

“Your first time in Bangkok? Welcome. Where are you going?”

Not quite the apology one expects after being assaulted thus, but her eagerness caused anger to dissipate and make me slave to her charm. Besides, I saw her as an ally who could be depended upon to point out a toilet in the vicinity.

Under these circumstances, I began my journey of belief, for I had begun to realize that the goddess of fortune in her heavenly abode was spinning very precisely on her wheel. Planting me in Sanam Luang and letting lose an atom on me when I was one swing short of an attack on the tuk-tuk wallah was her divine way of throwing me a helpline.

The atom, it came about, was the Public Prosecutor of Ayutthaya Province. Trust Fortune to fling a PP at you—I mean, it could easily have been a shoe.

Public prosecutors, whichever way you looked at them, are not the sort of people you expect to bump into you when you are looking for a toilet, unless your lucky stars are particularly active that morning. Assured by the fact that luck was with me, I offered my hand and a very friendly smile. And after even more friendly smiles and handshakes expected of women, Mrs Supawadee Maspong and I were speeding away on the Expressway towards Ayutthaya in what I called a Providential Escape.

Mrs SM, she told me later, was in search of an optician when she witnessed my distress and came charging.

It is hard not to stare at the Buddha head in the bodhi tree at Wat Phra Mahathat because it is one of those sights that defy reason, although like every other tourist, I posed against the peculiar Buddha head, little knowing the whys and wherefores, while Mrs SM stood solemnly, lips moving in a silent prayer.

“As the tree grows, it will take the head of the Buddha to the heavens,” she whispered when I came to stand by her side.

Blame it on the aura or her unshaken faith, I nearly believed her. It was possible, I mean, why not? It was only a matter of time.

“Did the tree grow around the head or did someone stick the head into the tree?

“It’s been so for years,” she replied firmly. “It is sacred.”

That, while being hard to digest, was her truth, which she conveyed with a movement of her eyes.

Faith moves mountains.

I don’t suppose I would ever see her point of view, even if I agreed that Ayutthaya, regardless of being a faith centre, had definitely turned into a centre for disaster tourism. The ruined temples and headless statues that once presided over the execution area and sacrificial altars created a morbid atmosphere, which, if you were easily spooked, would give you nightmares for a long time.

Mrs SM had not lost her curiosity to the legal machinery, wanting to know what made a qualified lawyer give up courtroom antics to become a journalist-cum-road bum.

Who was I? Why was I alone? How long did I intend to stay in Thailand? Was I satisfied with what I saw? Was I married? Did I have a boyfriend? Pretty standard questions, but they get asked nevertheless.

On that life-changing train journey to New Delhi a few years ago, Vinny had managed to induct me into the world of Q and A, and at the end of that trip, I had sort of resigned myself to answering questions without snapping, though every question made me want to fling a branch at the questioner. But when Mrs SM asked me these questions, I felt more a newbie ignorant of local culture and language than an angry hornet. She had a way about her—like a mother coaxing her offspring into spilling the truth about the vanished cookies.

And she, like those people who, upon gauging the limits of your intelligence, become very eager to tell you a lot more than if they have pegged you down as a wiseass, broke into a torrent of questions, answers, suggestion, jokes and advice. When Public Prosecutors take it upon themselves to be your mentor and guide, you should grab the chance with both hands. There was no way in hell that I was going to give up my meal ticket for the day. Besides, I liked her too.

I had only ten days to discover Thailand, and much of that time would be spent alone, eating local food and bargaining with tuk-tuk drivers, avoiding touts and lady boys while remaining safe from the infamous traffic. And every bit of information I could scrape together would make my stay a little more comfortable. Every free ride or free meal would help stretch my tourist dollar a little longer. I had no idea how expensive the trip was going to be, but I realized that the sooner I learnt to ease the pressure on the wallet, the better my chances of surviving till the end without financial burnout.

In the evening, I returned to Bangkok on a mini-bus, wiser than when I arrived—all courtesy Mrs SM, her wisdom and her generosity. Ayutthaya was in ruins, but the bonds of friends were indestructible.

It was she who instructed the mini-bus driver to drop me off at Khao San Road—just in case I missed the signs. The driver, a friendly Thai perhaps used to the ways of new visitors to Thailand, nodded in agreement.

Khao San Road looked to be a place that exemplified the Thai fondness towards the backpacking community. My familiarity with Thai hospitality had begun with Mrs SM earlier that morning, but one look at Khao San Road was enough to convince me that the entire nation took it upon themselves to entertain tourists. Further exploration of the area packed to the hilt with tourists showed how dirty, unwashed, clueless or purposeful tourists impacted the community. I was a small part of that bandwagon, but definitely a proud one.

They even had a street dedicated to a certain class of traveller—The Backpacker. And what would The Backpacker do? Look for cheap places and go about enjoying whatever was there on offer—street food, cheap hotels, women, makeshift street bars—in short, everything. It seemed that the entire backpacking population of the world converged on Khao San Road or the Backpackers’ Street, which could be the only explanation for why the night was going strong in this part of Bangkok, when I assume the rest of the city dared to snooze a little.

I watched in amazement as small, pretty Thai women with milky white skin showing up to their panty line giggled when bigger, intoxicated men from the West did something strange—like pinching their behind and staring down their spaghetti top. I did find that hard at first, but after downing a few at the makeshift bar outside my hotel and tolerating a pass at me by another drunk, I had ceased to be offended at anything I saw or heard. I had the choice of saying NO and I was going to exercise that.

The horny man had been blunt. “Wanna have sex? I have a room right up there.”

I didn’t care where “right up there” was, but I wasn’t going to bed with a complete drunk—not so early in my travel anyway. However, the cheap vodka (and encouragement from the horny drunk) had bucked me up enough to seek Thailand’s exotic culinary experience before I hit the proverbial sack at the 150 THB room. (Overpriced, I thought, but the towels were clean and the bed, despite signs of some recent activity, was sturdy and didn’t sink in the centre.)

There has never been any shortage of information on Thai cuisine, but what was the fun in sticking to tourist-oriented restaurants and staying away from street food? Not much, I thought. For along with taking big strides as a backpacker, there was a sudden desire for ‘parallel adventure’—tasting local cuisine that did not get served at restaurants.

Braving my way through the busy streets and winding around necking and partially-naked couples, I plodded on, deter- mined to fulfil my mission. The drunk had not offered me any advice on the correct way of eating mopane worms and locusts, but then he had his mind on more exciting activities.

I was going to have to overcome practical difficulties and squeamishness before munching on deep-fried protein-rich worms, but really, that was my lookout. Theoretically speaking, anything that moves on four or more legs can be eaten, whether it is the ant, scorpion, spider or cricket, or the larvae of all the above. And with determination that can be seen only in newbie travellers seeking unusual gastronomical pleasures, I came upon a push cart in the backstreets of Bunglamphu, a short walk from Khao San Road, from which a man filled out plastic bags with the crispy critters.

On my list of “100 Things to do before I Die”, Mt Everest is listed on the 99th position for obvious reasons. I might be a sucker for difficult things, but even I am aware of the dangers and hardships of climbing it. But that has not stopped me from dreaming about it when there is a pressing need to remind myself of harder things to come. But staring at a cartful of insects I had set my mind to eat, summiting the world’s highest peak seemed easy in comparison, and like every first-timer staring at piles of worms and winged insects, I held down the vomit, breathed in the rancid oil and took the plunge.

As someone aiming to scale mountains and trek through the Amazon later in life, it was all the more essential to become part of the insect-eating bandwagon, for only the Almighty knows what the Amazon would throw at me. Around me, locals snacked through little mounds of fried locusts— bamboo worm (Non Pai) being the hot favourite; its popularity and Cheetos-like appearance made it less revolting, and, as a peace offering, it came with some fiery local sauce, which I hoped, as I bit one end of the wok-fried worm, would disguise the real taste.

I was right about the Cheetos bit. Grasshoppers, however, required their legs to be taken off before being loaded into your mouth, field rats tasted as good as any fowl, and nausea was a thing of the past, although it took a few tries to ignore the crunching and popping. Following in the footsteps of an imaginary, adventurous backpacker, I munched on, drawing nutrients from the soft, fibrous bodies.

Tips on eating fried insects: 1. Snip off the wings.

Avoid the head and shell directly behind it is too hard. 

It is okay to eat the pincers. 

Fried critters, Non Pai in particular, taste great with beer. 

Beer, anyway you looked at it, always made everything tolerable. No wonder it was so popular. Plus, I realized that there was no need to get all knotted up on the issue of insect-eating—it may have initially made me squeamish, but I was glad to have braved the retch to experience this rich culinary adventure.

The train edged out of Thonburi, the other side of Bangkok, its nose pointing north-west towards Kanchanaburi early in the am, full of tourists, locals and their dogs. It was too early to complain about the fare discrimination (locals paid less than a quarter of what I did), and I guess it was only fair, for even at 100 THB, this was the cheapest means to get to the bridge.

Four-and-a-half hours of admiring the Thai countryside later, the train pulled up at Kanchanaburi, the place that made David Lean famous. While the film The Bridge on the River Kwai may not have been shot at the actual bridge in Kanchanaburi, it did catapult the sleepy northwestern town into a very popular, money-earning tourist attraction.

Kanchanaburi, I thought as I alighted, was the kind of place you want to stay in for ever.

Kanchanaburi’s neat rows of pubs, massage parlours and lodges that threw in free Internet and bicycles impressed me easily. I mean, here I was in what was definitely a “world- famous” destination with what was a properly organized industry, minus the chaos that I had experienced on my pilot trip through Haridwar. I hate to draw comparisons (and hence break the “No judging” rule so soon), but it did occur to me suddenly that Haridwar could have been a little more organized, if nothing else.

In Kanchanaburi, one couldn’t go wrong with finding the right sort of place to crash in. But I told myself firmly when I couldn’t make up my mind that if I failed to find suitable living quarters in the next ten minutes, I would bid adios to River Kwai and go back to eating bamboo worms and field rats in Bangkok. Fortunately for me, I fetched up at Hotel Royal Knight, and made it my pad for the night. My sudden joy at finding a bicycle to ride may have been the clincher— not to mention the narrow little room that was reached via a narrow staircase that opened out to a wooden deck by the side of the little river.

I really wanted to ride the bicycle, and how I tried. However, my associations with the two-wheeled contraption had ended in my teens and it didn’t do much good for my ego when my inability to ride it was proved a second later when I fell off it right outside the hotel gate.

The hotel security guard had a strange light in his eyes when he plucked me out of the bicycle heap and suggested hitching a ride. In the end (after assuring him that I could ride, and failing again), I hitched a ride to the bridge, but the incident sort of opened my eyes about keeping in touch with my bicycle riding skills.

There must come a moment in every traveller’s sighting of the bridge when something powerful descends, something that causes them to pause and think. Of course, you can get as quirky as you like with your thoughts. My first thought had nothing to do with the steel columns, the number of years that went into making the bridge or the thousands that lost their lives in trying to build this fatal structure, but about how it would look at midnight, awash with moonlight and without the milling crowds.

My decision to stay on in Kanchanaburi was to see that imagined sight, and thanks to this decision, that evening on the masseuse’s mat, I learnt a new meaning of “Happy Ending”, one that had nothing to do with the sights Kanchanaburi promised.

Oh, the joys of adulthood.

If I were asked to draw up a list of the most visited sights of Kanchanaburi, I would begin with the watering holes, followed by massage parlours, but that is only because I had seen drunks stumbling along the streets and some more cavorting in the pool at Royal Knight with naked, squealing Thai girls pressed close to white, overfed bodies.

I know I am going to sound naive when I say how quickly travelling hardens and reinforces you against a bile attack the sight of sex-in-the-pool brings about. I may have lost some backpacker points for feeling this way, but there was no way I would ever step into a pool with the body juices of drunk tourists for company, and was desperately relieved to escape into one of the massage parlours in the hope of restoring my mood and feet.

When entering a less-reputed massage parlour in Thailand, you can expect a reasonable number of active butterflies in your stomach, especially if it is your first time in a country renowned for dark pleasures. I cannot explain my reaction when the masseuse disrobed and pushed me back on the bed before sniggering in a weird way. At that moment, the sight of the Thai girl scared me.

Stupid of me for thinking that small, dark, smelly massage parlours employed fair, Swedish masseuses waiting to relieve me of the considerable stress I had worked up over the days. Perhaps, I was not just stupid, but blind, or possibly both, for I had failed to notice the cheap flashing boards decorated with pictures of smiling Thai girls. The only thing I could be grateful for, when lying naked on a narrow bed in an incense- filled room, was the absence of a moral police in the form of a friend or a relative—that I forgot the friend or relative minutes after experts hands began kneading and cracking my body, reaching into private zones like I were a cadaver, is altogether another thing.

“Yuwan evlything?”(You want everything), the fierce woman asked unexpectedly.

I think, at this point, it was reasonable enough to expect that “everything” meant all of me, minus the spots that did not require the services of a masseuse, but it is exceedingly difficult to explain your thoughts to a woman whose fingers were flicking imaginary specks of dirt from your inner thighs.

I was slow, but not completely dumb. “No,” I said at length.

“Yuwan appy endi? Yugimme two hunle bah exla.” (You want Happy Ending? You give me 200 baht extra.)

But when you have little or no idea what that meant, you shake your head and look blank. Okay, so I was not completely blank, for my mind was doing the mental conversion into dirhams and dollars, and happy endings for AED 25 seemed a fair deal—whatever it was.

One had to take certain risks.

When I left, albeit a lot lighter and less uptight than I arrived, I had learnt the following.

1. Massages could mean more than a body rub. 90

Keeping your underwear on is a good idea. 

Have a very good reason to refuse the offers for extra. 

Never utter the word “Happy”. 

You will never regret a Happy Ending. 

The Happy Ending helped in my appreciation of a good beef massaman curry and aided in the discovery that chatting up people in smoky bars was not terrifying, and I could go into one without wearing a fake wedding ring or with a fake story of boyfriend “coming along in a few”. An example of that being Sean, an Englishman teaching English in Japan, who, by the time I mustered courage to speak to him, was just licking the last of a fiery green curry from an old white bowl and sweating bucketloads, but who showed more than a passing interest in an Indian woman slightly under the influence, asking him if he would like to see the bridge in the moonlight.

It must have been the spice, because he agreed.

It was well past midnight when I returned to my narrow room, and before long, the day knocked about. It was time to head out on the day trip I had so enthusiastically signed up for the previous day. Thanks to my night out with Sean, being bundled into a mini-van with five strangers (and Sean) for a trip to Erawan Waterfalls and bamboo raft rides did not dampen my spirits. Instead, I had the feeling that I had conquered every single myth surrounding single female travellers—and Thai massages.

I am convinced now that the woman-travelling-alone myth is a lore created by those who have never gone into smoky beer bars alone.

I am also convinced that travelling has a way of drawing back our layers, of exposing our bones, making us more receptive and less judgemental. I have a reason to say this. Knowing very little about Thailand before journeying there unprepared, I can say that if you have been led into believing that Thailand is all about sex tourism and insect-eating, your imagination is the snag, planted by unimaginative, armchair travellers who won’t stop till you’ve stopped travelling altogether.

Figure this: I had been asked, by Mrs SM, no less, if Indians still practised snake charming and rode elephants to work, and honestly, it irked me. I hated anyone with no knowledge of my country to pass such a judgement, but I also realized that as much as I hated others judging my country, I had also been victim of similar prejudices.

And I wouldn’t be judgemental in a place I was going to spend another week, looking for happy endings to things I was going to do.
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Jakarta Drowning
It was not as though I had made great strides as a back- packer yet, for the average Gap Year backpackers pounding the roads could outdo me in speed and style in the simple task of rolling out sleeping bags in airport lounges. Though I didn’t begrudge their skill, I didn’t enjoy being made to look like a fledgling, and I began to look out for opportunities to practice the rolling up of sleeping bags into nice, non-lumpy cylinders.

Mine was definitely not a typical escape-from-the-cubicle tale of backpacking. Mine had more to do with wanting to get away to someplace new. I think, even as a child, my mind looked for the strangest reasons to tramp alien soil—to see a sight that I had not seen before—never once dwelling on the finer reasons for it, like the development of mental faculties through cultural understanding, seeking instead experiences that involved an element of newness. Just that. All I sought was something new—the farther away from familiar grounds, the better.

There is a word that describes such a passion for unfamiliar ground—“addiction” may be the word I am looking for, because the more I thought about travelling away from my comfort zone, the more need I had for it. And I had realized there was only one way to rid myself of it.

Go away.

And as I argued in favour of impulsive travelling against being herded around by tourist guides, and because my income had settled well above the breadline, I saw no harm in ruminating over the possibilities of a longer holiday, like in Indonesia. I might add that some of the money was saved thanks to generous friends who didn’t mind picking up the occasional tab—that and funds trickling in through various sources that loved my travel pieces and didn’t mind paying for them. For me, it meant a few extra days of stay or a bed and breakfast somewhere.

I had come a long way from New Delhi when I had no return ticket, from longing to stay on in Thailand, but bound by the return ticket, and had only recently understood from Meghna (my travel-agent friend) that air tickets were subject to change for a few extra hundred—in other words, I had made some progress really, so I could go. And Indonesia was teeming with cheap adventure and travel and B&Bs.

I could explain all sorts of things really, but drawing up a workable plan was still beyond me, even after Thailand, and later, a quick Sri Lankan break. That goes to show how badly I fared as a cautious traveller. But I loved the surprise, the chaos, the unpreparedness, the occasional hardship and frustration. Damn it, I loved anything that did not remind me of my sanitized routine.

It was okay not to have a plan. Indonesia couldn’t take the verve out of me. I had some experience to see me through after all.

Meghna, with her remarkable ability of making every sentence sound like a question, was mum when handing over my ticket to Jakarta via Singapore, but conveyed through her eyes what she thought about my plans after I had refused her attractive holiday package for Greece. Again, I didn’t exactly have a plan; I was winging it, but that was for me to know and worry about.

Giving her the know-all shrug, conveying that the real adventure was in not knowing and how I didn’t expect her to relish uncertainty, I hugged her goodbye. Any planning that might be required could easily be done at thirty-five thousand feet in the air over the next several hours.

There is a special quality to ignorance that allows you to be shocked by most obvious things—like popping your eyeballs at the number of people crawling about in the vicinity of rain-soaked Soekarno Hatta International Airport, Jakarta. Had I known Indonesia ranked 4th on the highest populated countries in the world, it would only be natural to expect a fair number of that population to be wandering somewhere—even near airports. But that is the thing about ignorance— it even allows you to feel guilty over bad choices.

And I was feeling guilty.

I don’t mind taking the blame entirely, for I hadn’t studied the weather in advance, but that did not mean I was going to subject myself to the wet dump I was about to land in, and damned if I was going to wander about looking for living quarters in wet weather. November may have been the month that triggered the yearning to travel, but clearly Indonesia was not to be blamed for being in the middle of the rainy season—I was.

My imagination of Indonesia had been of long empty stretches of road, coffee estates, beaches and small, dark people carrying wicker baskets, but now that it had undergone rude and sudden change, amending plans was required. Having only one pair of shoes added to the misery. Sneakers did not match up to the average rain.

But travelling alone had certain advantages, especially when it came to changing your schedule. So having already dipped my toes in water, so to speak, the conclusion I came to when circling the runway was to get out of Jakarta as soon as possible, never mind that I had to readjust ideas and travel budgets.

And so I did, with little help from the immigration officer with a twisted sense of humour.

While on the subject of Indonesian wit, I see fit to add that the officer’s peculiar sense of humour helped me out of sleeplessness and uncertainty. The joke was on me, I am sure, owing to the way I stressed the “foul rains ruining my holiday”, for while handing back my passport, he added unnecessarily that Bali was experiencing good weather.

Me: Indeed?
Him: Yes. Very good weather. Very sunny also.
Me: Oh, err...sounds great...but how...
Him: Monsoon season now, but Bali...always sunshine.

A little pause.
Him: Welcome to Indonesia.

Me: Thank you. I am sure I will have a great time here.

On the subject of sun, a resident of the UAE is apt to get touchy. How does one tell an Indonesian that sun, sand and heat in my adopted country couldn’t be bettered, and if Bali was anything like it, then Jakarta’s rains and slush would be so much more welcome?

Damn the shoes.

Not knowing the correct way to convey my thoughts on the subject of sun without dampening his good spirits, I left Jakarta on Air Asia for Denpasar, Bali.

Travellers are expected to know where they want to go and usually arrive at a place they have intended to visit, but clearly I didn’t. My sudden decision to go to Bali had less to do with the officer’s encouraging tourist-talk and more with the flights to Medan, Sumatra, which left three hours late.

Air Asia to Bali left in one hour and didn’t mind late passengers.
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Bintang, Babi Guling and Cat Poop
Behavioural inconsistencies had their own advantage, one of which I discovered as I walked past the open-mouthed statues of lions at Ngua Rai International Airport, Denpasar. It added to the excitement quotient when seeing ordinary sights through a sleep-starved mind.

Years ago, when I had hoofed it to New Delhi but ended up in Uttaranchal, bogged down by a heavy backpack and yet loving the unfamiliarity of the place, I had inadvertently set myself a precedent. Ever since, I have rarely deviated from the path I had unconsciously chosen and inconsistencies in behaviour ensured that if I needed to be at a certain place, I needed to be elsewhere first.

Not having thought of Bali when planning to journey to Indonesia was really a miracle—that way my neutral mind was more receptive to everything around. And when I

exchanged a few dollars for the Indonesian Rupiah at the airport and became an instant millionaire, I promised myself I would

never leave.

I stepped out of the airport, a brand new millionaire-backpacker, enjoying a certain kind of freedom that the presence of “my million” gave, nearly giving in to the temptation of splurging on expensive hotel rooms. But with- out warning, the lessons learnt through journeying on shoestr- ings kicked in, steering me to the direction of the cheapest possible place in the city. So, to Poppy’s Street the taxi driver sped, upon my insistence on “very cheap and negotiable room near Kuta Beach”. Bargaining, I had learnt in Thailand, was the only way to establish myself as someone not vulnerable to the con game. Backpackers maybe given to pinching toilet rolls and rich tourists might not mind the occasional price- trap, but whatever the traveller-type, everyone bargained. And my reasons were no different. And so I tried to haggle down the cost whenever possible.

The taxi rolled up to Bali Manik. It was the kind of hotel room I had prepared myself for; hence a square window that did not shut, an overhead fan that did not produce air, guitar sounds that did not die and cockroaches that partied on my hard, flat bed did not disturb my mental equilibrium. As long as I kept the financial machinery rolling into weeks, living with roaches or using mugs to shower (in the eventuality that the shower did not function due to its old age) was tolerable.

Perhaps, I would have felt differently about the hard bed and mugs if the danger of collapsing due to lack of sleep was not imminent, but as it was, sleep overcame further deliberations and that was that.

For the moment, at least.

Towards 3 pm, the receptionist knocked on my door to suggest a quick guided tour around Bali before sunset. He made it sound easy, practical and just the thing to do before getting right down to experiencing Bali any other way.

Balinese, I thought to myself, were much like the Thai in every way—friendly and tourist-savvy. They smiled a lot, always had a solution to your problems, always assumed you had a problem of getting around, never flinched at any of your demands and lacked the over-curious nature we Indians had.

“I call Made,” he ended helpfully.

All I could say to that was:

“Made?”

See how a four–lettered word could shake your roots? Made was a man, it seemed.

“Yes. Made very good. Made very good guide.”

“Huh?”

Made (pronounced Maa-day), he explained patiently, was a ”vely good guide, had been named so as he was the second- born, was his friend and very reliable” —in short, every new arrival’s dream guide.

He had a bike or a car, if I wished for one. I didn’t. I liked the bike better.

Made, the good guide, appeared promptly at 3.30 pm. Like all other Balinese, he was dark-haired, narrow-eyed and smiled often. He also seemed very fragile somehow. It was hard not to like him.

“Me Made,” he said. More smiles.

“Anjaly,” I said. “Let’s go.”

Made, his friend had forgotten to mention, was a stickler for rules, refusing to leave till a helmet was fixed firmly on my head. My explanation of how I loved the wind in my hair didn’t cut any ice. His eyes narrowed and before they disappeared completely into his brow, I obliged.

Much later I learnt that the tourist-guide relationship was not formed on the basis of what you were going to pay them, but your acceptance on matters they valued, such as obeying the local law. You just had to run straight into it, as you would with your best friend. That way, after the initial frost has melted, you can get on with the essential stuff. If the guide liked you, you hit pay dirt, for he would show you the local colours and fill you up with native flavours, which is just what you are after anyway.

Made liked me and, aiming his bike to the southern side of Bali, gave it all he had, occasionally allowing me to ride helmet-free outside the city limits, which helped me under- stand what he had been trying to tell me for a while through his helmet.

“Padang Padang beach very good, nice views and no tourist. We go there.”

“Okay,” I screamed back at him. “Padang Padang it is.”

His aversion towards tourists was suspicious, and I am not sure if he had put me down as a tourist-hater, but he had shown good judgement so far. Understanding my need for “something local”, he had introduced me to a local delicacy that made me want to kill him—raw mango shreds topped with fiery chilli and sweet, sticky sauce. But I had insisted on something “spicy”, so he really wasn’t to be blamed.

After this, I rode with my tongue sticking out all the way to Padang Padang.

Even Made could not have predicted that pretty much every other tourist in Bali was hoping to get away from the maddening crowds and hence converged on the same spot we found ourselves in. There was no isolated stretch to “run naked” on, but I needn’t have worried. No one really cared or stared if you dropped your pants right there on the beach. But being at a stage where modesty was just wearing off, I decided to buy myself a sarong—nudity could wait until I had lost all modesty, so to speak.

A typical conversation with the sarong-sellers went like this: “India?”

“Yes.”

“Welcome Indian! I like Indian. Come, I give you sarong. Fifty thousand rupiah only...five dollar.”

Bargaining was a knack I had developed recently (and enjoyed thoroughly). It was, after all, standard haggler’s etiquette. But the hawkers, sticking to the standard tactic, began with the highest price before whittling it down rupiah by rupiah through relentless negotiation. In the end, I paid twenty thousand rupiah or roughly two dollars for an orange sarong I fell in love with.

I didn’t even need it for the swim at Padang Padang.

I had no pressing necessity for it, but a sarong was always justified, especially because I was looking to live in cheap dormitories, where, huddled with sweaty backpackers from around the world, there was every chance that an occasion for a slap and tickle would arise. And I wanted to be prepared with something to hang around my bed.

Of course, that was a fantastic theory, but I was only looking for a reason to justify the two dollars I had spent. But clearly, I need not ever worry about modesty, thanks to being in Bali.

Bali Manik didn’t mind their guests stumbling in after midnight in any state of intoxication. That one could get drunk on Bintang, Indonesia’s star beer, was left to individual capacity, but Made and I had had a few and then some before stumbling along Poppy Street, singing and hooting at tattooed Australians and Arabs negotiating with Balinese hookers well past midnight.

In the morning, I had a whole new outlook on Bali. I came to the following conclusions:

A Bintang headache was the closest you can get to drilling many tiny holes in your head without actually piercing your skull. 

Seafood orders of octopus, squid and other marine creatures with tentacles were best eaten when Bintang was flowing strong in your blood stream. 

If Bintang was in short supply, satay, gado-gado, nasi goreng or even babi guling were smart choices as far as food went. 

No way could you get slimy octopus parts down your throat if you weren’t drunk enough. 

Culinary adventure was perhaps not on every traveller’s agenda, but it was definitely on mine. I had a list of exotic foods to sample in the course of my journeys. Though I had munched my way through a few of them, I hadn’t dreamed that I would drink anything exotic—and certainly not Kopi Luwak. I love coffee, but this particular brand of the brew did not feature on my list—probably because I had not heard of it till after I sampled it on a coffee plantation near Kintamani that belonged to Made’s friend. Much as I was fond of Made and his Balinese ways, I disagreed with the fact that he withheld certain information regarding the beverage’s origins.

What happened was this. Having whisked me to said plantation under the pretence of wanting help to grade and classify coffee, a duty I remarkably performed, even though my idea of a good day did not include confusing my taste buds with foul-tasting coffee drunk from chipped cups. But the thankless Made, when I was sick with sampling a dozen different flavours, slipped me another minuscule cup, assuring me it was the last.

The brown liquid steaming in the cup looked perfect. I inhaled its rich aroma before taking the tiniest sip. That sip changed my view of coffee forever. I might even have become a little emotional, going as far as thumping the table and calling it the “world’s best”, “gourmet stuff”, etc, and wanting to hug Made for the experience.

Made was pleased. I was unstoppable. Drunk on such fine brew, I had the sudden urge to buy a kilogram of it to take back home.

It was then Made cleared his throat and hastened to explain himself.

“It is the most expensive coffee in the world,” he said. “Very very expensive.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. I mean, you didn’t repeat a word unless there was something to it, right?

“Why is it so expensive, anyway?”

Made then rolled his eyes skyward, cleared his throat and gave an explanation that changed my opinion of coffee and of him forever.

Now, at this point you might ask, “What is the relationship between Kopi Luwak and my lowered estimation of Made’s character? What makes Kopi Luwak so special and expensive? What in hell was Kopi Luwak?”

Here is the answer. Kopi Luwak, he explained slowly, was made of processed cat poo. If coffee beans had to be first fed to a civet and later handpicked out of its crap to be brewed into coffee, it certainly would be special and expensive.

When you are grading processed cat faeces, the least you can expect is to be warned of its origins. Whatever coffee lovers called it, to me it was still cat poop and Made had
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kept that fact from me. I sulked all the way back to town, except when admiring the rice terrace when Made slipped away for a minute.

When he returned, he presented me with a bead necklace. A necklace couldn’t take away the taste or memory of ingesting cat poop, but Made was trying to make up, even going so far as to suggest Bintang as the solution to forgetting the unpalatable incident.

For three days that followed my drinking cat poop, the solution to everything in Bali, from its traffic to over-priced bikinis, to disastrous surfing lessons was found in Bintang. It made me forget life’s oddities and was especially effective in blanking out my mind from recollecting that incident with the big python at Tanah Lot.
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Hello, That’s Mama Komodo
Not often do travellers drag their feet at 5 am, sip lukewarm coffee by the sea and feel like the world had turned unfriendly and unexciting, unless, of course, the world had turned unfriendly and unexciting. If you were looking for an example of such an unhappy traveller, I was your best bet, although the reasons for my anxiety were unknown. It is true that solo travellers always want to prove the indestructibility of their spirit and vim, but even the most effervescent of the lot reaches the lowest rung some time. I had mine.

I could say all kinds of things really, but what good would it be to blame late-night excesses and the disastrous surfing sessions of the previous day? I could have blamed the coffee if I liked too—I mean, bad coffee is guaranteed to depress, and even more so when the alternatives were expensive and hence restricted by your wallet and your own “everything local” rule of backpacking.

Such a dispirited moment caught me one morning.

The coffee was just my punching bag, because I really had this feeling that everyone else was having a better time than I was. It was another thing that my run-in with snakes and primates had guaranteed a lifetime of travel “souvenirs”, but my heart craved for more. I also had a desperate need to sleep or watch some 1970s Bollywood movies starring Rajesh Khanna or Amitabh Bachchan which, in turn, led me to shed a lonely tear or two before I ventured to call Made.

Sometimes, I suppose it is okay to ask for help, let a hand reach out or a smile reassure you—that sort of thing spoken of by philosophers proving the inter-connectedness of everyone on this planet.

Made, understanding my state of mind, put in plain words how a trip to Komodo Island to see the legendary dragons would put me back on track, but was I willing to share a boat with strangers to keep the cost down?

“Oh, yes. Why not! Be great to speak to someone, anyway.”

Indonesia wasn’t going to break my budget, but why pay more when I could get away with less?

Right? Right.

The thought of sharing a boat with strangers lifted me off the ground and much as I disliked the idea of spending money at beauty salons, a trip with strangers around Komodo Island justified the spend—there was every chance of finding ”the man” on the boat and who perhaps would not find the growth on my legs attractive.

***

Latvians, Poles, Russians, British, Germans and I made up the thirty passengers on the rotor-powered plane that descended at Labuan Bajo Airport, a small domestic airport with one short plane landing track in the middle of nature. There was no way of telling who among them would share my boat, but that wasn’t my worry—getting a handsome Pole (among the sprinkling of other attractive males) to take my picture on the runway was.

If you ever need to convince yourself that travelling alone is advantageous, approach the person you have developed weak knees for and express your inability to use the self- mode of your camera. Usually they oblige, understanding fully well the limitations of the female mind. If the victim has been thus trapped, how you initiate a conversation after your picture is taken is your lookout.

Me, I speak of the weather with gusto, about the excitement of being there, try to sound up to date in the local custom, appear attentive to their opinions—but a gifted flirt could just as easily get away discussing a piece of eggs. That is how I came to believe that Poland has the most attractive men in the world.

***

Labuan Bajo Airport (hence referred to as LBJ) was a convenient little airport making no bones about scanners, security checks and baggage carousels. I collected my luggage and left to look for my pickup.

I didn’t mind that my name was spelt wrong on Mathias’s placard, but what I did mind—very much—was that once I was safely in his fold, he held up another to welcome a Latvian family of four.

Adding fuel to the fire was that none of them, except the sixteen-year-old Amanda, spoke any English. I was going to have a rum time discussing prom nights and stolen kisses as an alternative to staring at my waxed legs.

Mathias, a short, dark Sulawesian in the role of the guide, was superb. Without waiting to be asked, he plunged straight into the history of LBJ to a group of which the majority didn’t understand English, and of the two that did, one had been under the impression that we were going on a cruise. He stopped only when he saw Amanda turn pale at the sight of what was to be our home-cum-transport for the next three days.

I paled because the handsome Pole would not be sharing the boat with us.

“Welcome on board,” he said sadly.

Ours was a boat that had seen better days and to whom time had not been kind—forcing her to give up active duty and transport tourists headed for Komodo or Rinca Islands in search of its famous inhabitants, the Komodo dragons. So it was only a matter of getting used to her rhythm, sipping coffee, counting the sunbathing islands and writing. Somehow, writing always calmed my mind.

***

Dear Diary,

“I hate this coffee, but I love sailing across the archipelago at the mercy of the sea god. But what if something goes wrong? I mean, what if we capsize? Okay, it is definitely not what I should think of right now, but I can’t help but wonder what waits for me at the end of this boat ride. I loved the journey so far, I swear I will love what is to come and I am glad this unexpected boat ride has re-established a connection with my soul and sealed the belief that when I am in one place, I want to be at another. Oh, I feel a part of the global village, a woman following her dreams. OK, so Labuan Bajo was not my dream, of course, but I am here. Damn, the boat is rocking too much...”

Upon Mathias’s encouragement, I tried my hand at the wheel.

In the UAE, everyone drives. At the risk of sounding arrogant, I claim “no accidents”, except for the occasional bumper scratching, jumping red lights and one big crash on a sand dune that blew up my jeep and put me off desert driving for good. Though there was a difference between driving on Dubai roads and steering a boat on choppy seas, Mathias was confident.

The crew could look out for the sudden whirlpool so common in these parts, he said.

Sailing on blue waters under a blue sky, meandering through picturesque islands miles away from any inhabitation looks great on film, but the reality was that brown as it was, my skin was at as much risk of being damaged as Amanda’s. My lack of preparedness for the sea journey didn’t improve the situation, so it was really a blessing that gestures worked as effectively as the tongue when it came to expressing my need to borrow sunscreen lotion from her.

***
At the office of the Park Ranger, I became a hero.

Ranger: YouIndian?(Peeringintothedog-earedregisterthat required me to mention my nationality)

Me: Yes.

Ranger: You come from India direct?

Me: Yes, I...guess so. (Shouldn’t I have said that?)

Ranger: You are not living in Europe?

Me: No. Dubai.

Ranger: Welcome, welcome, Anjaly, Indian. Kuchi kuchi hota hai...you know Shah Rukh Khan?

Affirmative.
“Sing Kuchi Kuchi Hota Hai,” said one.
“I can’t sing, no really...”
Retreat was impossible under the circumstances.

I am an established bathroom singer alright, but I have no credit beyond those four walls. King Khan, I hoped, would someday appreciate the courage with which I gave my best shot at the above song to an audience that consisted of four Latvians, Mathias, the Park Ranger and his three assistants, the coffee vendor and one lazy Komodo Dragon sunning by the Rangers office. Only he remained unmoved.

Three hours of marching single file through dry, palm-dotted island taught me endurance, but it took a run-in with a female to learn all there was about Komodo dragons.

What happened was this.

The sight of a female dragon guarding her eggs was mesmerizing. It made me ignore the Ranger’s warning and pushed me closer to the beast for a perfect close-up. There was no way to establish whether the dragon mama-to-be was camera-friendly or not till I was within biting distance. My cue to get out was her unsmiling face, but even the smartest pea in the pod can be fooled by the thick layer of skin guarding her eyes and I, not being the shiniest coin in the foundry, failed to see any change on her face and inched closer to her bite.

The forest readied for action. The air thickened, Mama Komodo prepared her three-metre long body for a confronta- tion, and the Ranger hissed out warnings—not that anybody else was especially eager to get closer to Mama Komodo, me being the only stupid one on Rinca Island that day.

Stupid enough to want that perfect close-up.

My heart hammered as I considered my options, which, under the circumstance, were limited to climbing a tree, running zigzag or remaining still and hoping she would cool off. Short of chattering crickets, everything bore resemblance to a horror flick where the hero managed to trap himself between the jaws of death in a supreme effort at establishing infallibility.

But making instant decisions was my forte—never mind that my million-dollar picture would remain a dream, for, that moment the need to be on the old boat with its noisy OBM chugging back to civilization was strong.

Mama Komodos are, however, made of sterner stuff, and she, quick to sense my resolve, rose to the occasion, bobbing her ugly head and spewing fire with her eyes.

The Ranger’s voice cut into the sudden freeze frame. “Ruuuuuun.”

There was absolutely no reason why I shouldn’t have obeyed that command.

I ran.

These are the little unexpected moments that slammed me back to Earth, reminding me where I was and how I got there—and these reminders were not very flattering. I could have caught the infected end of the dragon tongue and died on the way to medical care; not the prettiest way to go, I’m telling you. What had I been thinking? Was that picture more important than my own life? Was it absolutely essential to take unnecessary risks when travelling? And for what?

The night that followed was the kind you remembered with fondness—kerosene-flavoured noodles eaten around a silent table with your mind ruminating over the pleasures of travelling, proving how it exposed you to different situations, cultures, dangers and why language didn’t matter as long as you have agreed to sleep on a communal bed and are open to tolerating different perspectives.

Peteris’s Latvian-style snoring cutting through the call of birds nesting in the mangroves that sheltered our little boat woke me up. I groped my way past Amanda & Fly, silently crept past the engine room and hoisted myself to the roof where the crew slept.

The world is big, the human small and the beasts even bigger. I waited for the morning.

Two days later, in an obscure eatery in Labuan Bajo (I refuse to call it a restaurant), sunburnt and hungry, I faced a meal test that challenged my visual and mental co-ordination, requiring me to answer, by looking at it, what the animal had been before ending up on my plate. Did it meow? Neigh? Moo? Grunt?

Let’s just say that a few mouthfuls later I guessed that it may have once been man’s best friend.

I reconfirmed.

“Bow, bow,” replied the Sulawesian waiter in a manner suggesting that I was being overly curious.

Damn.
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Backpacker Burnout

I stared at my almost empty wallet with growing concern. Adventure Komodo had cost me a small fortune (I could call 400 USD that, I suppose) and I still had over a week of Indonesia left. I suppose backpackers staring at a shrinking wallet during the course of travel have experienced an unfortunate connection between loneliness and lack of funds. Such thoughts force them to slow down, and sometimes, find a cheaper place to go—like Yogyakarta, especially for those backpackers forced to leave a slightly more expensive Bali. If you were intending to see more of Indonesia on a lot less, then Yogyakarta (aka Jogja, Jogjakarta) was the ideal place to go. Plus, Jogja came with the assurance of a rocking time on a small budget.

A short flight from Bali later saw me at Sosrowijayan Street in Jogja, “the cheapest place,” according to the cab driver who unnecessarily rattled off the distance to the railway station and shops selling batik before driving off without giving me directions to lodging facilities.

A very drunk Australian, with whom I had forged a bond during a Bintang-guzzling night in one of Bali’s sleazier pubs, had revealed his method of finding lodging in a place with the least helpful people and alien language.

“You simply follow another tourist, mate, sooner or later they will get to their pads. Or you simply ask them, if you know how...Ha ha ha.”

Bunkum, I had thought, taking a passionate swig, and let it pass. He hadn’t cared to explain further, for immediately after this extravagant revelation, the lager had taken over.

As instant, nonsensical theories went, this one was not completely screwy, for my four-dollar accommodation on Sosrowijayan Street was found by its application. But because PMS and my depleting funds brought about emotional imbalance, the sardine-tin sized hole seemed overpriced.

Something unexplained had plunged me into unfathomable gloom, making me reflective of experiences of women travelling alone more than ever before. How the hell did one overcome hormone-fuelled blues?

The symptoms I was going through included the following:

Exhaustion and irritability; 

Wanting to hide in the room; 

Pity and anger—everything I wrote in my book was a complaint; 

An urge to call someone often; 

Hating the local coffee. 

I hadn’t been on the road for as long as some women—so probably there was a solution to PMS blues I didn’t know of yet, but it definitely did not include staring at swollen feet and bloated tummy, not to mention the pillow wetting.

It didn’t help that the no-boyfriend phase was on, which cut out wailing-into-the pay-phone dramatics.

How the hell did one coax the bloody feet back on the road?

Whoever said that one couldn’t think straight with hormones dancing inside them didn’t say it right, perhaps, because through the curtain of hopelessness, an idea twinkled: what the heck were massages for, anyway? Past experiences on the masseuse’s mat had established that after sex, they were the most bankable stress busters and though it was sometimes difficult to separate the two, it never failed to put the spring back into your step.

The Kakiku foot-massage experts proved that a foot massage (and strictly that) was the only solution to hormone, related melancholy. There was no argument on it being cheap and orgasmic and it was a damned sight better than ginseng tea and sardines.

When the mind was restored to its normal functions, the rest of the body laid down demands. It was time to push boundaries—and I allowed myself to be talked into climbing a volcano the following night. Under less trying circums- tances, volcanoes would have failed to make it to a list of my favourite things, but Mr Nimble Fingers at Kakiku had stimulated every nerve ending in my feet that had anything remotely connected with adrenaline overflow.

***

It is wrong to sneak up unsuspecting volcanoes in the dark; you must give a reasonable warning. That’s what I’ve always thought, but our guide didn’t, and led a German couple and me up an incline in single file in the rains.

I may not be an expert on scaling volcanoes, but I had sense enough to figure that the chances of seeing the promised sunrise were slim if not nonexistent. But since this rain- soaked adventure wasn’t a run for the last ham sandwich in Hungry Town, the unsuccessful return didn’t dent the spirits, and it was a merry bunch of us that tucked into honey- dripping banana pancakes just about the time we should have been welcoming the sun on the volcano, had our luck held on.

The world is full of people ready to massage your bruised ego, a good example being the pancake maker in Selo, who, when folding honey into the steaming cakes, unnecessarily suggested Borobodur Temple.

“Vely good,” he called out over the hissing stove, “many many toulists go there. Melapi not easy. Too much rain.”

And like a true backpacker intent on taking in as much as possible in as little time, I boarded a bus to Magelang to see what “toulists” go there for.

Have you ever noticed how one disaster follows another? Comprehend this. Rains were drowning Indonesia—so if anyone insisted on climbing volcanoes in such conditions, they really only had themselves to blame. Let’s agree that everyone was allowed one mistake, but to make another soon after the first was stretching stupidity a bit—exactly what I did right after entering Borobudur grounds.

I decided to climb to the top.

I confess to feeling bushed-in, but that was expected after a night spent exposed to the elements. But that did not curb the desire to reach the top despite having a low opinion of vertical climbs.

Every adult on earth who has taken their moral science class seriously knows about the sweet fruits that await the persistent. While I don’t agree with the fruit theory, I found, after heaving up the steps made for long-legged individuals, that if I reached the wish-granting Buddha inside the bell- like stupa through the perforated cover, then I could not only have the fruit, but also the basket it sat in.

There was one obstacle between the fruit basket and me: reaching the Buddha through the holes made by someone with time on hand and twisted sense of humour.

Unless your hands had a certain elasticity that allowed them to stretch a mile, you weren’t likely to get far. So if your reason to visit Borobudur was connected with wishes, you were knocking about the wrong temple.

And you would think that Buddhism followed the straight path to nirvana.

Strange as it may sound, not being able to connect with the Buddha made me edgy and a little uncertain, as though I had failed to do something important, that somehow I had shown disrespect towards a local tradition. Perhaps I was expecting too much from myself; wanting to discover everything in a country I was travelling in. For what else could explain my anxiety when a Norwegian gap year student struck up a conversation over a glass of toddy by the fence in the temple grounds.

Him: This thing is awesome, yes.
Me: Hmm, you bet it is. Best thing after Bintang—and cheap.

Him: Yes, yes, you have coconut trees in India, yes? Indonesia is so much like India, yes?

Me: Oh yeah, plenty. Even the toddy tastes better in India. Say, have you been to India?

Him: No. After university, maybe. Now I will travel for two months and go home. What about you? You are alone, yes? Awesome. For how long?

Me: Another week perhaps...been here two weeks now, chasing Komodos and what not. Maybe I will come again next year.

Two bamboo cups of palm toddy and swapping travel stories later, he left in search of his girlfriend while I stretched myself out on the concrete bench to let the effects of toddy pass.

It was common enough to make small talk and leave without asking names—one didn’t really care about sticking to etiquettes, and names are usually the last question you think of asking when bonding over toddy. Questions on marital status, jobs, car models and opinions on local cuisines are far more interesting.

But even in my state of inebriation, I asked myself a question. What kind of a traveller was I?

Here was a kid doing a round of South East Asia before going back to university, not in the least worried about missing anything important or touristy and there was the German couple of Team Mt Merapi who had quit their jobs and travelled so long ”they had seen themselves evolve from rotund desk job-type figures to super-slim trekkers”. Both left me bewildered. Maybe that was my problem; I’d been thinking about it too much or perhaps drinking too much of that damned toddy. But the toddy-guzzling gap year kid with the habit of saying “awesome” got me thinking. It was okay to roll my eyes with an air of superiority, thinking about how different I was, but really, what kind of a traveller was I?

Perhaps there are even certain categories travellers fall under—like the year-on-the road types, the gap year types, the searching-for-authentic-experiences types, the hippies, the country-hoppers, visa stamp-collectors, the party types, the RTW-types and those who backpacked for about three weeks to a month during their annual leave at a job that paid for all this—like me.

My toddy-saturated mind was doing some real deep pondering. Could I or any other traveller be really defined by where we have been or what we have done? Better still, was it any of my business, anyway? If I was judging, then how was I any different? I mean, didn’t I get the urge to hang out with fellow backpackers in cheap bars? Didn’t I like an English-language menu? Didn’t I wish for familiar food or face? Or, didn’t I wish to see the touristy places and be photographed besides them?

So I had in some ways broken away from the mould of Indian women travellers, but did it matter to anyone, other than me, of course?

Whatever the answer, I was really beyond caring that moment. It took all kinds to make up the travelling community.

***

If you wanted to be rude, then nothing could stop you from calling backpacking an imperfect art, seeing that there was no way of perfecting it nor finding a perfect backpacker. That would quite naturally throw up another round of debate on perfect trips, and travellers will vouch that the perfect trip was a myth. Things would go wrong, travellers would feel nostalgic, the place or food may not be as appealing as they thought and all this would lead to mistakes and foul moods.

I made mistakes; every mistake a perfect traveller does not, ha! But then, there was no such thing as a perfect traveller. So I ended the self-debate by dethroning backpacking from the high pedestal, concluding that while it was not just about packing and going off, jumping in and out of trains or buses, unpacking our bag or finding a place to sleep—it was also not quite an endeavour that required any particular skill. You made up your rules, called your skills and common sense to use when the situation demanded.

I decided that I’m not a backpacker or such like, but really a traveller wanting to see and experience different things, and that I should just be travelling and not get so caught up in how I am doing it.

When put like that, there is less risk of falling into a category. There was no real need to categorize travel, anyway. I was travelling for the fun of it and didn’t want to look back and feel that I had left out something because I was living within a category.

Later, by the time Mt Kilimanjaro happened, I had shed the typical backpacker’s garb for something more definitive.
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Farewell Backpacking, I’m Climbing
 
To wake with the sun on a cold December morning in Dubai is the all-important cure for a fidgety soul, but the cure was found in the cup of coffee accompanying my contemplation—it being full of the restorative stuff.

Such was the quality of caffeine, that upon sitting down to chew over life in general, my thoughts sped along an un- expected track totally unconnected to my decision of being a “Backpacker Forever”. Right up until then, I had found planning my travel impossible. I mean, making itineraries was akin to killing the joy—so I guess it must have been the coffee which made the thought of climbing a mountain seem possible.

Mt Kilimanjaro—that was where my thoughts had wandered.

Caffeine-induced decisions must, as a rule, be subjected to close examination, particularly when mountain-climbing skills and abilities were nonexistent, but the sudden surge of adrenaline induced by the thought of Africa’s highest peak was enough to bring down the hammer on it.

My past will stand witness to the fact that undoing any decision that I have come to, however abruptly, including the least practical and almost unattainable ones, have been impossible.

Mt Kilimanjaro—Africa’s highest point.

My travel mantra had been fashioned out of a wise saying that did not take the means into consideration, focusing largely on the end—the initial push I banked on to make Adventure Kilimanjaro a possibility. I fancied myself on Uhuru Peak waving several flags at the Africa spread out below, feeling full of importance. The coffee, meanwhile, continued adding the stuff into my blood stream.

Mt Kilimanjaro. Tanzania. The Dark Continent. 

I continued to contemplate in silence. When you compared the number of successful climbers worldwide against the adversity of mountaineering, any fear associated with high altitudes vanished. This conclusion was either my mind’s persuasion tactic or a novice climber’s catchphrase. But it helped me get comfortable with the idea.

A Google search revealed the importance of physical fitness. Getting rid of the flesh rolls around what I called a waist (when I needed amusement) was the only foreseeable impediment to my otherwise perfect plan—more so because I had set a tight, seventy-day schedule starting Decision Day.

Adventure Kilimanjaro was in operation, never mind that logic and reason failed to repeal what caffeine did to me.

Reality has a peculiar way of highlighting idiocy, for when teaching an old dog new tricks, i.e., getting a hitherto backpacker inducted into the role of a trekker, it never fails to stress on everything that you hate (booking treks, getting into shape, organizing trek gear, etc). But there was a silver- lined cloud that made the above situation bearable: the chance to turn up my nose, toss my head and tell all those enquiring about the next weird place I intended to go—“Oh, I am climbing Kilimanjaro.”

If anyone wanted to snigger at my lack of physical fitness, it was their lookout.

But you cannot include friends in that category of people whose constant allusion to your physical fitness annoys you, because friends, as friends are meant to, make their own contributions to your well-being and there is no getting out of that.

Maya, a pretty girl with a smiling face who kept away from any form of physical exercise, and my best friend, suggested writing a blog. “That way, you can track your progress every day.”

Shiva, a Forex trader who survived on coffee through the dinner, suggested something else. “Coffee can go.”

Vivek, a colleague who “did” Mt Kili a few years ago and hence was best suited to hand out free advice said: “Train yourself to drink at least three litres of water every day.”

Maya expressed concern over my fitness, while Vivek, with some experience to bank on, suggested ways of going about it. Anyone with little knowledge of mountains and high altitudes, on seeing my frame could have stressed the need for intense training before presenting me to Mt Kilimanjaro.

So like everyone intent on climbing Mt Kilimanjaro and eager to tell the world about it, I started a blog, cut down my caffeine intake, drank four litres of water a day, climbed stairs and grew nervous every time the stops for breath grew longer. Training with that sculpted Greek god personal trainer Vivek recommended would have been a breeze, but a brief argument over my requirements—which he thought I did not need—ended any chance of him breathing down my back while I stretched and strained, forcing me to invest in a cross trainer that would look after the health of my wallet and lungs with clinical precision.

All I could tell myself while pounding away on the machine was how I would climb to the top and someday, show the Greek god my middle finger.

And so on.

Meghna, who I have elsewhere mentioned, who could be relied on to find a flight to Timbuktu via Ulaan Bataar if there was one, did her statistics and procured the cheapest ticket to Kilimanjaro Airport via Addis Ababa on Ethiopian Airlines. One really couldn’t blame her for the shock the airline created by crashing five minutes after taking off from Lebanon on January 25, 2010, three weeks after I had been booked to fly on it.

Vivek had been the one to bring me the news. 
***

A life of mountaineering was not what I dreamed for myself, but on the remote chance of a successful return from Mt Kilimanjaro, I could revive my fledgling mountaineering career by setting Mt Everest-sized goals. When said like that, it made me sound serious about myself too. But it was extremely odd that people asked me about Mt Everest when I mentioned Mt Kilimanjaro, and I haven’t the foggiest idea what it was about Kilimanjaro that instantly reminded people of Mt Everest.

But I am assuming that a non-mountaineer was not likely to know the difference and relied entirely on reputation and popularity, pushing you towards it even if all you wanted to do was climb Kilimanjaro and hang up your trekking boots soon after. One didn’t sort of go bounding up mountains just because they were there, right? Except, of course Ernest Hemingway who, bless him, did just that, but that is another story.

I was not ecstatic about Kilimanjaro, the reasons for that being these:

My thoughts, out of habit, travelled on overland trucks into Botswana and Namibia and sometimes walked the Silk Route. 

Climbing Kilimanjaro was frightfully expensive, particularly for those wanting to go solo. 

My morale sank to my knees when sweating on the machine. 

Going without caffeine was doing bad things for my energy levels. 

Nothing was working on my flesh rolls, which continued to get bigger and stubborn. 

There were many redeeming factors in Preparation Kilimanjaro though—buying new gear, morale-boosting speeches courtesy friends, and a higher ranking on the admiration scale. So I do not want to dwell too much on the band-aids I used during breaking-in to the trekking boots that took a big chunk out of my budget.

But as Paulo Coelho predicted, knowing all there was to know about Mt Kilimanjaro made it a friend, and as the days progressed my fear of climbing it was gone.

Setting my mind upon a task and giving it a narrow timeframe was a way of ensuring its successful execution.

Seventy days had transformed me from an impulsive backpacker to determined trekker. Plus, there was comfort in knowing that a moderate amount of hash browns, pizzas and Big Macs could keep me healthy, contribute towards my travel kitty; that my mind, when set upon a task, could make everything work towards making it come true, and that if my heart told me to climb mountains or sleep with strangers in palm-sized dormitories, I would happily oblige and never complain if someone kicked me while I was asleep.

That was what I suppose goals did to you—made you a slave to your heart. 
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Pole Pole, to Kilimanjaro
Coffee and buttered toast influences the mind in peculiar ways—like making it less reactive to traffic noises—which is a good thing in view of my contemplation of Mt Kilimanjaro rising above everything else in my backyard. Seen from the rooftop of Hotel Kindoroko in Moshi, the sight of Mt Kilimanjaro quelled every interruption that threatened to break the spell.

“That,” I told myself pointing at where I thought Uhuru Peak would be, “That is where I am going. At last,” and pulled my sides to check for rolls of flesh, coming up with nothing. “Well, well well...I wonder where they are hiding.”

Anyone watching me (as the bellboy was) would have seen a self-congratulatory smile spreading out across on my face, a smile that reflected pride, persistence and such like. But as it happens with contemplations over breakfast, mine too was interrupted by the arrival of the guide.

There are guides and there are guides whose mere look can reduce you to a speck, making you wish you had stayed at home. Siraji Said belonged to the latter category. He went on to size me up against his own sinewy body, weighed and measured my energy with some hidden scale and let his eyes do the talking. That Siraji was very tall, dark, tattooed (it was hard to miss the OUTLAW burned into his forearms) and looked every inch the African male, women fancied should have pitched me over the moon. But his apparent lack of interest did strange things to my confidence.

“Karibu. Welcome to Tanzania. Tomorrow we go to Kilimanjaro.”

“Asante. Yeah, I am looking forward to it.”

We shook hands. His was a grip that crumbled my self- esteem further and even while I wished for those fingers of steel to do more than grip my hand in that superior way, I couldn’t help but condemn him for it. Yeah, it’s one of those unexplained things in a woman’s dictionary.

To be fair, Siraji did not sneer at my less-than-perfect body, but at my unpreparedness for the trek following an inspection that brought forth no rain pants. Siraji, as I said, was one of those guides that let the eyes do the talking, broke his silence to suggest a day trip to Materuni Waterfalls to check my endurance—in reality, an attempt to send me back without attempting the climb.

He added acclimatization as an afterthought. “I will prepare for Materuni. It is good.” “Sure. I am ready when you are.”

Swahili was not my language of expediency and English was not Siraji’s and that left me wondering how in the world I was going to convey to him my intention of conserving energy for the climb.

As it was, I had fallen short of his appreciation, and the only way to gain his trust was by showing how my chubby cheeks were only a façade—that underneath the fat was really a steel frame.

What was a mere waterfall against the mountain I was going to climb?

Right?

Wrong.

By the day’s end, I had failed to enter into Siraji’s good books and failed in chipping away his armour of indifference. But not one to lose heart over my lungs’ incapability of adjusting to the sudden strain or in finding Siraji’s weak spot, I nipped away to East African Pub Inn, close to Kindoroko for some Tanzanian lager and African ass-grinding entertainment.

*** 

None of the self-doubts delayed the morning drive to Marangu Gate. In fact, it was just the type of day that washed away negativity. A keener eye would have noticed the offices of the Kilimanjaro National Park Authority and found something amiss, but to my mind drunk on excitement, the absence of other climbers meant having the mountains all to ourselves, namely Siraji, Lucas, the assistant guide, my two porters and me.

“Five days,” I told myself as Siraji attended to the paperwork, “Five days and it will be over. Why the fuss? How hard can climbing be, anyway?”

Marangu Route was, I had been told, a “high altitude trek”, and what was that about snow? People walked in snow all the time, didn’t they?

It was not as though I hadn’t anticipated hardships; but even Google’s assurance that Marangu was “luxurious” couldn’t have prepared me for the isolation of walking up the mountain with the silent Siraji for company. That was not his fault; the idea of climbing Mt Kilimanjaro in March—the season of rain and snow—had been mine.

Siraji refused to leave my side, offering his shoulder to rest my head, murmuring “Pole pole” (pronounced po-lay) till my breath returned to normal and I could inch uphill towards Camp 1, but damned if I had to be carried on those shoulders anytime. It would be such a blow to my ego, wouldn’t it?

Under the circumstance I made a note of the following:

Climbing Mt Kilimanjaro was not going to be easy. 

Your guide is your best friend; let him decide what’s best for you. 

It’s okay to lean on your guide for support. 

If you can, try going with a group of people; it boosts your morale like nothing else. 

Learn Swahili; it could be the only method of communication with your porters/guides. 

Never look up, it will only make you very depressed. 

Stop looking at your watch. 

It’s okay to feel tired. 

The faster you try to walk, the longer it will take you to reach camp. 

“Pole Pole” should be your Bible, Quran and Bhagavad Gita. 

Mandara Hut was predictably empty and the sight of four empty beds in the conical hut dramatically worsened my outlook. Opinion on the hardship of the four-hour climb from the Marangu Gate may vary depending on your fitness, but my opinion on the subject was firm.

I had wished and been granted a nightmare.

But I think it fair to add that when comparing nightmares, the one in Cappadocia didn’t come close to Nightmare Kilimanjaro, which had only just begun—crash landing over Cappadocia’s lunar landscape suddenly felt like a video game in comparison.

While sipping Milo and munching salted popcorns in a friendless dining area, my mind considered abandoning the climb, but Siraji’s arrival changed that. What Milo and popcorn failed to achieve, Siraji’s eyes did. Moist with sympathy and a “pick-me-up” type smile, they lifted me up from the depths of despair and hopelessness instantly. He was a good guide. He was.

The next morning, I stopped looking at my watch—there was only so many times I could pity my inability to keep pace with Siraji’s longer and purposeful strides. But eight hours after leaving Mandara, when we (I) crawled into Horombo Hut at 3,800 m AMSL—above mean sea level for the ignorant—all thoughts of summiting Uhuru Peak vanished.

Temperature fell, the air thinned, exhaustion reigned and silence killed my spirits.

If Siraji was disappointed, he didn’t show it, focusing only on my growing hunger, adding that it was a good thing, because with altitude gain, people found it hard to hold down food, and hence lost the energy vital for the summit push.

I don’t know what it said about my obsession with food, but Siraji’s ruling on my appetite was a confidence booster, so I invited him to sleep in my empty hut that night.

The tall, dark, silent African guide paid to look after my well- being nodded in agreement.

***

Somewhere after Horombo Hut and before The Saddle is the last water point. There is also a wooden shed that was once a usable toilet. It was to this wooden shelter that Siraji directed his attention the next morning and I followed meek as a wet sheep—for I was a very wet sheep.

Elsewhere, I have mentioned that I had forgotten to bring rain pants, an oversight which was corrected at a cost of USD 5. I bring this up because, between the two points I mentioned, my raincoat failed in its function. The reason for that beats me to date, but the long and short of it was that from the time we left Horombo and ran into a drizzle, my raincoat had soaked up every drop of rain, ruined my two inner layers which, at an altitude of 4,000 m (AMSL and going higher), was not a pretty situation.

I might add that by such time whatever could go wrong had gone wrong. My fingers were frozen; my jaws were frozen; actually, why stop there—my whole body felt frozen. What’s more, everything I carried in my backpack was wet, including my passport, and I had nothing to change into.

Siraji, however, had secured his backpack under an African- style rain poncho, and picking out a suitable fleece jacket and pants, proceeded to strip me of my wet clothing, piece by piece.

What cold does to your reflexes is an argument for another day, but under the circumstances it worked adversely on my senses. So when Siraji unhooked my bra and gave my body a good rub, I could only let warm tears flow, promising him the world if I survived.

The promised world was too small for his goodness, but I was feeling generous and I needed all the help, sympathy and affection to make it past the Saddle to Kibo Hut and into my warm sleeping bag and my own clothes.

I was bra-less (and likely to remain so till we reached sea level), so the least I could do was not jump about giving Siraji any bright ideas.

At Kibo Hut, we compared notes. Everything was stacked against us, except altitude sickness, which was “very good thing”, according to Siraji. It only goes to show that the mountains were partial to climbers, and as it stood, I was among the favoured ones, if you could ignore the excessive amount of snow and wind. The Ranger unnecessarily explained that earlier in the morning, the only other climber, a German, had stepped out of the hut and into several inches of snow and promptly discarded the attempt and descended. If it was meant to discourage us, it failed.

The summit push began with Siraji’s words of encourage- ment. “If you make it to Gilman’s Point, you will make it to Uhuru Peak. I am sure you will do it.”

Sometimes, when your own confidence level has gone south, it is advisable to rely on your fellow beings brimming with the stuff. After 300 summits, Siraji could only be a mine of confidence; either that, or he was a darned good motivational speaker. Lucas, the assistant guide, so far a shadowy figure, was going up with us and with two able people pumping confidence into me, how could I not be tempted into attempting the summit?

Heads bent low to follow the light from our headlamps, we trudged on with Siraji constantly reassuring me that Gilman’s Point was ”just around the corner”. However, reaching the said “corner” involved five hours of tramping through a foot of snow on a 70-degree incline and biting wind. At some point I had asked him why he refused to tell me the exact time and distance to Gilman’s Point, and Siraji looked offended, as though Gilman’s Point had somehow cheated on him by slipping off and planting itself farther away unnoticed. Then he pointed at a clump of snow exactly like the place we were standing on and said, “There.”

Anyone in the same situation would give up in frustration, especially upon realizing that your guide was using the carrot and stick method to trick you into moving on. I mean, one doesn’t like to be made a fool of, right? But recognizing that energy expended in explaining to Siraji the necessity of honesty was best used to walk ahead, I promptly shut up and focused on the little orb of light from the headlamp.

I suppose it is all right to feel alone, empty and lost under the circumstance. And if you are hungry, cold and dying, it does change matters a bit because all that your mind can focus on are unpleasant things. But Siraji was a man of great faith and it was on that faith that I relied on to take me to the top.

The morning of March 25 was a morning that later went into my “Book of Memories” as the worst morning to find oneself on the slopes of Mt Kilimanjaro, with unnecessary wind chill and snow.

But to the Peak we had lumbered on to see the faint outline of the board announcing our victory. There was no beautiful sunrise or blue glaciers to admire and certainly no chance of a balaclava-free smile into the camera, because the camera had frozen along with the water—but it hadn’t mattered anymore.

“Your family will be proud of you,” Siraji hugged me with a force I didn’t think he had, and even Lucas congratulated me shyly with a “You have done it.”

But as I stood at the top, supported between Siraji and Lucas, I had a strange feeling that I was perhaps the only woman who stood on the highest peak in the African continent without a bra.

I was not sure how proud my family and friends would feel if they knew that.

***

Descent was worse. The secret, if there was a secret, to safe descents was recognizing your limit and staying within them. But it seemed like such a rotten time to find out, for every exhausted step down the sharp slopes of Gilman’s Point was a lesson not easily forgotten. Here is what I learnt.

Climbing is not everyone’s cup of tea. 

You need more than a desire to scale mountains. 

You have to love yourself enough to make up for a week of no shower, intense hunger pangs, sharp pains in the knee and thighs, swollen face, split lips, blisters and extreme fatigue, thrown in with a desperate need to sleep. 

Descending is not an option—it is mandatory. 

I would never climb mountains again. 

Kibo Hut at 1 pm looked exactly like it had at midnight— grey, snowed in and empty, except for the ranger who, in his congratulatory handshake, said without hesitation, “No climbers going up today. Too much snow,” and rubbing his hands added, “You brought a lot of snow with you, but you were lucky.”

He smiled at his own private joke. We descended rapidly, exhaustion forgotten in our haste to get to oxygen. I even tried running.

“Pole, Pole,” Siraji called out, out of habit, but this time I was not ready to comply.

“From now on, it’s jaldi jaldi.”

Siraji was fast to catch on. It showed how serious he was about things to come.
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Almost A Bride
I had heard that summiteers, once back on terra firm a and drunk to their gills on success, had a sudden adrenaline surge that catapulted them over the moon and other planetary objects, though, by good fortune, I didn’t feel inclined to any such display of ecstasy. Sleep was of absolute importance, followed by a hot meal, wash, and apprising the folks back home about the summit, and if I woke up feeling joyous, the local pub could be explored.

Hotel Kindoroko stirred to life as I made my way through the lobby and collapsed on the crocodile-shaped bench. Jenna, the curly haired receptionist who had expressed doubts on my ability to conquer the White Mountain in her backyard six days ago, underwent a severe change in her manner upon seeing my certificate and at me looking in even better health than I had set off, if you could ignore the skin peeling off the nose. That she could hug me with force was shocking and in my given physical state her hugs hurt. Jenna proceeded to express her satisfaction with punches aimed at my stomach, thumped my chest, sent for coffee and suggested a place nearby that would braid my hair for free.

“For climbers,” she said, conferring upon me a title I had taken six days to earn.

I fell in with her idea. I had turned a shade of brown that best described the Tanzanian coffee bean, and braiding my hair was only one step short of actually blending in with the scenery, for want of a better expression.

Sleep was thus sacrificed for hair-braiding and hand-shaking with everyone in a mile radius of the hotel. They obviously believed that if you had managed to climb a mountain and not once lost your head to mountain sickness, you were good to carry on without complaining about lack of sleep and fatigue. “What sleep?” the receptionist had exclaimed when I expressed a need to rest, “you make happy. You climb Kilimanjaro. No sleep, later, later, now we celebrate,” and took over the job of making me one of them.

Siraji, when he came to fetch me a few hours later, brightened at my transformation and set about making plans for the wedding. Sleepy I was all right, but not completely out of my mind; it was easy to interpret Siraji’s pleasantries as a mating call.

It is time to confess. In an advanced state of delirium, I had, between the alpine desert of The Saddle and the crumbling stones of Kibo Hut, made some silly remark about how much I loved Tanzania and its people (read Siraji), after he rubbed my back and bundled me in his clothes to keep hypothermia at bay. I remember promising him “the world” as we went higher, feeling lightheaded and fuzzy, especially after he flexed his muscles and offered to carry me ”right up to the summit on my back if need be”.

In response to his daring announcement, I think I promised him something that lead him to believe the existence of a soft corner in my heart, and that there would be bells waiting to ring when we reached sea level. It has been said that I live with my foot in my mouth—this was one such case.

And I don’t blame Siraji and the sparkle in his eyes, but one had to take a stand. It wasn’t going to be easy, for Tanzanians take matters of the heart a tad bit too seriously, and as we were sipping pale pink tea to the accompaniment of a drizzle and the subdued humming of the motor on the roads, he asked me if I would be his bride.

I shivered. The very idea of being wed to a climber had seemed romantic at an altitude of 4,000 m AMSL when the breath was coming in laborious gasps, but on home turf with a cup of tea in hand, I had begun to look at things differently.

I looked everywhere but at him, the cup of tea not having braced me enough for the sudden shock.

Then I dropped the bomb or whatever it is that you drop when telling a faithful lover that you are, err, taken, meaning you have set your heart on something else and marriage to a wanderer without any intentions of growing roots in any particular place would be a bad idea for such a nice and thoughtful man such as himself.

Siraji didn’t see it that way. He was of the opinion that when a man has set his heart on a woman, there could be no conceivable end to it but blissful ever-after. But he was open to the idea of ringing wedding bells in the near future when the impossibility of a marriage right away dawned on him. The immediate danger had passed and I hoped that Time, the good healer, would do his job of smoothening the love- ridden poor, earnest soul while I was safely away on my home continent.

And for a good ten minutes, I explained our differences, starting with my life’s goals, making them up with so much passion that it would have been easy to show me up as a fibber, ending with a sour note on the ugali (cornmeal) and fish I had just ingested and nearly choked on.

Siraji, gentleman that he was, was hurt by my dislike of his native cuisine, but I was relentless. The alarming sound of the wedding bells was ringing strong in my ears and I couldn’t spare any effort in silencing them.

But there is only so much resistance one can put up against hopeful eyes gazing at you over beer mugs in a dingy pub in Moshi. Mrs Siraji Said I was not going to be, but the memory of Siraji’s fingers on my back stirred certain emotions, the cure for which was to be found in a bottle of rum and a cheap motel room.

*** 

Too late to say this for I was already a week in Africa, but all I had seen so far was the Uhuru Peak, a lot of Siraji and eaten ugali and wali kuku (chicken). Now I had to see and feel the Africa I had dreamed of for a long time.

For a week following the summit success, I saw a lot of Tanzania—enough to fall in love with it and even consider living there, among the tall dark men and cassava eating women with wide hips. I hadn’t seen as many lions in India as I did in the Ngorongoro Crater, and I think my knowledge of fauna trebled merely passing through the national parks in the northern circuit.

Everything was different in Africa, even their approach to safaris. I am not complaining—there was never a moment when I felt I had wasted my precious tourist dollars, because every inch of ground I covered was a revelation. I might even add here that everything seemed bigger and better, but that could only be my perspective.

Such was the allure of Africa.

The only incident I recall with horror was confronting a snake sunning itself outside my tent on the Crater rim, when I was hurrying towards the bush near the campsite. Giraffe sticking their necks through the open tent-flaps were fine, but snakes were certainly not a welcome sight for anyone with a full bladder.

After five days on the road in a rattling safari car doing the rounds of the game drive, I was ready for some adventure in the pubs back at Moshi. It was also my first experience of Bongo Flava (Tanzanian hip hop) and I had Siraji and his friend Festo to thank for it. Bongo Flava was easily the best way to beat out any South East Asian music that had been imprinted in my memory. Accompanied by cheap Kilimanjaro beer and bar snacks, Bongo Flava even managed to make a decent bar dancer of me.

Ever notice how quickly one gets used to new and unusual things? And Africa was as unusual as it could get. And though I do not have a better explanation for this, there was a tremendous attraction for the African male (call it fatal, but who cares).

Wasn’t it true that the African ways brought out your primal instincts? That their men, with their strong cavemen instincts, had an unexplained knack for bringing out the cavewoman in you? It was hard enough to get Siraji’s “OUTLAW” tattoo out of my mind without the added distraction of grinding ass in the shadier pubs.

With so many warm feelings towards Africa, I really hate to bring up the incident of the nasty thug who stuck the business end of a homemade gun into my back as I bargained for a bead necklace in Arusha, no less.

No one likes to be poked in the back and not for the fifty dollars left in my wallet, so without thinking, I spun around and pushed him away, screaming bloody murder. Taken by surprise, the thief had run away. So what if I don’t measure up to the average African woman in size, I am an expert in kicking and screaming my way out of trouble, especially when I am taken by surprise.

Sad as I was to leave Africa, I promised (myself) I would return—okay, Siraji’s limpid eyes had something to with it. There is this thing about saying goodbyes at airports that melts your heart in strange ways, and you hope for something (or someone) to chain you to the place and never let you go. Those were my feelings when I stood on tiptoe to whisper something into Siraji’s ears and his arms found their way around me, pressing me close.

“I will miss you.”
“Yeah, I will miss you too, Anjaly...”

“I...mm... (sobbing)...come with me....” (more sobbing)

“I would like that, really...oh Anjie babay. Don’t go...”

Hugs are often the foundations of emotional imbalance as you can see, and before we could settle upon a workable plan of action, it was time to go.
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Sex on the Beach
I am not sure what backpackers-turned-climbers feel, but I insist that climbing is a great way to prove discipline and iron will, but the challenge of changing tracks or lingering on in obscure places, sleeping alongside fakirs or monks was where my true moments lay. Summiting Mt Kilimanjaro was one of my proudest moments, but the call of the road was strong, and ignoring it was making me go insane.

I needed something new. By that, I mean a new place, a new experience—even new food. I had the urge to re-establish connections with the road and restore my wanderer spirit to its full glory. Travelling with whims as my guide and the world sort of spread out in front of me was what I wanted to do again. I had, by this time, seen bits of two continents and a part of another, third, in Turkey, but it so happened that after the Kilimanjaro-induced adrenaline died, I became obsessed with ghouls. My visit to the neighbouring emirate of Ras Al Khaimah and its haunted place may have triggered this sudden desire, but a wanderer’s desire is easily triggered.

I turned to Google. Bokor Palace Hotel & Casino, Kampot, Cambodia, came up as the nearest, cheapest and easiest place to go (because of their visa policy). Said place was teeming with spirits, and there was no escaping a run-in with the ghouls. If I wanted another excuse for my desire to visit Bokor Palace and Hotel, Kampot, Cambodia, I could call it a self- congratulatory gift for my victory over Mt Kilimanjaro.

Dialogue with self:
“Does one need a reason to travel?”
“No. You just sort of do it.”
“Why the hell are you using ghouls as an excuse?” “Uh...”
“Damn it all. Go.”

So I did. I have said something about being a slave to my heart earlier, remember?

***

The motodup (motorbike taxi) driver, a short Khmer loitering outside Phnom Penh International Airport knew a cost- conscious backpacker and managed in some mysterious way to convince me he was what I was looking for. I had one condition. If he expected a tip, he was to find me a living space under three dollars, breakfast included.

The Green Lake Guest House, Street 93, was where we fetched up. I cannot deny that Street 93 was the kind of setting I understood, packed with B&Bs and backpackers crawling out of watering holes or resting by light poles smoking the stuff and contemplating the world in general.

A three-dollar bed-and-breakfast from across Boeung Kak Lake wasn’t a bad deal at all, plus the hotel was equipped with a minibar, kitchen and a cashier-cum-receptionist-cum- hotel keeper with a welcome proposal.

Would I like “very good” quality marijuana?

“Here everybody comes to smoke weed,” he added generously. “Very good quality I give. You want?”

There are lessons I am glad I learnt and one of them is NOT reacting to everything. I said nothing. Also, I didn’t want to burn my bridges to heaven right now, so I explained that wash, not weed was my pressing need.

My rumpled clothes, unwashed hair and tired eyes may have led him to put me down as a weed-smoking bum and you can’t blame him for pinning his hopes on me.

That evening, however, after a dinner of noodles tossed with locally procured shrimps from a roadside stall, I took up the receptionist’s offer. What happened was this. While lounging about the deck, a few other residents in various stages of intoxication started up an impromptu musical. As if by magic, the deck filled up with smoke and gyrating bodies, and before I knew it, drinks and joints were being passed around, and a tall, dirty man with glazed eyes was dragging me into the melee.

What happened after is left to the imagination. I don’t suppose any of those present would be able to fill in the blanks either. I never found out who paid for all that excesses either.

But the receptionist had been right. Cambodia did have the “best stuff”.

***

Cambodia has had a run of bad press for the past few years, yet between genocide, bombings and annual flooding, the local population successfully clings to a thin fabric called Life—which, despite their best efforts, has not restored Cambodia’s status on the tourism map, with the exception of Angkor Wat miraculously overlooked by Pol Pot’s destructive drive.

But if you think you can handle grief, wait till you enter the Killing Fields.

Whoever said that the Killing Fields were just another tourist site was looking in the wrong pit. I don’t particularly fancy admitting that I should have stayed away from Pol Pot’s execution grounds, but when I finally made my way out, my outlook of Cambodia had undergone a complete change—enough to make me patient with the coffee shop fellow whose coffee tasted like the peace offering for the dead and I don’t mean that disrespectfully.

While on the matter of respect, I might add here that for some strange, unexplained reason, it seemed all right to stick my hand in through the open door of the glass tower that housed over ten thousand skulls and caress the cracked skulls—as though reaching out to the past to comfort the tormented soul. I had no connection to these people, yet I was there, feeling them around me, wailing, looking for escape.

My experience of the Killing Fields wasn’t life changing, but it certainly made me tolerant of small inconveniences.

Travelling certainly brings one up to speed on little facts of life that we take for granted. That walk through the Killing Fields should have curbed my urge to see further evidence of Pol Pot’s inhumanity, but I insisted on visiting The S-21 or Tuol Sleng Museum. It was not as if I sought morbidity by choice or force, it was something else. It was one of those visits that make you value life.

My so-called reason to visit Cambodia had been to chase ghosts in Kampot and I am not sure how I got talked into visiting the Killing Fields or the Tuol Sleng and although I cannot think of the two without balking—it certainly added another dimension to my trip. I realized that travelling was not always about the “good life”, but an experience that involved the good and the bad, and taught you something without meaning to. It was about understanding and tolerance, about respect and knowing the value of your own existence.

***

Back at Green Lake in the late evening, I made a dash for the bar. The day had affected me in ways I didn’t think possible. The only solace was that Sex on the Beach was cheap and in plenty, and at two dollars and a night ahead, there was no risk of remembering the horrors of Tuol Sleng. The evening progressed much like the previous one, and soon in the company of smokers sharing drags and singing into the night, I stretched the limit and joined in the merrymaking till the rooster crowed. So it wasn’t surprising that I got into a state of muddle-headedness second night running. I might add here that I was frequently gripped with the urge to fly (that went for all of us on the deck), but that was before we fell into the lake.

I missed the bus to Kampot the following morning.

Morning coffee and banana pancakes restored Cambodia’s appeal. The ghosts of Bokor would have to wait till I was sober.

My next day in Phnom Penh was an eye-opener. It showed me how it was possible to survive on less than 10 USD a day, and even less if you belonged in the tightfisted- backpacker zone. I was surprised at my transformation into a penny-pinching backpacker, eating pig intestines and unnamed birds at roadside stalls in Cambodia and actually enjoying it.

For a dollar, you could have the whole of Cambodia in a bowl.

Travelling through rural Cambodia was similar to travelling through rural India. That is, all that healthy country air forces its way through your windows as you pass along, which is the main difference between connecting with the place and seeing it through a window. But I have to say, it is such moments of keeping your hair in check that contribute towards precious memories.

Kampot appeared at the end of such a journey, but it being a dark and rainy evening, accommodation—rather the lack thereof—worried me. Not often have I come close to tears when arriving in a town engulfed in darkness; so Kampot became the first place that moved me in strange ways. It wasn’t as though darkness or rain put the fear of god in me, but being tired, hungry and uncertain about finding a resting place drove me to tears.

Having no particular skills in locating hotels in the dark was one thing, my ignorance of Khmer, the lack of a raincoat and gnawing hunger made me realize that outside the bus, nature could take revenge in ways she deemed fit. What I hadn’t expected to run into was pushy touts and agents appointed by unseen hotels shoving business cards under my nose before my feet touched the ground.

It dried up my tears pretty quickly.

If I had a magic lamp with a genie in attendance, I would have wished a room with a bath for five dollars, but Cozy Elephant bettered that deal at half that price, throwing in an additional surprise—free coffee and free motodup rides into town. It was not unwarranted generosity towards a lone female, but a ruse to attract backpackers during the low season to keep the machinery running.

Arriving in an empty hotel after dark is pretty unnerving; halls echo your footsteps, light from the generator-powered bulb flickers in defiance and raindrops take up an altogether alien rhythm on the terrace, leaving you feeling that you are going to walk into your room and find it taken. And this was Kampot, the home of the ghouls. And suddenly, in the midst of readjusting your faith in the Almighty, you hear the worst rendition of Blood on the Dance Floor from the room next to yours; you don’t linger around waiting to be stabbed, unless you are made of some solid stuff.

I knocked on the door. The singing stopped. The door opened.

For the second time since arriving on Khmer soil, I shuddered. Silhouetted against the dull light bulb was a giant.

“Hullo there,” said he.

I have never known the right sort of answer to such a pleasantry.

“Oh, umm, hi there...oh, nothing really...you know I have only just arrived and, umm...this place feels so empty and you know...I heard you...singing and....”

I hoped he did know what I was driving at, for I clearly didn’t. He stepped out into the corridor and extended a hand.

“Steven Theron. Oh yeah, it’s a little empty all right, but comfortable.”

“Sorry to bother you...but...hi, I am Anjaly.”

“Angeline,” he repeated, rolling out my name in a very English way.

“Anjaly,” I said. “A” as in “Other” and not “A” as “Angel.”

Anjaly, with a Y.

We settled for Angie. It was almost my second name, one that I fell back on after people repeatedly failed to grasp the original.

That done, Steven observed.

“You might want to unpack while the power is still on. Here, with the rains and all, there is no saying when it will blink off.”

If Steven had meant that as a dismissal, he was disappointed. I lingered and unnecessarily explained that power cuts being very common in India, didn’t really upset me in any way, but what I really wanted was a feeding spot. Steven ran a finger over his chin and brightened up suddenly. Looking at him, it was hard to imagine food doing that to him, but it only goes to show how wrong you can be about looks.

“You know, I can do better than that. Let me walk you there,” and added heartily that he could do with a “bit” of something in his stomach too. I hated to admit that I was afraid of walking into the room by myself, but he must have guessed because he unlocked my door while I feigned interest in my backpack.

Steven was a sailor from South Africa sitting out his time in Cambodia before flying back home three weeks later. The yacht he sailed on was grounded and hauled off to some port in Malaysia to become seaworthy again. Steven preferred Kampot to Phnom Penh and for a sailor down to his last hundred, finding the two-and-a-half dollar B&B could only have been a lucky twist of fate. Kampot, in his opinion, was a place the dollar proved its elasticity and stretched itself out. Moreover, the kindly hotel owner, a Frenchman who came to Kampot years ago, fell in love with the countryside and a Khmer woman, had offered Steven a discount.

Steven was broke, but his luck was not.

“Cambodia has the best weed this side of Asia,” he explained enthusiastically. “India too, and I swear I had wanted to become a sadhu before my friend offered me the chance to sail.”

I wondered if it were the weed-smoking tourists that gave Cambodia a bad name.

That was just the kind of talk one gets used to hearing when travelling alone. Steven may have been wearing the traveller’s mask, projecting an image of himself as an out- of-luck sailor, but I haven’t always been truthful about my whereabouts with people I have just met either. A conversation was necessary, but no one guaranteed its authenticity.

The road from the Cozy Elephant had disintegrated into a slush pond. “Not a great time to be out on the street,” Steven declared, cautiously picking his way in the dark. “Kampot wind’s down early, and our chances of finding anything to eat are ninety-ten.”

I pitched my hope on the ten, because I was starving.

“Do pancakes sound good? There is not much you can order around here, not this time of the night, and certainly not under the circumstances, but pancakes are a sure bet anytime. That and baguettes, although I am afraid they wouldn’t be as fresh as breakfast time.” I nodded in the dark and said nothing. Anything was welcome. Cold baguettes sounded remotely like food.

There is great comfort in dining with a pot-smoking, scrawny stranger not likely to stick pointed daggers into your back and is incapable of fleeing with your backpack when you are not looking. Not that I was in immediate danger of being held at dagger-point and made violent love to, but it was good to weigh the options before inviting him into my room. Steven’s goodnight kiss did, however, suggest possibilities, and I didn’t mind very much when he spoke about leaving his door open in case I was afraid of sleeping by myself in what we had agreed was an eerie hotel.

***

Greeting a Khmer dawn on a wet terrace with water trickling onto the corrugated roof of a house leaning against the hotel walls, excited crickets, grunting piglets and a very disturbed rooster who didn’t seem to realize it was time to shut up is enchanting. That, added to the lingering smell of sex and weed, put me on cloud nine.

But what the night had done was undone pretty quickly when I took the first sip of coffee from the Elephant’s kitchen.
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A Tale of Milk, Coffee and A-Ping
Cozy Elephant made lousy coffee, but when you accept that coffee-making was not everyone’s cup of tea (so to speak), it becomes easier to deal with caffeine deprivation. Coffee was the price I paid for treading southeast Asian soil in search of cheap adventure. I had discarded long ago the probability of obtaining a decent cup my senses approved of, but hope for a good cup never dies in the heart of a coffee lover.

Nature, I have reason to believe, employs strange methods of appeasing caffeine-deprived souls. Okay, so it had some- thing to do with Steven. I am a little ashamed saying this, but a night spent puffing the magic dragon and dirtying the sheets with him had changed the meaning of one-night stands.

Ninety-nine times out of hundred, a strategically placed kiss gets you the results you want, it being the best alternative to butt-kicking when wanting to ruin someone’s slumber. An example of that was Steven, who, waking up to an exploratory tongue, grumbled a half-hearted good morning through a busy mouth and showed no annoyance at being woken up.

There are pleasantries, and there are slap-and-tickle plea- santries guaranteed to fire your senses, and suddenly bad coffee doesn’t feature on your mind and the bright ideas you had thought up earlier fade away. And no, I was NOT turn- ing into a regular slut. I mean, Steven, or any other traveller for that matter, couldn’t deny that physical urges did exist and if someone told you “they did not dream of scoring up on the global list”, they were only trying to be funny.

***
Over breakfast, I learnt the following:

Travellers will always indulge in a pre-dawn romp. 

Travellers will always converge at a common point for their fix. 

Travellers will always guess the nature of your nocturnal act from the way you bend over coffee. 

Travellers will always insist on adding their share of accumulated knowledge of local culture. 

Travellers will always discuss their travel budgets. 

I am not about to prove myself as an expert, but breakfast talk almost always centred on the happenings of the night gone by, so there was no business of hide-and-seek—the only exception to that rule came when non-budget travellers walked in, shaved and scrubbed, and then conversation turned around to ridiculing their methods of travelling.

“Bloody tourist”, someone would say on sighting a bored- looking couple who had spent considerable time under the shower. “The typical Lonely Planeter whose noses you cannot see—and why? Because it is always buried in a Lonely Planet, that’s why.”

“They come with a ‘Do Not Approach’ sign too,” someone else would chip in maliciously.

I haven’t figured what it is about backpacking that brings out their competitive side. But a major pastime is to speculate which of us spends the least amount on hotels and food, and this is done every time a new face walks in.

“I bet I have spent only a quarter of what they have and yet had the best time so far,” is the most common announcement I have heard.

Okay, I have been a part of it too, but I have never really understood this cheapness competition. To me, being a backpacker has nothing to do with how much money you spend, but is about how you spend that money. But try explaining that to Steven, who launched an acid attack on a couple who ordered eggs with pancakes for breakfast.

“The UN-types, I bet”, he began. “Cambodia has them by the hundreds; each employed somewhere, sightseeing on people’s money. Look at them, so superior to the average tourist...why? Because they have been there. See, you can tell them by their skin, damn it, even the local grime sits comfortably on it.”

‘Then there is, err, your kind, though am not sure what that is supposed to mean...you know, the restless, flighty types.”

I don’t think I particularly liked the tone of his voice, but there was some truth in what he said. One learns new things every day.

“My breed? There is such a category then?”

“I don’t know about the others, but I can tell about you. I can bet my last dollar, which under the circumstance is a very easy thing to do seeing that I am nearly there, that you will leg it to the next point on this Earth without rhyme or reason, but what you need to do is learn to relax.”

This was not typical marijuana talk. Last night, Steven had been all praises for my “type”. Whatever that meant.

My resolve to keep an open mind and respect differences and opinions kicked in a second before the need to establish the backpacker hierarchy did. Coffee saved the moment.

For the second time that morning, I gagged on coffee and managed, in some mysterious way, to turn all heads in our direction.

“Bloody hell, what was that? I mean, why would anyone want to poison me? This isn’t coffee...this is...is...vengeance...”

I couldn’t find a suitable word.

I don’t know if the stares directed at me were compassionate or amused, but it brought forth a very worried waitress clucking concernedly in Khmer eager to attend to our need, if any.

“Could I have some milk, please?”

People of Kampot, even though not well versed in the Queen’s tongue, would never mistake an order of baguettes, coffee, pancakes, beer and such like, but they would, when asked for milk, stiffen and go cold.

I don’t know if you have ever faced a flustered Khmer woman, but it gives you the horrible feeling of speaking to an iron wall without a chink and you know you are not likely to get very far, even if you chipped away all your life.

Not ready to face milk-less coffee, I tried gesturing—curling my index fingers into C, placing it on my head where horns were likely to be and gave my head a good shake in what I thought was an imitation of a cow.

The cow imitation didn’t help, so Steven suggested milking an imaginary cow. Mine and Steven’s Khmer was as good as her Chinese, or so it seemed.

I pointed to my breasts.
Anyone in the world would know what that meant!

At last, I told Steven, I could relish my coffee. “Nothing like fresh milk to help the mood along, right?”

“You bet.”
The woman reappeared with a tin of condensed milk. “Aakoon,” Steven said.
“Ah...damn,” I said.
And with that, the restaurant quickly transformed into one of those places you crowd in for a cheap laugh, where everyone throws in their two-penny worth of yarn that grows sillier as the table-thumping gets louder—and vulgar.

“Hell, how do you order bananas hereabouts?” someone put in, “or a melon?” To which someone else replied with a “pull your pants down and face the wall...” That being the cheekiest thing I heard since my arrival in Cambodia, I didn’t see any reason to stay aloof.

It was another thing that I had put my foot in the mouth; I suppose it was only a matter of time before my foot took up residence there, but it improved the atmosphere a great deal. A bunch of foreigners in a strange place, with strange customs and a language barrier was enough to create the perfect comic set-up, what with the misunderstanding and ensuing confusion.

Coffee forgotten and more suggestive rejoinders later, everyone settled down to cursing the rains that threw a monkey wrench in the works, and resigned themselves to lounging about loud, smoky bars to study the world through the glass, watch the rains and piglets, and generally appreciate the good life.

The heavy clouds, hanging menacingly low, indicated that if you placed your trust on the bus to bring you safely, you were overestimating Cambodian technology or under- estimating the Cambodian storm. Either way, you were doing something wrong. But bucked up, as I was with my little idea of adventure, I proceeded to Kep—there was only so much staring at piglets and downing beers that I could stand without getting a crap-attack. I don’t nurse a strong liking for the lager, unless I am looking for a conversation with myself or the wall or bar stool.

*** 

I am of average intelligence, but that did not stop me from chucking logic out of the door to give in to my desire of riding the sea in the rains, buffeting winds and Everest-sized waves at Kep, a seaside town. Rain does something to me, but a sight of a turbulent sea and lightning flashes through the misty windows of the bus sent me scrambling to the sole boat swaying violently by the shore to enquire about a trip to Koh Tonsay (Rabbit Island), visible through the sheets of rain.

“Rabbit Island? No. Too much rain. Come tomorrow.”

Cambodian boatmen, it seemed, took a poor view of sea rides, preferring terra firma till the storm lasted, but in all its limitations, the idea of the great adventure now planted firmly in my mind wouldn’t leave till I had at least used every last trick I knew—in this case, extra dollars.

The boatman took on a more positive approach.

“No problem, rain not very strong. Let’s go.”

The sea between Kep and Rabbit Island wouldn’t sink a boat. The worst you could do was tip over and get very wet— which would add to the excitement, turning an otherwise boring boat ride into a memorable one. It was a game you couldn’t lose.

It is strange how the mind conceives innovative ways to foil the rain’s agenda of wetting everything in its presence. Securing my backpack in plastic sheets and fastening it to a life jacket was my idea, which had the boatman’s approval. He, I supposed, would agree to anything I said, thanks to the extra fare. There was a certain irony to it, though, as I’d refused to wear a raincoat. I longed for the rain and brine on my skin that would somehow help recreate the feeling of being cast out at sea, complete with the shivering and matted hair. Such scenarios always made good stories over a cuppa back on home turf.

The boatman and his assistant focused on the squall and sent up a prayer before kicking the motor to life. I did, however, put on the life jacket. The rain lent an eerie gloom to the approaching evening, but that didn’t take us off course.

The brave little boat ploughed through the sea, expertly cutting around rogue waves in perfect arcs, climbing and swerving to prevent being tipped over. Looking at her go, one would think she was born for this kind of life. The only time I doubted her prowess was when she went parallel to the waves, rolling about so much that bad things happened to my lunch—when through the sheet of rains, the shoreline of Rabbit Island came into view.

Fear to ecstasy didn’t take long, doubled by the prospect of limping to the nearest bar and downing a few; perhaps tomorrow I could put my feet up and the worship the sun.

I swear we were close enough to walk to the island when I heard the engine die with a sickening sound; where was the anchor or the backup or whatever it is that one relies on in such times? With a horrible feeling, I braced myself for the worst. I think I also gave my beloved backpack a lingering look.

Then we went over.

Two days later, I returned to Kampot to attempt Bokor Hill. Two days, because after being fished out of water at Rabbit Island, lying in a hammock, eating crab and getting drunk had been the limit of my activities—something to forget the mishap. I was cured of every desire for sea adventure.

***

Steven was very close to becoming a fixture at Cozy Elephant. Luckily in my absence, there was a surge of tourists and Cozy Elephant had its own little group anxious to trek up Bokor Hill.

Have I mentioned anywhere that you don’t need any particular excuse to visit Bokor Hill? Any reason, even the quirky ones like wanting to dine on the terrace of the dilapidated Bokor Palace and Hotel, will do. But you may recall that my recently developed ties with the supernatural was another of my reasons to be on that rumbling truck followed by the brief, sweaty episode of legging it up leech- infested jungles to find the ghosts of war and extract my sixteen dollars’ worth of thrill.

The climb was like sweating out your sins—amazing how fast my Kilimanjaro-resistant body had gone soft.

The walk—with our guides who were armed with guns— followed by the truck ride, put us in touch with Cambodia’s realities. But it also drove home the point that walking in the forest after rains was best not done in cut-off jeans, for leeches tended to ignore the ankles and attach themselves to your thighs, with special preference for the female pair.

The first thing we saw was the church and while the gun- wielding ranger, restored to his full importance, explained the history of Bokor to the tired group, I walked to the church to photograph it without getting someone’s face in the pictures and to fulfil a childish desire to shout and hear my voice reverberate like in any other church.

It did.

If you are full of the imaginative stuff, then Bokor, with a ghostly quality so hard to find in regular haunted places, is the place you could give it wings. Bokor was clearly the tops. You didn’t have to imagine what went on behind those gaping holes staring out of walls covered with ghostly red, for the place positively dripped with mystery and gore. And if you paid attention, you could even see ghouls sliding down the rotting banisters or sniggering in the fireplace, especially with the hill darkening as quickly as the clouds above.

It was really hard to imagine that years ago ladies in white gloves danced with men in tuxedos in a room lit by torches, while the tigers roared in the surrounding forests! A smile that started at the very thought quickly died when the two sinister words appeared on the wall.

“Everyone died.”

Those clearly were meant to do something to your blood. They did.

The wind picked up and in a matter of minutes, the hill was covered in mist. An unknown hand herded us together into a silent circle. Was it the wind whistling through the halls that caused that curious sound? The mind naturally imagines all kinds of things, and when you are thrown in a closed group, even the gentle sounds of breathing magnify into thunderclaps. And at such a time, if you suddenly get spattered with something cold and wet, it would take a lot to stop you from screaming.

For someone did scream.

***

Steve and I argued why anyone would put those two words on the wall and not stay around to see its effects on hapless visitors, or, for that matter, why would anyone put up a greeting that made you feel unwelcome?

The answer to that was found in cold lager at Rusty Keyhole, but we decided that getting over the horrors of Bokor required stronger stuff, and as I was to leave Kampot the following morning, there was no time to waste discussing the effects of sex on tired muscles when there was just barely time for sex.

My mind was at peace when travelling in the morning light, leading me deeper into the country in search of snakes and tarantula, (locally called a-ping), a desire which had been left unfulfilled in Kampot.

It was easy to love Cambodia despite not knowing a lick of Khmer, the source of Cambodian coffee or a-ping, but I loved Cambodia because I had no expectations from it. It blew me away in an amazing sort of way. It was also a miser’s wonderland, in the sense that it was pretty inexpensive, and so a great place to nourish your inner cheapskate.

Only a week later, after drawing dud at Sihanoukville, I found a-ping at Central Market, Phnom Penh.

I could write a detailed chapter on eating tarantulas, but seeing that it may not go down well with arachnid lovers, I will limit it to a few hundred words.

In size, a live tarantula is about as big as the human palm, and when fried to a crisp, sells at about 300–400 Riel. How they turn into edible spiders from ugly, menacing creatures is simple—they are tossed into a mixture of sugar, salt and garlic and fried till they become stiff. Or at least till the legs do, because the stomach, no matter the hours of frying, remains soft and runny and not quite as delicious as the rest of its hairy body, but it has its takers too.

After the overkill of stir-fried morning glories, amok fish and banana flower salads across Cambodia, a-pings are a welcome change. I’m not sure when arachnids found their way to the Cambodian menu, but it has been said that when Khmer Rouge left the nation starving, people took to eating other life species to supplement their protein intake, kick- starting a whole new chapter on food.

If you are planning to indulge in these tasty tarantulas, prepare yourself beforehand.

Here is how you eat a-ping:

Pick the crispiest critter (Longer frying reduces the tummy- squishiness). Eat them whole or pull off legs and eat them together. Putting too much of the creature into your mouth at once may cause gum-jabbing from various directions. Abdominal contents are gooey, so it’s really up to you to decide if you want to put that into your mouth. Every bite is a step towards a protein rich diet.

I liked to pretend that eating tarantulas was all right and after a while, I forgot that it was not, when I snapped the legs and put it into my mouth.

***

Here I would like to note down a few more things I learnt. Really, the nuts and bolts of travel are easy to master, but there are chances of screwing up, ways to offend your hosts or make other travellers cringe. But it pays to remember that whether you’re a novice nomad or a seasoned explorer, you are definitely at risk in committing one of the Seven Deadly Travel Sins, which I have listed based on my own experience.

Lust: The urge to experience sex with someone from a different culture, in other words, making global sexual advancement. 

Sloth: Prerequisite for a long-term backpacker keeping in mind those long hours of travel, not to mention PMS. 

Greed: The more you travel, the more you want to. 

Gluttony: No way you can experience the local flavours without it. 

Envy: How about that tattoo? Or that exquisite picture taken in the Arctic? I wish I had one like that (turning green). Lucky you. 
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Pride: Of course! I have done that too! Well, mark my words, I love independent travel. 

Wrath: Get off me, leave me alone, dimwit. Ha, you can’t even speak my tongue. 

But those aside, there are other sins that the backpacking community commits at one time or the other, like taking travel too seriously, haggling, failing to respect local culture, expecting everything to go according to plan, annoyance at slight inconveniences, taking local traditions too seriously (which explains the number of tattoos on your body), judging other travellers and getting into the backpacker Vs tourist debates.

I hoped I wasn’t one of them. I really hate barroom brawls.
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Why Pattaya Happened
I am going a little off-track here, but it really is necessary. This was the reason Pattaya happened. Okay, maybe not the real reason, but it made a significant contribution to the story.

Apart from learning about backpacking on shoestring budgets, enjoying myself around drunk travellers, finding cheap living quarters under unlikely circumstances, I have also learnt a thing or two about animals and birds. I have hence concluded that as rider-friendly animals, elephants, horses and camels are best. Ostriches (though strictly not animals), trained as they might be for fun rides, are best avoided. They do not understand the Queen’s language and ignore your pleasantries and commands. If you want to prove me wrong, shake up a wild-tempered ostrich, force-ride it and attempt to get off the harness when it is in motion.

And I learnt that lesson at the cost of a Euro in Vietnam. At about thirty thousand Vietnamese Dong (roughly, a Euro) per ride, you might feel as though you have nailed the ultimate deal, but if you want to prove your infallibility, jump out of a plane. Not that saying any of this will stop anyone from giving the ostrich a go—travellers do not believe in learning from others’ experiences and often go overboard with excitement and place themselves in the path of danger.

I am not sure how I came to be in Da Lat, but it was definitely after a brief chat with Marianna and Ingrid in a coffee shop in Pham Ngu Lao the previous day that the idea of penetrating deeper into the central region of Vietnam came. The girls returning from up north had “heard” about ostrich rides, “checked it out”, found it “fantastic, cool”, and urged me to give it a try. So I had. That’s how I know.

“He make you vely happy,” the little bird owner had said stroking the bird’s neck.

“I hope so, really.”

I should have known what I was getting into by the uneasy way the bird strutted around, but the ostrich owner was a cheerful fellow with a high opinion of his birds and a very convincing manner.

The bird, on its part, did exactly what it wanted to—it ran when it should have walked, upsetting my balance, forcing me to attempt to abandon the ride, which is not easy unless you are a stunt rider. There is no way you can roll off the bird without getting your foot caught in the leather, in other words you can get dragged along for a bit before the ostrich owner halts the show.

Unfair, of course, to judge a country by their ostriches, but after being dragged around by ostriches, I really had no inclination of lingering on in Vietnam. The incident unsettled me and suddenly I had the urge to drop all kinds of travelling masks and revel in the wilder side of life—easy for someone transiting through Bangkok, if you know what I mean.

It is life’s uncontested truth that wearing the moral garb restricts your options. Not the one to be bothered by moralistic attacks, I made my way to a place that had been obliterated from my travel map for unknown reasons years ago. It was about time to remove all prejudices against Pattaya and I was no more a greenhorn susceptible to ethical harassment.

Mark Twain had once declared: Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness, and many of our people need it sorely on these accounts.

Clearly, I didn’t want to be in that group of people who irked the good Twain and instead of being pretentious, prejudiced, and upright, I decided to give it a go—assuming that the worst situation would involve scuffles with inebriated men on a testosterone high, which really was not too much of a worry in any case.

While I was not ignorant of the intention behind every single backpacker’s journey to Pattaya, including mine, I wasn’t really looking to stay off being naughty. It was years since I had been warned off Pattaya by Tattoo Man on the bus to Sanam Luang who pegged me down as a newbie. Since then I had developed a really thick skin and taken on the qualities so well associated with a hard boiled picnic egg.

Pattaya couldn’t kill me.

Many years hence I might regret writing this and might even struggle for explanation if my nephews, nieces or my own kids ever asked me the details of my Pattaya break, but I hope years from now, when they begin backpacking on their own, they will have found the answers.

***

The bus to Pattaya from Suwarnabhoomi International Airport left in one hour and I bought myself a ticket to Sin City.

The appearance of Michel and his Samsonite on the seat beside me caused no distress, and flashing him my version of a friendly but no-nonsense smile, which perhaps didn’t quite put him off, dug into my rucksack for a sarong. But as men with Samsonites will, he leaned closer and started a conversation, sending perfume and alcohol waves in my direction, which admittedly was no match for the unpleasant odour of dust, grime and Vietnam sweat I gave off. One would think suave, business class-like travellers would seek out an equally presentable traveller to engage in conversation while awaiting transport. But apparently that wasn’t true.

“Been travelling?” he asked in a distinct French accent. He was French, that I ascertained by discreetly reading the name tag.

“Yeaaaah.”

That a question as harmless as that should enthuse me, so was arguably embarrassing. But perhaps it was so because he was French or because of my desperate yearning to speak to a fellow who didn’t appear remotely connected to Vietnam, but it injected life into my tired veins.

“Michel,” he continued, offering me hand that had recently been in the care of a manicurist, who, perhaps given the nature of Michel’s fingers, may have suffered fantasy attacks about their capabilities.

“I see you are going to Pattaya too?”

There are a few questions in the world that stump me, for which I can never find the correct thing to say. If the question states an obvious fact, then I can’t figure if an answer is expected at all. The only way out of this tricky situation without making a social gaffe was to nod and offer my hand in return.

“Where would you be staying in Pattaya? Do you have some place to go?”

Questions like these are easy. I can answer that without worrying about their correctness.

“No. But I am sure I will find something,” I said truthfully. “I am sure it won’t be that hard...if not, well, there is always the beach.”

People, it seemed are moved by strange sights and sounds and while the heartstrings are thus being pulled, often promise or propose ideas which otherwise wouldn’t feature on their minds at all. Michel’s reason to put forward his charitable proposal was the sight of a poor, homeless, female Indian backpacker—me going to Pattaya on the night bus— and offered me the use of his suite at Bella Villa, which he said was large enough for two.

“It must be frightfully expensive,” I offered feebly. “I am not sure I can chip in half the rent.”

Forty Euros was not exactly unaffordable, but it was a sound excuse to decline the offer, much as I loved the idea of swimming in a pool, stretching out on clean sheets, air cons and hot showers.

“Let’s wait till we get there,” I took up half-heartedly, hoping Michel would talk me out of my budget scare nevertheless. He was the original Frenchman.

He did.

And it must have been his “you seem okay to me; interesting too”, which under the circumstance could only be taken for a compliment, that finally broke my resolve. Perhaps back- packers in need of a good soap and scrub were the kind of people Michel loved being generous to.

Okay Michel, I damn well like your perfume too. 
***

Michel had turned forty-two a week ago, liked sailing, shopping, pretty girls and loved to talk about all of it when tired people tried to sleep. His large suite at Bella Villa proved that he was just the kind of person every down-and-out backpacker hopes to find when at their budget’s end, but I wasn’t about to go overboard with gratitude, which is why I left the choice of picking the side he wanted and had a first go at the bathroom.

Michel didn’t like mud-caked and foul smelling women in his bed perhaps and turned down the first chance of using the sanitized bathroom, steering me gently towards it with a word of advice about being generous with soap.

A good scrub, a smiling Frenchman and a large, clean bed with soft, white sheets can spark any dull mind. Add that with backpackers not averse to journeying the road to sin and you have the making of a fantasy travelogue. While I soaped myself, I also thought up ways to undress in a nanosecond, ignoring completely the etiquettes of a romantic seduction.

Michel may have his mind set on a Thai lass, but he did not mind an Indian distraction in the least, before leaving for his pre-arranged dinner with a local woman.

When readjusting my bathrobe, I realized how unfair it was on Michel not to be able to bring back his Thai lass because I was sharing his room.

“There is always tomorrow,” he winked, when I expressed such a thought. “Say, will you wait up for me?”

“Yeah, maybe I will.”

I hadn’t expected Michel to come back on all fours nor dreamed that I would undress or tuck him in at 5 am, but this was Pattaya where unexpected was the likeliest thing to happen. But I hadn’t anticipated that half an hour later Michel would wake up ready to have another go.

Michel really was a sport, though alcohol dependent, and rolled off to sleep, squeezed dry of every drop of energy and didn’t wake up when I left.

I never heard from him again; probably, he didn’t see the Thank You note with my email and telephone number I had left on the table under his pink underwear. Now I have stopped waiting for a call or mail from him. Perhaps he is now enjoying helping other backpackers in distress.

Three days of sun, sand and mindless wandering about staring at giant Buddhas and getting fish-massages changed my view of Pattaya. I realized there was more than just Walking Street, professional women, cheap beer and spicy food in Pattaya—that along with being the sex capital of the South East, it was also a great way to forgetfulness.

As I boarded the bus back to Bangkok after three days of sun, sand and eroticism, I became fully aware that Pattaya, whether you experience it by day or night, culminated in one Big Happy Ending.
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Pyramids, Temples and Ramee
“Kushari,” the man towering above me said, “is the only food available here. For touristy stuff, there is McDonalds near Luxor Temple, and no, I don’t know the way to get there in five minutes.”

Not unless I could fly from the west side of the Nile to the east in under five minutes; I was going to have Kushari, that Egyptian staple of rice, lentils and macaroni, again.

He wasn’t unfriendly; any Masri worth his pound wouldn’t take kindly to a face twisted grotesquely at the mention of kushari. Letting my smile fade suddenly had not been wise, but when you have been feeding on kushari for weeks, you do tend to look for surprises in your meal.

Luxor, like Aswan, was content with capitalizing on the glory of a long gone civilization. West Bank, where I silently chewed kushari, was what historians called an archaeological paradise and although I was far from understanding what archaeologists hoped to achieve by digging up earth, the least I could do to show my appreciation for their earth sifting was to visit as many such sites and attempt an understanding of their obsession.

On the world map, few countries could compete for seniority in age with Egypt, so if your heart yearns for more than Hollywood’s version of mummies, the practical thing to do is head straight to the tombs, cough up the pounds and stare to your heart’s content.

Ramon, the taxi-guy followed me in his old taxi before I engaged him and impressed me with his low, all-inclusive price of 70 LE for a tour of important sites in West Bank, becoming my first real contact with Egyptian history. When not explaining the mummification process of King Tut and Ramses, he quizzed me on Bollywood movies with special emphasis on Amitabh Bachchan till I was forced to invent stories of meetings with the Big B as a bargaining chip to bring down the fare (later).

“My Queen,” Ramon would begin in his deep Egyptian voice before launching into a Bollywood quiz. “Amitabh Bachchan’s son married a beautiful woman, no? I see her picture, she is beautiful.”

“Yes, she is.”

“You see her also?”

“Oh yes, several times. She is always on TV.”

Ramon was immune to sarcasm.

“I like Indian movies, I see many on TV. Yeh dosti hum nahin thodenge...”

I couldn’t be sure if he knew the meaning, but when he said it like that, it sounded like he was proposing a lifetime of friendship.

Not such a bad thing, that, except that I am a self-confessed Salman Khan fan and his pectorals, and anyone with no knowledge of Bollywood’s bad boy couldn’t be a contender for my friendship. So I diverted Ramon’s attention to Osiris and Anubis. After all, there were only so many incidents with the Big B that I could concoct without feeling as though I had betrayed Salman Khan.

Luxor surely does not require an introduction, but when visiting the Mortuary Temple of Hatshepsut, I realized that to understand the story behind Hatshepsut’s expedition depicted on the temple walls, a crash course in hieroglyphics would be sensible. What if I found myself in a jaw-dropping, Indiana Jones-like situation with a dead interpreter and no way of deciphering the era of Ramses III, Ramses VI, Amenhotep and Seti when staring at their tombs in the dark belly of the mountains.

In every traveller’s life comes a time when on-the-road experiences sharpen that amazing sixth sense and you begin to imagine what a place would look or feel like before you actually arrive there. I had scored a perfect ten on that scale, but what I didn’t understand right away was that my imagination was the snag, meaning, a good amount of what I wanted to see was hanging by a weak thread called Expectation.

It was hard to bridge the gap between old and the new when staring at mummified animals in the Luxor Museum, and I felt as though I was looking at time without an end—which, I guess is the difference between imagination and reality.

It was another of those unexpected moments in life that show the limitations of your mind.

***

In the hospitality department, the Egyptian male is unbeatable—a quality that becomes even more pronounced in their interaction with the opposite sex, so presumably as many other women before me, I joined the clan that has been subjected to sexual suggestions, particularly in markets when the over-friendly males insisted on putting the chain around my neck, attempted to brush my cheeks when fiddling with the clasp, before I set out to beat them at their game.

I have the hot Indian blood that bursts forth when the threat to body is imminent; and I might add that this, coupled with a body prepared for counterattack, ensured that any leering Egyptian attempting to accidentally brush my breast felt the hard end of my shoes in the softness of his groin before he thought of other places to feel up. And this reaction was not restricted to Egyptians.

But if you are backpacking in Egypt and are a single female, it helps to carry a large supply of attitude, humour, selective hearing and good running shoes.

Frequently, the situation might demand the application of all these.

***

Having learnt the first lessons of independent travel on a train has prejudiced me towards this mode of travel. I have a fondness for it, especially the overnight ones, because they are cheap and have that extra stretching room with free use of toilets. Saying I look forward to train journey would be understating my passion, because I will travel on them even in the worst of times or even when they are known to be unreliable and unsafe.

As all tourists in Egypt, I too found the Luxor railway station, haggled over the price of a ticket to Cairo (necessary in Egypt where everything is open to negotiation on consideration of a small baksheesh). It mattered little that the floor, layered in patterns of grime and dust, did nothing to improve the interiors, nor did it matter that the shrill whistle of the ticket collector jerked everything into motion suddenly. All that mattered was how I was going to spend the next ten hours in a train compartment where the air conditioner was set to below-freezing.

My body jolted backwards unexpectedly, forcing a grunt from the pear-shaped man next to me. A baffled glance thrown my way met by a sheepish bow of my head in apology eased all inconvenience and he turned his attention to more pressing matters.

It was going to be a long ride, but at least the journey had begun. 
***

I ran into Ramee outside Giza station the next morning.

“Can I help you?” he asked, easing his short frame into the space between the stout taxi driver and me. “Where do you want to go?”

“The Pyramids, of course”
“I will help you. Come with me.”
“Huh? Oh...well, sure. Who are you, anyway?”

He introduced himself. Ramee had that soft, matter-of-fact voice uncommon to touts. He couldn’t have been one if he tried. He didn’t have the hungry predator look that those hanging about the train stations had.

I saw no harm in trusting him.

“So, is that where you are headed to? Whoa, what a coincidence. Sure, I will go with you. I need to get there anyway.”

Someone had once said—follow your heart, but take your brains with you. I had mine with me.

I couldn’t help but feel that Ramee was one of nature’s mysterious coincidences. Picture this. He was a Dubai- returnee (although I was not satisfied with his answer to what he was doing outside the station that morning), he lived near the Giza Pyramids and he had materialized when I was negotiating with an unrelenting cab driver because, he told me later, he felt I was being unduly subjected to harassment.

Frankly, it didn’t matter—I was thankful for his interference of otherwise distasteful negotiations with a taxi and that was that.

It was not as if I was placing my trust in strangers, for as I assessed, with so many common threads drawing us closer in some weird bond, nothing could go wrong.

Okay, what finally decided me was his invitation to “meet mom and sisters” which, in a backpacker’s dictionary, meant the chance of free stay and home cooked meals, that hopefully would not be kushari.

As is said of travelling, one must be ready for surprises and when surprises do happen, one must be ready to deal with them. There is never anything like “too many surprises”, particularly when it comes to kind-hearted strangers willing to invite you home to their mother and sisters and offer you a trip around the Pyramids for free.

Agreed, the Egyptian was different from the French, but it was a chance worth taking. And there was the question of budgeting, so I...

...didn’t mind much when Ramee suggested breakfast and later paid for it. 

...insisted on taking the local transport to Pyramid Gates crammed with locals and called it “experiencing everything local”. 

...decided to stay with Ramee & Fly to save on hotel rooms and meals. 

...was over the moon when the Pyramid fees were reduced because “Ramee was a native”. 

...didn’t flinch at embracing the miserly-foreigner stigma that came with being too cheap to pay for H2O. 

...was overjoyed at Ramee’s suggestion to sit on his terrace for a free view of the Light and Sound show of the Pyramids, despite the biting cold. 

Often when patting yourself on the back for your ingenuity in saving a dollar you could have afforded, somewhat disturbing events occur, cutting your ego down to size, guilt- tripping you. My moment came a few hours later staring at the mouth-watering spread Ramee’s mother and sisters had cooked, and surprisingly, tears of gratitude (or shame) sprang into my eyes.

Ramee’s family may never have left their homes without a veil, but their eyes had seen a lot more than I had in my travels and their hearts had more space than I could ever hope to have. They had, so easily and gladly embraced me— hell, I could have been a travelling con woman. I will never know if that was a part of their hospitable Egyptian culture or was it just them, but clearly they were a cut above the people I had met in Luxor.

And as a repayment to their kindness all I could, when going through the meal of cheese, eesh baladi (Egyptian bread), bisella, parsley salad, molokhia (green soup), was to murmur a heavily accented “shukran” and smile as widely as I could without showing any relief I felt at the sight of food that in no way looked liked kushari, while Ramee beamed proudly beside me.

Travelling had definitely steeled me against falling into exaggerated price traps and tuned my senses to detect deception, but had not made me emotion-proof against unconditional compassion. That instant when I bit into slices of gibna rumi (a type of Egyptian cheese) and onion rings wrapped in eesh baladi, I swore that I would hence invest time in learning Arabic.

I have earlier mentioned elsewhere that a determined dog would be a better pupil as far as learning language was concerned, which explains my slow and reluctant grasp of Arabic despite years of living in the UAE. Travelling in Vietnam and Cambodia had proved that the language barrier is a mixed bag—while being entertaining, it could be a motivation to learn new lingo, and at the same time be frustrating, depending on your outlook.

In all probability, I may have been occupied in learning backpacker skills over languages, which had cut off many enlightening conversations with the locals. But it never came across so strongly like it did when sharing the evening meal with Ramee’s mother and twin sisters on their terrace that housed goats, chickens and rabbits.

Ramee and family were the kind of souls planted in your way to make up for what Egypt lacked or had too much of, like the hustlers and touts.

That night, I experienced what a true Egyptian welcome was. Ramee and I slept in the sitting room big enough to accommodate fifty people. It must have been around midnight when he told me of the beautiful deserts he would show me the next day, that I sort of fell in love with Egypt.

Deserts were aplenty in the UAE, but seeing them in Egypt with Ramee as a guide was promising. I fell asleep dreaming of the Pyramids and how all these years of solo travel had finally made me respond to genuine kindness by pounding out suspicions and arrogance ordinarily attached with single women backpackers around the world.

And to feel that way in Egypt was particularly brave of me.

***

If I weren’t thick-skinned, I would have looked for motives in Ramee’s suggestion to meet his Uncle Mostafa who owned the Nile Flower Perfume shop the following morning. But I was thick-skinned, hence put down his suggestion as an extension of friendliness and followed him through the narrow sandy lanes and bumped into a mountain of flesh smelling of flowers, who, on opening his mouth, uttered the words I thought were far from the truth.

“You are very beautiful.” I thought not.

“Oh, thank you.” I couldn’t, of course, return the compliment, much as I liked to add my thoughts on the sweet smelling perfume on his large, sweaty body.

“Shukran.”

The mountain took my hand. Ramee’s family were a very friendly lot. Although I had my reservations about being led by my hand by fleshy strangers, I followed.

“Come, I will show you the true smell of Egypt,” said the mountain, guiding me into an inner room full of pretty bottles, with the faithful Ramee following close behind. Not often have I felt like the trophy for possible suitors, but stuck between uncle and nephew in a room full of perfume, I saw how easy it was to be dazzled by the attention, never mind that my idea of an Egyptian suitor didn’t include shawarma- like rolls around the waist.

Smells double up as testosterone-boosters or I was mistaken because every time uncle Mostafa leaned over to reach a bottle on a shelf behind me, it was not only his stomach that established contact with my body—his hands went uncomfortably close to my breasts, and a helpless Ramee, reading my looks correctly suggested a walk up to the terrace for a misty view of the Pyramids to save embarrassment.

I will not go into details about Pyramids, ancient Egyptian markets or tombs of King Tut—around these, I behaved like every other tourist would. I went overboard with pictures, giggled at the flirting vendors who nearly always began the conversation with, “I like Indian, Amitabh Bachchan,” ate falafel, drank free tea, went through mountains of shawls and scarves and bought nothing. Although, much to Ramee’s dislike, I did accept a plain white scarf a pushy vendor offered in return for “friendship”, but that was because I was having so much fun trying to beat him at his own game.

Ramee also taught me the difference between an original papyrus and banana-leaf paper masquerading as one. “Real papyrus doesn’t crack,” he claimed, crumpling one into a ball. He was right. I tried doing the same, and the fake one crumbled into pieces in my hand.

Ramee wasn’t a bad choice, if it came to that—my not knowing Arabic was really not the stumbling block, but what really was, was that Ramee was relocating to his country after bidding goodbye to the UAE forever to follow that elusive dream of independence from a 9-5 job. And much as everything in Egypt appealed to my romantic side, even the dirty streets around Syeda Aysha Square and City of the Dead, I couldn’t put up with goats bleating on his rooftops at night.

In Egypt, I wasn’t expected to keep to my promise, for every- one one was promising everyone something improbable. So I didn’t have guilt attacks when I promised Ramee and uncle Mostafa a visit sometime soon, “to take matters further”.

What I remember most about Egypt today is not the felucca rides on the Nile or the temples, but Ramee’s face as he waved goodbye. Egypt wasn’t where I would go for adventure. It had left me confused. It challenged everything I had learnt, seen or heard till date. It shocked me with its generosity just when I was putting up my defences against unpleasant touts and threw me the worst kind of shock in the most unlikely circumstance—like the ticket seller who sold me a ticket to Beni Suef when I had expressly asked one for Luxor on the way back. It taught me how to remain thick- skinned and how to trust the others by throwing people like Ramee my way.

Egypt never failed to amaze. 
***

If I had a globe and traced my travels across it, I know I would have a pretty design on it, with long and short fingers leaping about in various directions. Well, maybe a few more would lean to the right, but definitely an ungainly scrawl at the end of it all. I had, through all those places on the map, experienced horrors, kindness, cheap thrills, peace, adventures, met different types of travellers with all kinds of sexual preferences, swam naked in pools, had sex in dorms, cavorted with locals, had quarrelled with the cops, remained hungry, stranded, thrown up on park benches, missed planes, changed directions, shared hotel rooms, food and joints, been stuck-up and robbed and upgraded to business class. Every place exemplified something, taught me something useful, helped me shed many inhibitions and mental blocks and made me more tolerant and thankful of everything I have.

Only, it could never make me stop travelling. It only fuelled that desire further.

***

My decision to trek Kokoda Trail (or Track) in Papua New Guinea in a remote corner of the world was made sometime just before Egypt went up in flames. When Decision Kokoda was made, I had been brimming with health and energy, drunk on the notion that I had overcome every grain of fear. It was around the time I was writing up a list of things to do before I kicked the bucket. In keeping with my backpacker worldview, I wanted to expand the horizons of my travel— like going around the world in a wide, adventurous circle.

Kokoda Track was not a pleasure trip by any standards, even if you made the mistake of thinking of Mt Kilimanjaro as one. But there was a certain comfort in knowing that trekking through a jungle, reachable after nearly seventeen hours of flying from Dubai, via Singapore to Port Moresby on a fright-fully expensive flight, was definitely the stuff that made for good travel stories and sort of put you up there as a serious sort of traveller who didn’t squirm at the thought of sharing walking space with leeches, mud and probably cannibals.

Trekking aside, running into man-eaters would really be something else. Papua New Guinea (PNG) was the last known or talked about country in the world that had a few instances of cannibalism, which, from my point of view, was the real clincher. To a saner mind, that would have been the reason to keep away, if not for the fact that Kokoda Track was in a death trap, but for me it was the clichéd nectar that attracted the nasty bee. And, anyway, I wasn’t known for making sensible touristic decisions.

Getting a visa to PNG was another story. It involved an extra trip to New Delhi. A cup of coffee with a surprised High Commissioner and an hour of warning about the track later, I had a handwritten message across the visa stamp welcoming me to Papua New Guinea.

So on Papua New Guinea I focused and a few months later, I left.
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Dear God, Save my Ass
Being a dumbass or even being without ambition is a darned sight better than being unfit. Especially when you are thinking of walking Kokoda Track. One look at the jungles beyond made me wish I had spent more time in the gym or sand than on writing self-inspiring blogs about fitness and determination to walk Kokoda Track in the Owen Stanley Range. I am not sure what trekkers have felt when standing under the big arch at Owers’ Corner before heading towards Kokoda and beginning their trek, but I certainly felt that I had again asked for a nightmare and been granted it.

As far as my eyes could see, there was only one shade of green. Do not mistake this for romanticism—that green covered undulating hills and valleys were eyewash. Anyone with a little knowledge of them would know that walking under the canopy was asking for death by humidity.

Having spent (against my better judgement) a small fortune to reach PNG to walk its infamous tracks, nothing short of a cannibal attack should have caused me any worry, but there was a difference between seeing clips of Kokoda on YouTube and staring at it in real life that defined the degree of one’s fearlessness. The outcome was straightforward. I was an intrepid traveller, well almost, but the sight of Kokoda Track questioned my resolve and replaced it with reason.

Why are you doing this, Anjaly? What if...? What bloody if? I mean, fuck it all, what if you got eaten by cannibals? What you see as a pretty picture of the jungle is not just a pretty picture, it’s a bloody jungle and you are going to spend nine nights in it with these...these two betel-chewing Papuans? And snakes? Say, did you think of those leeches?

My trips have always been fuelled by whims or quests for adventure, but the hallowed arch under which I now stood was frightening. I had the sudden urge to run away—not that I would get very far, given the nature of the track itself.

But the sudden thought that once I walked under the arch, I would be at the mercy of the big, bad jungles and Vico and Jones, the porter and porter-cum-guide respectively, was far from encouraging.

And fear blew everything I already knew out of proportion, and I was left with these thoughts:

I was in the company of two Papuans whose com- munication levels couldn’t shame a toddler. 

The only communication I was going to have over the next week and quarter was with myself. 

A few extra hundred dollars could have secured the services of an English-speaking guide. 

Conversations don’t help place one foot after the other up or down tree-covered hills. 

My average speed could be no more than two kilometres an hour or less. 

I could pass out due to extreme humidity or exhaustion, or worse, out of boredom before seeing another human. 

My determination to walk 96 km through the worst terrain in the world was a bad joke. 

Only the good god knew what other dangers lay ahead. And suddenly I saw religion.

“Let us go.” Vico broke into my thoughts. His backpack was in place and he was holding out mine. I gingerly reached out for it.

“Good luck to us.”

No one said anything. Philip, the trek organiser who brought us to the starting point, waved us goodbye, promising to meet us at Kokoda in nine days. We set off—rather, tumbled down the slope—towards Goldie River and half an hour later, almost dead from exhaustion, I had my first swim in the cool waters.

After this, I concluded that the promised wood-fire baked pizza at the end of the trek was not enough to keep me going forward. Why pizza, you may ask at this point. Note that every trek organizer uses the wood-fire baked pizza at Orohaven (if you make it that far) as a bait to persuade you into completing the trek. It is the only bait, as far as I know. Philip used that too. But because I didn’t fall under the category of pizza lovers, only a faint hope of finding a place in some record book upon successful completion kept me going—that and the stories I was going to write that I made it. Given the circumstance, nine days seemed too little. Vico shared this thought too—he could tell by the number of times I slipped.

No Indian, man or woman, had yet talked themselves into trekking one of the most infamous tracks in the world, or so I had learnt. But it doesn’t matter where you come from (I am only bringing this up because I was one proud Indian to be doing that), or what reason you have to walk Kokoda Track, if you are a pizza-lover, you qualify for Kokoda and should not let my above grievance matter. I had been told that a slice of pizza at the end of the trek was your ticket to nirvana.

Before I am written off as an “almost intrepid” trekker, there is another reason that justifies all this cribbing. An Australian trekker had succumbed just a few days ago on the track very soon after he set off—enough reason for anyone to shiver. And for people with lungs that couldn’t keep their oxygen levels in balance, the news wasn’t encouraging in the least.

***

Stumbling into Camp Goodwater was particularly relieving, because by this time (which really was only three hours), that incredible feeling that comes from breaking through a longstanding limiting belief had turned into a lost-in-the- woods feeling, worsened when my attempt to squat by the stream failed. How the heck was I supposed to un-bend my stiff, wooden thighs?

But (and this happens without fail) when you are set upon a task, everything conspires to make it happen, and in the end, you do figure out a workable way of achieving your goals. The jungles therefore threw you the lifeline in the form of rocks and fallen branches placed strategically, as though waiting for someone with wooden legs like you to come along. It was a matter of positioning yourself correctly. The satisfaction that comes from knowing that you have identified a challenge and overcome it gives you an immense sense of relief, literally and figuratively.

See, when you have to go, you have to go. 
***

People around the world have sought solace in jungle sounds and lying in the relative comfort of hammocks swinging between sturdy trees, but whoever sold that idea to stressed holidaymakers did not have Papua New Guinean jungles in mind. These jungles were really what nightmares were made of—even if you could ignore the unfriendly terrains, mosquitoes, leeches and humidity. It was the sort of place that trekkers with a death wish would thrive in, and I would have too, had Jones not called my attention to a nonexistent track in the woods saying it was where we would go the following morning before sunrise, because the climb up to Imita Ridge was tough and the climb down, tougher.

Jones had a way of ruining my deep contemplation of the situation over weak, smoke-flavoured coffee by being so forthright about the hardships I was to expect. Had he been of the chatty variety of guides with a selection of words to describe the adversity, he would have used words like impossible, killing or torturous. But being severely handi- capped by the English vocabulary as I was with Pidgin, I supplied all the above words every time he pulled me up a slush pit to safer ground on a vertical climb, feeling every bit like a leech trying to suck blood from a dead buffalo.

That ruined my night’s sleep. I didn’t particularly enjoy the rain that night—it doesn’t take a very imaginative mind to picture its effect on the mud.

However, the next morning was better than I thought. When not pulling myself over the roots or crawling on all fours on steep inclines, I carved my friends’ names on trees around the rest areas, sipped energy drinks and even tried singing, secure in the knowledge that once Imita Ridge had been scaled, things could improve. Okay, so I was not entirely correct in my assumptions and by the end of Day Two, I made my deal with god.

***

There comes a time in every person’s life when a frank communication with the creator is the only solution out of a situation they have landed in. The communication follows the realization that intentions, however well placed or desires however achievable, were misplaced when you are trekking Kokoda Track without the body and stamina of Brendan Buka, a native Papuan who claimed the top rank as the fastest runner to complete Kokoda Track, starting from Owers’ Corner to Kokoda and vice versa. However, the least you should do before cutting a deal with god is ensuring you have some of the stamina required to go halfway before giving up. I gave up.

I negotiated.

Pledging my eyeballs in return for reaching the end safely was my first offer, but I am sure god, the eternally funny man, must have laughed out loud at another of my stupid promises to get out of a situation I had put myself in.

My second offer was conditional. I promised I would (if I made it to the finish line) remain true to the following.

Never say unkind words to parents, brothers and other family. 

Never waste a chance to say I am sorry. 

Never give up any chance to say I love you. 

Never give up on anyone. 

Never complain about heat, humidity or lack of toilet paper. 

Never complain about food. 

Never taking anything for granted. 

I have no written record of all the promises I made; when you have walked for nine hours up and down narrow, slushy dirt tracks covered with roots and fallen trees with the help of a walking stick fashioned out of a branch, your fingers are not expected to retain their flexibility or strength. Under these circumstances expecting those blistered digits to shape your thoughts on paper was cruel. So my list was really a mental list—advantageous if you forgot to keep your promise.

It may seem like I was pledging myself to martyrdom, because if I really stuck to my promises, I would be left with no admirable vices. It is understood that a traveller must have some vice—at least cynicism or pride, but desperation was causing muddle-headedness and being unsure if my undertaking was acceptable to my maker, sticking to the above till I reached the end was a good idea.

At the end of the Day 3, the first memory card was full with pictures of me in the same clothes, the same hangdog expression and in almost the same background. Of the trek, I have a very vivid recollection of every rock and stream, every climb and fall, every meal, and every muscle that ached at the end of long days. But surprisingly I don’t remember a conversation with another human, except with Vico and Jones and a group of Australian trekkers headed the other way.

In the footsteps of brave Australian soldiers we marched, Jones and Vico easily, me with difficulty, but uncomplainingly and sticking to my promise to god, though my frequent blackouts lead us to rework our plan—adopt shorter walking hours and thus extend the trek duration.

But when you budget for two days and want to stretch it to four, food supplies take a beating and when your food-drop station (namely Effogi) is pushed further away with no way to get to it in the reasonably foreseeable future, trekking suddenly feels like a death walk. But this was also where practicality kicked in. We changed our approach to food.

Instead of worrying over procuring local food from villages around campsites, anything that looked remotely like food went into the cooking pot over wood fire.

I don’t know what it was about the rustic way of cooking that appealed to my wild side, but when we reached Effogi, our food-drop station, I had cheered up considerably. There was the promised extra packet of milk powder waiting, particularly exciting because Vico had presented his skills with mashed taro in milk, which was quite a thing really. But eventually we had run out of milk and resorted to roasting raw bananas.

I should have let myself be flown out of Effogi really, but Vico pushed me on. I hated myself for being talked into it, so when PMS set in around Mayola, I nearly killed myself (and Vico) and cried myself to sleep every night till we reached Templeton Crossing and refused to go further. Okay, I must add here that I was thankful for the change of scenery at Mt Bellamy, but that is all.

The nine-day trek ran into eleven, the reason I am alive to tell the tale. It would have been easy enough to collapse and die on any of the slopes. On Kokoda, you were either walking up or down anyway.

When we did get to the end of the trek, there was no one to witness our victory. Darn victory! Victory was strange. It didn’t matter to anyone but yourself—and I couldn’t have cared anymore.

***

But as it happens with memories, mine was particularly attached to one because it was something I carried back with me—my sudden, incurable fondness for raw bananas. Fried, steamed, raw or roasted, the thought of green bananas still rule my mind. Everything else about the trek makes me shudder. I don’t care anymore about a record or about explaining how tough it was—all I wonder is whether I could be talked into walking it again.

Maybe.

Maybe. But I will definitely begin at Kokoda and walk back to Ower’s Corner.

I want to eat the pizza first.
***

I am not sure what disturbed me more—having the camera stolen so soon after the trek or losing the 4GB SD card that contained my pictures after Day 3 in it. But the feeling of loss on finding my Nikon gone was easier to handle compared to the feeling when I ran into machete-wielding kids in Port Moresby. Going by the looks on their faces, they didn’t seem averse to employing their weapons to mutilate my hands to get at my G-Shock watch.

And much as I liked to think that a bunch of kids in my home town and in the city of Port Moresby would recoil from my stares, I changed my mind when one of the blighters let out a sort of war cry in a language I had not heard before, and East Boroko not being the place I fancied myself buried, I ran.

Cameras were fine, so were pictures—losing an arm, however, wasn’t pretty and not so soon after the loss of my material possessions. And arms were not sold in the betel- juice stained streets of Port Moresby, pun unintended.

Philip, my trek organizer, when he came to fetch me from Foodworld where I was recovering over a cup of chocolate, looked grim and determined to shut me up in some secure place.

“Stay in the hotel, you will be safe there,” he said repeatedly, taking a poor view of the plight of his native land and its rogue kids.

“Don’t go out alone again. This place is not safe.”

Surprisingly, I agreed with him.

Another reason for not putting up an argument was Philip’s peace offering of Mary Blouse, the local costume with short, puffed-sleeves in bright purple colours.

“For Kokoda,” he had said. Now, why hadn’t he induced me with a Mary Blouse instead of the pizza to start with!
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Questioning it All
Throughout my travels I have managed, as reasonably as possible, to maintain a non-judgemental stand about the place I was in, but Port Moresby forced that resolve out of me. Only someone with a really strong character and love for extremely risky things could appreciate the city wrought with dangers. Much as I like to call myself an intrepid traveller, my adrenaline didn’t kick in when my life was balancing.

Had Philip relented, I would have opted to live out in the jungle till the day of my departure. Eating taro and squatting by the streams seemed like something I could get used to or even like, but Philip returned me to the safety of Wellness Lodge with armed security and strict warning about not letting me out alone.

Then as the ultimate contradiction to my otherwise fearless nature, I wanted to go home. To someplace safe. Someplace clean. Someplace I didn’t have to stare at blank faces. Someplace I could wear a watch and shoes. Someplace I didn’t hear gunfire.

Home.

Usually, I am back on my feet with a smile on my face as soon as the sun comes back up and there are tasks at hand to occupy my thoughts, but the sun clearly didn’t do much to Port Moresby. The two nights that preceded my flight, thinking over the record-making nightmare named Kokoda brought the worst downtime I have ever experienced to date. And it is not hard to guess that nothing can ruin your trip like experiencing downtime.

I hope you will understand that my idea is not to discourage anyone from visiting PNG. Like every solo traveller, I too love the experiences of walking at my own pace, eating when and where I want, standing and staring at a tree or a bird or whatever catches my fancy for as long as I want, without gun-toting G4S security guards watching my moves. I mean, the idea of solo travelling was to avoid clingers, and you know security guards can be the worst sort of clingers: they are paid to do so. And don’t forget the number of questions they ask.

I was sort of facing a hotel arrest. They meant well, I am sure, but given my nature, it was a little hard to remain within the walls when I could have explored the city in my own little way. Not that any of the guards could restrain me physically if I wanted to get out. But while my wild, independent side wanted to get out as if to defy authority, the more practical side (yes, I DO have one such side) assured me that I wasn’t missing much and that it was best to return with my body parts intact. I didn’t particularly fancy becoming anyone’s meal.

Lizzandra, the night receptionist at the hotel, was Providence’s proof that she was working in my favour, managing in some way to make us friends. From her I learnt the only Pidgin word—in return for instructions on how to set up a Facebook account—that word was “kakaruk”.

A practical word to learn really—it was the only way I could ever express my desire for chicken in the two remaining days before take-off. One does get a little anxious for the stuff after feeding on taro and cassava or braving the streets of PNG in trying to get to a food joint.

Don’t get me wrong about PNG though. The streets were unsafe, the food not very palatable, the Kokoda Track really tough, the neighbourhood didn’t have much to show off, very expensive hotels (of the few that were around), but PNG did have a heart.

They, like the rest of the world, loved Facebook. 
***

Yes, I talk on and on about the benefits of travelling alone because I am certain that it’s the ideal and most practical way to learn. But I also think there is more than one way to go about it.

The thing about travel is that it can take a while to feel comfortable out on the road. I’d much rather you do whatever works to get you out there than stay home thinking about what might have been.

The first thing was to remember that backpacking was in no way esoteric, was not difficult and not always fraught with danger. It is difficult at times, yes, but a measure of gumption can see you through many tricky situations.

Is there a difference between travellers and tourists?

Who cares?

Are you a tourist because you are visiting a tourist attraction?

Who cares?

Does wanting to get out and see the world make you a traveller?

Maybe.

Does climbing one mountain make you a climber?

Perhaps.

Can you be all three or more?

Damn yes!

Words are all labels and no way are you going to let the word define you, right? For me, travel is about the desire to see the world and learn how it works. In which case, the only difference I’m concerned about is the one between those who follow their passions and the ones who sit home wishing they had.

I think I belong to the former. Not the END yet.

Now that I have sort of reached the end, there is one question bothering me: How the hell do I end it? Should it be rounded off as a chapter on dos and don’ts or should I leave it to the reader to cull out whatever needs to be culled out of my experience?

But I’d definitely like to say that by such time as I finished writing this book, I learnt the meaning of many different words and expressions, some of which are self-dependence, self-appreciation, self-deprecation and self-motivation that I almost sound like myself. You could call me a smug narcissist.

So I come to the next point.

If you are thinking of taking up travelling alone, and this is especially for the women of my country, there is no need to think too much about what you can expect to find. I have been nervous at the beginning of every trip, I was nervous when I left on the New Delhi-bound train, I was nervous when I went to Thailand, I was terribly scared when I walked Kokoda Track.

Travelling single may be a very cool concept elsewhere in the world, but as Indians, especially women, brought up to conform to rules, it can be a little scary at times to break free from that mould, hence the fear and nervousness. But once you have made up your mind and taken that first step, believe me, it is absolutely liberating.

Solo travel demanded that I break routine and do things differently. I have felt lonely and other times I have felt independent, liberated. Sometimes I missed my family and friends and other times I was proud of how capable I was to be on my own. It was a roller coaster of emotions, but every journey was worth it.

When on home ground, I rarely go to pubs or discotheques and never museums, but when on the road, these very places bring an element of comfort. It is okay to want to feel comforted.

Loneliness is inevitable. But I have also found that in those quiet moments, I have seen and understood more of myself than in a bar full of pot-smoking backpackers. Connected with the world inside me has made me humble and grateful for what I have.

As a single traveller, I have revelled in the freedom of becoming a part of the landscape, never desperate for conversation nor the need to fill the silence with mindless chatter, leaving everything and feeling better and brighter, absorbing every detail and sensation, the intensity of which only loneliness can magnify.

These are a few things I guess one learns when travelling solo.

Confidence; 

Self-dependence; 

Patience; 

Responsibility; 

Tolerance; 

Love and compassion; 

Prioritizing; 

Letting go; 

Dreaming. 

I am happy in my own company, content to sit back or keep going or even watch people. But in case I want to chat, I am also capable of starting a conversation with strangers. It really makes the journey worthwhile, gives me confidence and that feeling of having settled into a trip.

My trips have given me the chance to reflect on how I travel alone, feel safe and make it fun. Sometimes I boldly introduce myself to strangers. Sometimes I’m cautious and take it slow. And sometimes I simply wing it. Risk is always a factor when travelling. However, often, there is greater danger to a group of unprepared travellers than a single prepared one.

That aside, if you are contemplating long-term solo travel, it will do you good to get over the following myths associated with travelling.

The world is not a safe place: Blame the media for making you believe that any place outside your mother’s womb isn’t safe enough. 

You can get raped: The odds of getting assaulted on the road are practically negligible when compared to it happening from someone you know. 

Men are hostile towards female travellers: False. And hey, you can avoid that by not being too conspicuous. 

You will meet the nasty types: It takes all kinds to make the world. There are sleazy, slime-ball types in your neighbourhood too. 

Pretending to be married helps: If so, there would never be reported cases of assault or rape and violence. 

Don’t chat up strangers in bars: Going to a bar is okay, getting piss drunk and not knowing where you are is not. After all, you are not conducting a solo tour of the shady bars so it should be safe. Use your common sense. 

Never tell anyone where you’re staying: You are not carrying top secret information and telling a stranger where you are staying is not the same as giving the key of your room to him. 

Never have sex with strangers: Heard of condoms? They’re meant to be used. 

Sleeping around is immoral: This is no more a moral subtext. It simply denotes your choice of partners. 

There are a few more travel myths out there, but these here are the biggest ones. Honestly though, when I heard these arguments for the first time, it struck me that it was advice from people who had spent their lives travelling vicariously, through the Internet or magazines, cooking up nasty tales and justifying the lack of travel and adventure in their lives.

I wish I had the discipline to wake up every morning and offer thanks to whatever force has allowed me to be wherever I am. I return home with a transformed view of the world. It is correctly said that you are not the same person you were once you have set foot on the road, for every trip enriches you in ways that can never be recreated or reproduced.

Intrepid travellers can’t be bothered with conventions—they just go for it.
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Note on Author

Anjaly Thomas qualified as a lawyer, but picked up the journalistic pen as her mythical sword soon after. When that failed to inspire, she exchanged journalistic monotony for the beauty of open spaces.

Today, she manages to balance what she calls the “Business of Passion”—writing and travelling.

She lives in the UAE, is also a Lonely Planet writer, and writes for various newspapers and magazines, apart from holding a regular day job for that extra something to help aid her impulsive travels.

Almost Intrepid is her first book in which she chronicles her life’s journeys, reminisces on lessons learnt and accepts the wisdom of prejudices shed along the (oft) un-travelled path!

She doesn’t claim to be an expert on traditions, cultures, history or geography of the places she travels to, and hates being asked the best thing about them, because the way she sees it, every little experience makes her journeys special.



Sparks
Stories, Passion and Sparks, the perfect ignition for young India. Sparks from Konark, is an imprint for the youth, by the youth with books that cover the fun, the eclectic, the absurd, the whimsical and the igniting, and of course, the new—if you’ve got an idea, let us Spark it for you.

Almost Intrepid is a about a young, single woman backpacker’s travels. She shows that when Young India has a dream, it realizes it, societal norms and financial constraints be damned!
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