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“Full of heart and insight… Paige is the modern-day princess and dragon slayer—full of grit, guts and grace.”

—Jaelle Ang, entrepeneur and CEO of The Great Room

 

“A charming, engaging memoir that’s hard to put down, with pages of insightful gems about womanhood, motherhood and staying true to one’s inner calling.”

—Dolores Au, CEO and co-founder of Mummyfique 

 

“For those who thrive by saying yes, who keep their eyes open to all that life has to offer, this book is a wake-up call…”

—Geoffrey Kent, author of Safari: A Memoir of a Worldwide Travel Pioneer and founder of Abercrombie & Kent 

 

“A fascinating peek into the extraordinary world of Paige Parker (wife, mother, feminist), this memoir is like no other round-the-world journal.” 

—Dr Jade Kua, president of the Association of Women Doctors (Singapore)

 

“Proof that just like books, we can never judge the kind of experiences a person has had and how it can come to define them.”

—Tracy Phillips, director of Ppurpose

 

“A truly inspiring read. I can only hope that my two girls will grow up with the same thirst for adventure and excitement as Paige has.”

—Charmaine Seah-Ong, co-founder of Elementary

 

“Paige’s brave and soulful stories are much more than a whirlwind traveller’s tale; they are a reminder of the sometimes harsh truth about this world we live in.”

—Pocket Sun, co-founder and managing partner of SoGal Ventures 

 

“An engaging tale filled with laughter, tears and the forthright observations we wish our own mothers might have had the temerity to fill us in on.”

—Su-Lyn Tan, co-founder and CEO of The Ate Group

 

“Intimately written and beautifully crafted… This is a story to inspire legions of women and men to take that plunge and go forth into the unknown.”

—Su Shan Tan, group head of wealth management and consumer banking at DBS

 

“Wisdom so insightful, prose so simply beautiful, her memoir will leave every reader with indelible memories.”

—Lynn Yeow-de Vito, co-founder of Loop PR and Sassy Mama Singapore


 

For my daughters, Happy and Bee, and for yours, and for the countless drifters and dreamers who will slay many dragons on the road to self-fulfilment, equality and independence.


 

“Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotryand narrow-mindedness.”

—Mark Twain, The Innocents Abroad

 

“Everyone thinks of changing the world 

but no one thinks of changing himself.”

—Leo Tolstoy


Prologue

 

I meet a lot of people in my life. As a wife, a mother and an active participant in a slew of initiatives from local arts to global causes, I’m always out there. 

If people were to judge me by my Instagram feed, they’d assume my life was all galas and openings, balls and benefits. And they wouldn’t be totally wrong. I can’t deny that I live a privileged life. I admit to loving pretty clothes and shiny bling—especially with so many talented designers all around me, right here in Singapore. 

Some who make my acquaintance may call me a Tiger Mom. I can’t really deny that either. After all, my children’s education was the reason I moved to Singapore in the first place. I take my daughters’ schooling and extracurricular activities very, very seriously. 

Others I meet may simply regard me as “Jim Rogers’ wife”. And, of course, they’d be right about that as well. Although there are many times when it pains me to be overshadowed by his notoriety, or made invisible by his imposing personality, I’m proud to be married to a man whose hard work and brilliant mind gave him the opportunity to retire from a career as a Wall Street hedge-fund heavy at 37 to pursue his passions, a man whose energy and curiosity outshine that of men half his age.

So yes, I am all of those things. But I am also Paige Parker. Not the Paige Parker I was before 29 December 1998, when I embarked on an adventure that changed me forever—a three-year journey to the ends of the earth and back with my maybe-soon-to-be husband.

The “before” Paige Parker was a small-town girl from the all-American city of Rocky Mount, North Carolina. Smack dab between New York and Florida, Rocky Mount—population 50,000—was known as a pit stop for those driving up or down the East Coast. It was a place where dining on ethnic food meant eating pizza. Where going to the theatre meant seeing a double feature matinee. It was a place built on cotton mills and tobacco and apple brandy, brought to life in the mid-1800s by the railroad that arrived to connect Rocky Mount to the outside worlds both north and south, where the Raleigh–Tarboro stagecoach stopped to carry debarking travellers wanting to continue east or west. Rocky Mount was a place for people looking to go elsewhere. No wonder I did what I did. It was in my DNA. 

I was happy in Rocky Mount, a well-adjusted kid who fit in with the rest. I was a dancer, cheerleader, oratorical contest winner, Junior Miss. But I was always a dreamer. Back then, my dreams were just that—dreams. It was from Beverly Cleary and Judy Blume that I learned about the virtues of spunk and self-reliance. Nancy Drew became my role model as a strong, adventuresome woman, one who always remained cool under fire. Disney World’s Epcot Center opened my 13-year-old eyes to faraway lands and the wonders of other cultures. 

In reality, I remained untouched by the outside world. Those who knew me during those years would never have imagined me, in real life, actually battling sand storms and blistering heat, outrunning armed insurgents and civil wars, confronting corrupt officials, fighting off gropers and grifters, and learning to skilfully deal with malaria, filth and enough red tape to wrap an elephant. 

I’ve no doubt there are plenty of acquaintances since who cannot imagine this either. Because my journey didn’t affect me in any way that would be obvious to outsiders. I didn’t come home with blue skin or a new accent, or rings through my cheeks. But I had changed. And what I see now is just how much the experiences during my incredible trip around the world have informed the way I live my life, every minute of every day. 

I started to write about my adventure the minute I set foot on US soil again. Then life got in the way—two daughters, a handful of a husband and a move halfway across the globe. I kept at it whenever I had the chance, hoping to leave a chronicle for my children, wanting them to know all I had seen and done in my life before they came along. Jim, being Jim, wrote and published his own book within just over a year of our return. But when I read Adventure Capitalist, I knew it wasn’t my story. Were we even in the same car together? It amazed me just how different two people’s takes on a shared experience could be.

Now, after turning fifty, I realise that it’s not just for my daughters that this story needs to be told. It’s for all the women who are finding their own way in this big, wide world. Those who will thrive by saying yes, by keeping their eyes and their hearts open to all that life has to offer. Those who are tempted to push boundaries, to dare to do the unexpected.

It’s also for all those women I met, from Azerbaijan to Zimbabwe, who taught me about ambition and strength and resourcefulness, and the courage it takes to navigate a world driven by men. The women I saw who would do anything for the sake, or even the survival, of their children. The women who showed me what it means not to be a quitter. Theirs are the timeless stories that need to be told.

The world has changed since the years I spent on the road, and will continue to change. But what remains constant is our desire to pave the way for better lives for our own daughters. To make sure they have choices, and to make sure they recognise those choices even when they aren’t obvious. To encourage them to embrace life and stare down whatever obstacles dare to get in their way. And to set an example by living our own lives that way. 

So this story is also for me, the “me” I am today, as my shoutout to anyone who’s thinking of stepping outside the lines to wander away from their comfort zone. It is a big, wide world. Get out there and grab it by the wheels. 
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Rocky Mount to NYC

[image: ]
 

 

“You’re what?” My childhood friend Pamela pulled up the straps of her one-piece and sat up straight in the plastic lounge chair, her hand shading her eyes as she looked up into my face. Around us, the squeals of children freshly liberated from stifling classroom walls pierced the thick North Carolina air. I let my eyes wander around the familiar grounds of the local swim club before I responded. How many hours had I spent here as a kid, daydreaming with my eyes shut against the summer sun, imagining myself as a famous ballerina flitting across a stage, a tough lawyer ruling the world, a beautiful princess in the arms of my handsome prince with all eyes upon me?

“I said I’m driving around the world. Leaving end of the year. That’s why I’m here—to say goodbye to my folks.” I nodded towards my parents who were standing at the concession stand waiting for lemonade. 

“Wait. What? Driving around the world? Like in a car? Have you lost your marbles, girl? Must be all that New York craziness getting to you. Time to come back home.” 

“Nope, that’s what I said. Driving around the world. In a car.” I pulled up a chair and sat.

Pamela laughed dismissively as she wrapped a towel around her toddler’s damp, shivering body. “How can you even do that? You and I both learned in third grade that 70 per cent of the earth is water. Or were you absent that day?”

I must confess that I wasn’t too serious of a student, preferring dance classes and cheerleading, until probably my last two years in college, but I was well aware of the oceans’ expanse. And though I’d never admit it to Pamela, when the idea of the trip was initially proposed to me, my first reaction was identical to hers. Instead I told her, “That’s what cargo ships are for.” 

Pamela simply nodded, a faraway look in her eyes.

“We’re going for the Guinness Book of Records,” I added. “For ‘the most countries visited in a continuous journey by car’.”

“Why? And we? Who is we?”

Now it was my turn to laugh. How could I ever explain to Pamela how I got swept up in Jim’s boundless ambition, his over-the-top craving to attempt the impossible and succeed at any cost? Would she ever understand how it fed into my own lifelong restlessness, the ache that had developed during all those long afternoons by this very pool and that I carried with me to this day? The escape to New York had been a Band-Aid, but its power to heal my yearning for adventure was wearing thin. There was no way to explain it, so I simply responded, “Why? Because. And who? It’s Jim. I’m going with Jim.”

“Jim,” Pamela repeated, silently flipping through the names of my old boyfriends she must have had filed away in her brain. “Jim?”

“Yes, Jim. The man I met while I was working as a fundraiser in Charlotte. He was speaking. The investor.”

“You mean Jim Jim? The one you were seeing when you first moved up north? You’re still dating him? The old guy?”

“He’s not old! Well, maybe he is a little old, but he acts younger than anyone we know.”

“What, he leaves his dirty clothes on the floor and drinks his milk straight from the carton?” Pamela wiped her son’s nose with a corner of the towel. 

“No,” I laughed. “I mean his attitude. I’ve never met anyone like him. He’s got more enthusiasm and curiosity than people half his age.”

“You mean like you?” Pamela teased.

“Very funny. And his energy! Do you know he rides a bike to get everywhere he goes, all over the city? And he insists on working out every day, no matter what.” In fact, I had some serious doubts about my ability to keep up with Jim, day after day on the road. Sometimes he could be exhausting. 

“Okay,” Pamela continued, “so let me get this straight. You’re driving around the world, in a car, with some old guy you’re not even married to, just to get your name on a page in some book?”

“It’s more than that, Pam. And Jim isn’t just ‘some old guy’. I’m a little head over heels for him, if you want to know the truth.” 
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The truth was that, for both of us, it had been love at first sight. A coup de foudre, as the French say. A lightning bolt. I felt the hairs on my arms stand on end when we were first introduced at the fundraiser, just after I’d seen Jim give a wildly entertaining presentation about his 161,000-kilometre motorcycle journey through six continents. “I’ve always wanted to drive cross-country,” I mumbled idiotically as he shook my damp palm. 

“So what’s stopping you?” he replied in a soft Southern accent that melted my heart.

“Cash flow,” I snapped back.

Jim had laughed. 

Less than 24 hours later, I had three voicemails from him and I thought I was hallucinating. Meeting you was magic, he had said. I hit replay and listened again. And again. Even though I was cautious enough, and wise enough after 26 years on earth, to wonder how many other women he’d used that line on, the relentlessly naïve part of me still hoped that my dreams of Prince Charming might actually be coming true. 

Our first real date in New York did nothing to dispel my fantasies. The stars of the Paris Opera Ballet leapt and whirled around the stage in a frenzy at Lincoln Center, carrying me back to my own ballerina dreams. I found myself chassé-ing and jeté-ing halfway up our forty-block trek to a six-storey Beaux-Arts townhouse overlooking the Hudson River. 

“Welcome to my home,” Jim said as he held open the ornately gated doors. With my chin nearly touching the floor, I stood silent in the foyer under the rainbow glow from a Tiffany skylight. From behind an ancient silk screen, Jim rolled out a bicycle built for two. “Hop on,” he insisted. “We’re going to dinner.” I tugged self-consciously at my short red knit dress. “What’s the problem?” he chided. “Never ridden a bike before?”

The leaves rustled in the evening breeze as we crossed Central Park. Rowboats skimmed across the glassy surface of an emerald green lake as we coasted past flocks of joggers out for their evening run. Dogs sniffed at the trunks of the fat chestnut trees lining the path, and in the distance, the New York skyline was beginning to twinkle against a cobalt sky. 

I was barely aware of the food we ate or the wine we drank at dinner that night. We seemed to have so much to talk about. All I remember is the warmth in Jim’s crinkly blue eyes, and his graciousness as he gently blotted up the puddle from my overturned glass without missing a beat in the conversation. “You know,” he whispered as he dabbed at the red stain spreading across the crisp white tablecloth, “there’s something I want to tell you that I haven’t told a soul.”

I pulled my chair closer, eager to hear whatever intimate confidence he seemed willing to share, and held my breath as he reached for my hand.

“I’m thinking of going around the world again. You wanna come along?”

The air came rushing out of me like a sudden gust off the Outer Banks. “I’m in,” I said with a laugh, feeling as though I could follow this man anywhere, yet never truly believing that such a crazy idea would ever see the light of day, or that any relationship with a man like this—who had been married twice before, by the way—would last longer than a popsicle on a hot sidewalk. 

Yet we continued to see each other, almost every weekend. And when Jim suggested flying down from New York to North Carolina to meet my parents, I thought I was going to die. No, it wasn’t from the thrill of such a seemingly serious step on his part, it was just that I hadn’t told my parents everything there was to know about Jim. 

Hungry for new people and places, he was every bit the gypsy. He’d worked like a maniac on Wall Street, co-founding one of the first hedge funds, until the age of 37, when he retired “with more money than I thought I’d have in a lifetime, but it wasn’t very much”, he now admits. He’d wanted to retire young to do other things, like become a professor at Columbia Business School, and a business and political commentator on TV shows, travel extensively, write for several publications and publish more than a handful of books. 

What would my parents, two hardworking people, think about a guy who had retired so young? Worse, they had no idea how old Jim actually was. He was 54. Me, 26. Here I was, their only child, betting my future on a man almost as old as they were. And I just prayed that Jim wouldn’t bring up the trip. 
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Sitting by the pool that day with Pamela, I had to smile as I watched my parents cross the lawn with their drinks, remembering how Jim, at that first dinner at Rocky Mount’s finest steakhouse—where I had waitressed some summers before—pulled out all the stops and let his Southern charm wash over Mom and Dad like honey from a spigot. 

“So how long are you two going to be gone?” Pamela asked, her brows furrowing into one straight line.

I took a deep breath before answering. “He estimates three years.”

“What the hell, Paige! Three years with a guy you hardly know? What are you thinking?”

“I know him well enough,” I protested. “We see each other every day now that I live up in New York.” 

Jim and I had courted long distance for 16 months. I accrued more miles heading to New York than he did going south, but I never minded since the big city and Jim continued to be magical, opening my eyes beyond the small world of mine. Yet the realist in me knew that absence makes the heart grow fonder, and living in the same place and seeing each other regularly would be a genuine test of our relationship. So, with a heavy heart, I left my job heading major gifts at Queens University in Charlotte, North Carolina, to work in the for-profit sector in NYC. I would not move in with Jim, and needed to pay the hefty rent for my one-bedroom apartment in a sexy IM Pei building, only a few blocks from the marketing agency where I headed business development. The first day on the job, my boss quit. Although I was a nervous wreck, I eventually took on his position, and held my own. It was, to say the least, an exciting time. The crazy, manic city nourished me, as it had countless others, but insecurities festered. 

 Although I was as confident as a fireman in my small hometown of 50,000 people, the Big Apple, where even six-year-olds sipped lattes and every bright man and woman had at least one Ivy League degree, made me feel like an absolute simpleton. When I was a teenager, I used to say “She fell off the turnip truck” about anyone I deemed a hick or know-nothing. 

“I feel like a turnip,” I admitted to Jim one evening as we snuggled on the sofa in front of the glowing fireplace. 

“I was the exact same,” he laughed, before consoling me. “This can be a tough town. When I first arrived at Yale and visited a classmate’s home on Park Avenue, I nearly choked on a martini. I’d never had gin before!” 

With a bit of time, I began to understand that there were more people in New York like me than not. Still, how to explain all of this to Pamela? 

“Yes, but have you lived with him?” she asked. “Trust me, living with them is a whole different ballgame. It’s like all of a sudden, once you share a roof, you start seeing all these things in the other person that you could have sworn weren’t there before. It’s as though being married unlocks some secret door or something. It’s not easy. And you guys aren’t even married!”

“Yes, but we are engaged.” I flashed the engagement ring Jim had surprised me with right after he crossed the finish line of the New York City Marathon. I was high on endorphins. Didn’t know what I was doing, he liked to tell anyone who would listen. I had to wonder if the proposal was simply Jim’s way of cementing my agreement (and my parents’ approval) to go with him on the trip. 

Not-so-deep down I knew Pamela had a point. I had never lived with a man before. And we weren’t going to just be living together, we’d be sharing the front seat of a little sports car, all 1.7 metres of it, for the better part of a thousand or so days. Better men—and women—have buckled under less duress than that.

There was something else I was keeping totally to myself. I wasn’t a hundred per cent sure I even wanted to marry Jim. When one night, out of the blue over after-dinner drinks, Jim declared that we’d wait until we’d been on the road for a year before tying the knot, I was pissed upon realising he wanted to use the road trip as a test of our relationship. “Lots of couples do just fine under one roof, but you put them in a car from New York to California and one of them will inevitably want to kill the other by Missouri,” he laughed. I opened my mouth to protest, but quickly closed it. I had figured Jim wasn’t too eager to get married again, with those two divorces in his past. And he’d been single now for over twenty years. But I knew he was right about this. I also knew that although another divorce might not be a huge deal for him, I was determined never to go down that road. Me, I was planning to marry once, and forever. Unless, or until, he was sure, this was not going to happen. And what better way to be sure than to put a relationship through this, the ultimate test?

I peppered him relentlessly with questions about the trip, and what I should expect. Unlike Jim, my travel experience had been somewhat limited, with only a few college weeks spent in London and a short backpacking trip through Austria and Germany under my belt. “So where’s the itinerary?” was my first and most obvious request. “What’s the plan? I want to share it with my parents.”

“Plan?” he replied. “Here’s the plan. We’re gonna do our best to avoid wars, plagues and impassable roads whenever possible. And we will also avoid Siberia in the winter.” His repeated warnings about other likely scenarios—lack of food, monsoons, questionable or nonexistent lodgings, corrupt officials, endless border delays, bandits—made me wonder if he was perhaps trying to talk me out of going. It was hard for me to actually picture any of that happening. Instead, my imagination wandered to visions of Shinto shrines, ancient mosques, cliff-side monasteries, the mysteries of King Tut’s tomb, the treasures of the Sistine Chapel, the snowy peaks of Mount Fuji, the shifting sands of the Sahara. 

“But where we will start?” I asked seriously, knowing my daydreaming would lead us nowhere.

“Iceland, I think.” 

“Why Iceland?” 

“We have to start somewhere,” Jim replied smugly before describing the North American and European tectonic plates meeting there, allowing us on Day One to drive from one continent to another. 

When I wasn’t working, I pored over maps of Europe and Scandinavia, dreaming of a stop at every tourist spot. But it wasn’t until we picked up the canary yellow coupe and matching trailer in California on my thirtieth birthday, 10 November 1998, that our epic trip became real. 

Upon seeing the car, my home for the next three years, I almost cried. 

“It’s so small!” I grumbled. “We’ll kill each other!” 

Jim laughed. 

I was serious. 

Sure, I knew it wouldn’t be easy—that much closeness for all that time—but I wanted to see the world. I wanted to be with Jim. I was in love. And he was going to leave with or without me. 

So that is how I found myself in Reykjavik after New Year’s, stumbling out of a half-buried Mercedes into a two-metre snowdrift on the side of an isolated road in the middle of the worst storm in the history of Iceland, and shouting at my fiancé over a biting wind as a tear slid halfway down my cheek, and then froze.
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Iceland to Turkey
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It’s a funny thing how one little word can change the course of a life. Had I not said yes to that first date at the ballet, I very well could have remained firmly entrenched in North Carolina, still dreaming of the beautiful wide world from behind the safety of my white picket fence. Never would I have felt the pebbly Tahitian sand between my toes, savoured the sweetness of a ripe, juicy pomegranate from the banks of the Nile, heard the chanting of the Hindus as they bathed away their sins in the filthy water of the Ganges. And never would I have had the courage or imagination to choose Singapore, an island 15,000 kilometres away from Rocky Mount, as the place to raise my family. But more on that later.

Of course, back when I first met Jim, it was easy to say yes. And why not? I was single, I was relatively carefree and I had a penchant for adventure, or at least a penchant for the thought of it. And I was sure I was in love. Even though I wasn’t totally convinced at the time that I should actually marry him, Jim had swept me off my feet. There were evenings at the opera and the symphony, long nights dancing to big band music in Harlem. And then I got consumed in the planning and packing for the trip.

Sleeping bags? Check. Maps? Check. Swiss Army knives? Check. Hypodermic needles? “Wait, what?” I asked Jim when he added them to the list. 

“Just in case,” he answered. In case of what, I had to wonder, but kept it to myself. We were to also carry two litres of vodka, to use as an emergency disinfectant and analgesic, although there were plenty of times I could have used it for more conventional reasons. As it happened, the vodka ended up being ceremoniously dumped into dry brown earth by an officious Saudi customs agent who seemed to relish making an example of us.

Then there was the car. She was, shall I say, unique: a custom-made combination of a rugged Gelaendewagen chassis and diesel engine—designed for the German army—and a sleek SLK body with retractable hard-top convertible. A six-cylinder, five-speed automatic with four-wheel drive and a black leather interior and a 1.8-metre long trailer for all our essentials, including water, diesel fuel, medical supplies, camping equipment, spare parts and two small black Travelpro suitcases. Jim and I would essentially be living in a dune buggy on steroids. But I had to admit, she was kind of cool.
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That sweet yellow Mercedes was now sitting like a crippled canary half submerged in a snow bank. I had seen it coming. Or rather, had sensed it coming. Straining to make out the road ahead through the blinding snow, I hadn’t even been able to see the front end of the hood. And then came the ditch.

“What were you thinking?” I shouted at Jim. “Iceland in the dead of winter? You’re insane!” He didn’t react, which pissed me off even more. “Why do you always think you know best?” I seethed, by now unable to control myself. 

But Jim was already out of the car. I climbed out into the waist-deep snow and joined him in a futile effort to dig out the wheels as the storm picked up. My sneakers and thin socks were soaked, and the all-weather coat—intended to take me through every country, rain, shine, hot or cold—did little. My body turned numb from the biting wind as the late afternoon darkness began to fall. It wasn’t until an hour later that a tow truck appeared out of nowhere to save us. 

Back in Egilsstadir, where we had begun our journey 12 hours earlier, we sat huddled by the fire, wrapped in blankets. I couldn’t even look at Jim. Now I was asking myself what I had been thinking. Had I been a fool to buy into his overblown assuredness? Sure, we were travelling in a car specifically built to endure rough roads and foul weather, but regardless, who in his right mind would take off in a blizzard into an unfamiliar, remote tip of the world? Especially when he had no experience driving an all-terrain vehicle? I began to seriously question Jim’s sense of judgement. But, I worried, as I turned to see my fiancé effortlessly measure out two glasses of red wine as if we were simply relaxing after a day at the office, perhaps it was my own sense of judgement that was to blame. Those deep blue eyes and those dimpled cheeks had lured me into a situation way beyond my capabilities. And possibly even beyond his capabilities. Suddenly Jim reached out his arm, thick from the woollen sweater enveloping it, and pulled me into a bear hug. “To being alive!” he laughed as he held up a glass. “This is what it’s all about, right Paige?” I struggled free of his grip, my head spinning with bewilderment. This guy was crazy. I needed to find a way home.

Yet somehow I found myself, two days later, by Jim’s side as we drove out of Egilsstadir at a snail’s pace, chaperoned by the very same emergency squad which had rescued us earlier, along for the ride to ensure our successful departure. This time it was their truck that slid into a snowy ditch, and we were the ones helping to bail them out. I didn’t dare give Jim the satisfaction of acknowledging his See, it could have happened to anyone look. 

After the glorious drive circling the rest of Iceland, it was off to Ireland. And no, we did not swim. The car was loaded onto a container ship, and we boarded one of the handful of flights we’d be taking on this journey. Heading to Dublin, I allowed my confidence more room. Dublin! The city of cozy pubs and cobbled streets! The land of James Joyce and George Bernard Shaw! I couldn’t wait. This I could do. After dismissing Jim’s plan of hiring taxis in every major city (to guide us effortlessly to our hotels since we were travelling pre-GPS, Google Maps and Uber!), I had no sooner opened the map than we found ourselves driving down dead-end roads, one-way streets and narrow passages that all led us to the city centre, where not much had changed since the second century. I was anxious. Jim was gloating. “Getting us lost in Dublin” soon became his response to every question I raised about his judgement.
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Before I knew it, a month had passed. We were off to a rocky start, but with each orange sunset, I kept saying yes to whatever challenges and delights the next day might bring. And with whatever that allowed me to take those crazy leaps of faith, I headed east with Jim towards Japan, an endeavor that would likely take us five months to accomplish. Through Belgium into Germany then Austria—a blur of churches and spaetzle and smooth wine and quiet cafés. I was in no hurry to leave Western Europe, but of course Jim had “been there, done that”, so I tried to soak in as much as I could as he whisked me from city to city. 

 In Budapest, one of the few places I had actually visited before, Jim and I explored Pest’s industrial zone, where unused warehouses with spectacular views dotted the banks of the Danube and awaited buyers to transform the vacant spaces into lofts. But in other areas, massive, soulless concrete offices and apartments blotted the skyline. 

“They should tear those monstrosities down,” I told Jim.

“Housing needs are growing,” he argued. “No one is going to tear something down just because it’s ugly.”

Later, in a coffeehouse, I met a local barber who agreed with me. 

“How do you find Budapest?” he asked. 

“Oh, you live in one of the most beautiful cities in the world,” I replied, truthfully.

“We think so too,” he said, before taking a loud slurp of espresso.

“Though I do hate to see the old buildings falling apart, while those awful Soviet slabs get upkeep.”

Putting down his tiny cup, he nodded. “It’s the Germans and American investors who are buying those magnificent structures. Only they’re tearing them down and replacing them with the modern. It’s cheaper than to restore. It is a travesty that we allow this. Budapest isn’t a modern city. We are old, and precious.”

Jim snorted. “Survival of the fittest,” I heard him mutter under his breath.

“What, you don’t think all this gorgeous architecture should be preserved? It’s okay to just erase the past in the name of the almighty dollar?”

“Come on, Paige. It’s all subjective. Who gets to decide what’s gorgeous? And everything is history. Even those concrete slabs became history the day after they went up. Who gets to decide what is worth keeping?” 

This was not the first, nor the last time our worldviews collided. I loved Jim for the certainty of his convictions, for his ability to see things in his own unique way no matter what anyone else thought. But honestly? Sometimes it drove me nuts. Yet deeper and deeper into uncharted territory I followed. 
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Our route to Turkey, through an Eastern Europe grappling with the fall of communism, had been determined by visits to embassies and conversations with locals in Hungary, from whom we sought advice about the roads, the banditry, and the trouble in Romania and Yugoslavia. I was somewhat comforted by the fact that Jim appeared to be so methodical and sensible with his research, but as we wound through the Dinaric Alps towards Belgrade, past rushing streams and scattered homes of thatch and stone, I could almost smell the danger in the air, as if we were just one step ahead of the clashing armies.

In fact, we were. Planning to end our day in Belgrade, we arrived with some daylight remaining, so continued on to the city of Niš, more than a hundred kilometres from the hot spot of Kosovo. It was clear that we were the only guests in the roadside motel. After a dinner of grey meat, stale bread and local schnapps—there was no water clean enough to drink—we hunkered down in bed in a heatless room. At 2am, I heard shots outside our window. 

“They’re just moving furniture downstairs,” mumbled Jim. “Go back to sleep.” 

As if. I sighed loudly and shot him a look, both gestures futile against his tightly closed eyes and raspy snores. A few days later, after we had left Niš, we received news that the city had been bombed by NATO troops. Today, Yugoslavia has permanently broken up, but the problems continue among ethnic groups and politicians.

As the Turkish border approached, I slipped a cheap gold band we had picked up along the way onto the fourth finger of my left hand. For the sake of propriety in a culture more traditional than our own, we would pretend to be married. Groggy with lack of sleep, I fumbled for change when we came across toll takers unwilling to accept the local currency, instead looking for the Deutsche marks, American dollars, Austrian schillings that symbolised a more sound economy. The people had lost faith in their own government. 

As I nervously twisted the ersatz wedding ring and looked over at Jim, blissfully humming to himself behind the wheel, I thought: had I lost faith in my own future? I was still holding tight to my fairy tales, yet I wasn’t sure if I was in the right story. Theoretically we were sticking to the plan—travel for a year, and then a wedding. I wanted to still believe that it would all happen, but had my doubts. When push came to shove, would Jim really be able to go through with it? And, I thought as all the petty quarrels and conflicts we’d had since leaving the States replayed through my mind in an endless loop, was Jim really my Prince Charming?
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The bustling metropolis of Istanbul proved no less chaotic or menacing than what we had been through. Among the veering and swerving maniacs on the crowded four-lane roads were soldiers in tanks patrolling the city centre. With the help of the United States, Turkish authorities had captured the leader of the militant Kurdistan Workers’ Party, Abdullah Öcalan, on the day we arrived. Hundreds of machine-gun-toting soldiers surrounded Ataturk’s statue, a popular gathering spot near our hotel. A few weeks ago in Germany, Jim had replaced our Alabama plates with a nondescript licence tag. At the time I had thought him overly cautious. Now, as Turks staged anti-American riots, I was relieved to be somewhat anonymous while driving through the angry crowds. 

The next day, a visit to the Blue Mosque offered a rare opportunity to relax. Leaving my shoes outside among the piles of others, I entered the cavernous structure and stood stock-still, awed by the beauty of the domed mosaic ceiling and stunned by the midday sun streaming through the hundreds of stained-glass windows, like a signal from the heavens above. But what was that signal saying? I searched around the bare interior for a place to sit. No pews, no benches. Only the carpet where worshippers knelt, praying towards Mecca. I was tired. And confused. What was I doing so far from home, pretending to be someone I was not, with my fake ring and my fake licence plate and, if I had to be honest, my fake bravado. And with a man who was proving to be so damn sure of everything and so determined to have things his way. I feared that with time I’d lose whatever voice I’d gained after 18 months of working in the big city. 

And I was angry, I thought, as I felt tension spreading in my jaw. Angry at the sight of the women relegated to worshipping at the rear of the mosque. Angry at the clueless tourists entering with their heads uncovered and their shoulders bare. Angry at my make-believe husband who had swept me off my feet only to dump me into a heap of uncertainty.

Later that evening, in a smoky restaurant on the edge of the Bosphorus, we sipped white wine and feasted on bass and brim fresh from the sea. I remained quiet as we finished our meal, still deep in my thoughts, debating if, and how long, I should stick with this ridiculous journey. Suddenly Jim grabbed the coffee cup from my hand. He covered it with the saucer from the table, swirled it around and flipped the whole thing upside down and back again. “Local custom,” he muttered, as the waiter rushed towards us. The white-jacketed man solemnly uncovered the cup, the thick, muddy sediment running down its sides. He peered inside and turned his gaze to Jim, then me, then back to Jim. “You will travel far,” he predicted with a wink in my direction. 

I continued on with Jim to central Turkey’s Cappadocia region, where we stopped to see the remains of Derinkuyu, an eight-storey underground city said to be founded by the Hittites four thousand years before. We crouched to follow our guide through the honeycomb passages carved from soft volcanic rock. I kept my distance from the others, straining to imagine life as it was for the thousands of families who had confined themselves in these subterranean dwellings, fleeing through one of the hundreds of doors hidden in the courtyards above to escape the battles crossing the land. Yet these people hadn’t simply been cowering below, waiting for the fighting to stop. On the contrary! They had built stables, schools, wine cellars, bedrooms, a church. A ventilation system had been created to provide air, a well for fresh water. I sat for a moment on one of the smooth, stone steps leading down to the next level, overwhelmed by the strength of these people—people who had been faced with the ultimate challenge and who had chosen to survive on their own terms. Who managed to adapt without abandoning their culture, their values, who they were, even for one day. I took note.

The next day—top down, Grateful Dead blasting, my feet through the window, toes wiggling in the hot breeze—we headed to Georgia, driving along the banks of a turquoise lake as snow-capped peaks stretched into the clouds beyond. Jim, driving, looked as relaxed as Buddha. I smiled and squeezed his hand, the warmth of his touch flowing through my limbs. Days like these made me think that just maybe I’d made the right decision after all, when Jim’s cockiness and pig-headedness looked more like the tenacity and boldness that had made me fall for him in the first place. Sure it was tough, the daily challenges of being on the road and all this togetherness, where cracks in the armour sometimes seemed to ooze disappointment. And I was sure it worked both ways. I warned you, Paige, he’d sigh with exasperation each time I’d express distaste over a filthy accommodation or a rude official. But I can do this, I thought as the shadows from the noonday sun washed over us like gentle ocean waves. I can deal. I can adapt.

The scenery before us had become breathtakingly beautiful. “Oh my,” I said out loud, repeating the words again and again with each splendid turn of the wheel. 

Jim laughed. “It is a spectacular drive, right Baby Lamb? One of the world’s best, in my book. I can’t wait to bring our children here.” 
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Georgia to Azerbaijan
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Jim never wanted to have children, having been the eldest of five boys. “I feel sorry for people who have children,” he told me early on in our relationship. “They’re a total waste of time, energy and money.” At the time I had laughed, unable to fathom that anyone would really feel that way. I assumed it was one of his contrarian comments, those things he loved to say to get a reaction out of people. Later, in one of his more reflective moments, Jim pointed to his own childhood as the reason for his attitude. Raised in small-town Alabama by a hardworking chemical plant engineer and a frazzled young mother who gave birth to four boys in six years, he had been called upon often to pitch in around the house. His parents’ struggles were something he had no interest in inheriting. 

When I first brought up parenthood as a serious option, Jim hesitated. “It’s a little early to settle down, don’t you think?” Jim was sixty years old. 

I remember the day our first child was born—a beautiful spring day in New York City. I was prepared to go it alone—with a doula and my mother by my side at the hospital—as Jim’s busy schedule was so hard to predict. I even had a little pouch of North Carolina dirt under the bed so that my baby would be born over Southern soil. But Jim was there, holding my hand throughout the entire delivery. When the nurse placed the swaddled bundle into his arms, I saw the awe in his eyes that was a million times greater than that inspired by the peaks of Kilimanjaro, the mysteries of Easter Island or the temples of Mandalay. Not even the spectacular Victoria Falls, one of the Seven Natural Wonders of the World, came remotely close. “So what should we call her?” he asked.

“Perfection,” I answered. And for the first time in our life together, I watched a tear roll down my husband’s cheek.
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That afternoon as we headed towards Georgia, our daughter was just a twinkle in her father’s eye (or probably, a twinkle in my eye). The striking Turkish countryside melted into a blur in the rear-view mirror as we drove. We reached the Black Sea at sunset, the peaks of churning water lit by the day’s last golden rays. Suddenly the road before us disappeared, as if it had been erased. 

“It’s the sea,” Jim explained. “Mother Nature at her bitchiest.” The destruction turned a sixty-kilometre jaunt into a two-hour nail-biting journey. 

Upon exiting Turkish territory, we found ourselves at the Georgian border as darkness loomed. Dozens of guards, rifles and machine guns slung across their backs, surrounded us. As I jumped from the car to ask the youngest and most-harmless-looking one for directions, catcalls and whistles pierced the air. I slid back in and drove to the first checkpoint, where Jim left me to find parking as he searched for the passport station. 

I waited and watched as the guards used their loud voices, and the tips of their guns, to show off their authority to those gathered on the Turkish side of the metal fence and others waiting in line for permission to cross. 

With our passports stamped, Jim drove as directed into a warehouse, where creeping mechanical doors lowered around us, boxing us in like prisoners behind bars. Six men with machine guns surrounded the car. Opening the trailer, I pointed to a map we had mounted to the inside, each day marked in red pen to show our progression around the world. Since we’d only just begun, the red line was just a few centimetres long. The Georgian officials were not impressed. I could feel my heart begin to thump, scenes from all the bad action movies I’d ever seen racing through my brain. These guys could do anything, accuse us of anything, get away with anything, and nobody would know, nobody would care. Desperate to prove we were clean with nothing to hide, I flung open our bags to display their contents.

“Heroin? Guns?” a burly soldier growled. I almost laughed, until it dawned on me that perhaps this might be the set-up I’d feared. Then I heard the word tourist come from one of their mouths.

“Yes, yes. Tourists,” I practically wept, praying that the word meant freedom. “Tourists travelling to Batumi.”

“Okay,” the meanest-looking soldier said with a smirk. I smiled and offered him a banana Power Bar. He shoved my hand away. 

Then, we were out of the holding cell and through yet another checkpoint, where our passport information was taken for a third time. Jim, loaded with documents, headed inside the customs office.

“Stay with the car,” he said before slamming the door.

The next 45 minutes were the longest of my life, at least at the time. Surrounded by thirty curious, bored and horny men, I remained prisoner in the Mercedes as they pressed their lips to the windows, grabbed their crotches and stuck out their tongues. I tried my best to remain expressionless, my eyes staring straight ahead. But it was no use. The men simply laughed at my discomfort. How I wanted to leap out and join Jim in the customs office, but I was way too scared to unlock the door. 

Instead I pulled out a large map and held it in front of my face, pretending to read. In response, the men kicked at the tyres, beat on the hood, and hit at the metal car frame and fiberglass trailer with their fists. I feared one would knock out the window. Watching me squirm was apparently great entertainment. 

In hindsight, I should have put on my earphones and simply ignored them. The me of today would have. But back then, I was new to these types of encounters.

When Jim returned to the car, I totally lost it. “My God, Paige,” he sighed as the tears ran down my face, “they’re just men looking at a woman. Give me a goddamn break.”

“A break?” I barked back, my anger spewing like sparks from a waking volcano. “You want me to give you a break? I’m sorry if I’m not the superwoman you expected to have along for the ride, but I am not made of stone.” My voice had risen to full volume. “I am human, and human beings, in case you didn’t know, have feelings. At least most of us do.” I slammed my fist down on the dashboard.

Jim smiled. “Now that’s more like it.” 

Though spitting venom may have been Jim’s preferred way of dealing with threatening situations, it was simply not my style. Clearly there would be no sympathy from him. Not now, not for the next 2.9 years we’d be on the road. And without a comforting shoulder to lean on, without family or friends within thousands of kilometres, I knew I would have to rely solely on my own determination to see me through this journey. 

That night, sitting in that car surrounded by all those men who were now, in Jim’s presence, so remarkably subdued, I realised how badly I wanted to succeed. 

I no longer wanted to be along just for the ride. I wanted this journey to be mine. 

Our hotel for the night was surrounded by the crumbling buildings and broken streets of Batumi, the second-largest city in Georgia. As we removed our bags from the trailer, we could see the electricity flickering inside, then failing, then resuming, then repeating the process several times before dying for the night at the exact moment Jim paid cash upfront for our room. With my flashlight in one hand and my bag in the other, I dragged myself up three flights of battered wooden stairs. 

It was now close to midnight, and in the cavernous, rotten-smelling room, it was cold enough to see my breath. In the bathroom, not a stitch of toilet paper, no toilet seat. And, as I found when I balanced the flashlight on a wobbly shelf above the sink and twisted the rusty spigot, no water. I had not had a proper shower in days. 

Feeling my way towards one of the two single beds, I climbed in, wrapped in the travel sheet I carried for the sake of hygiene and my own sanity. Your journey, I reminded myself as I squeezed my eyes shut. Your decision. Music pounded up through the floor from the disco below. “Isn’t it interesting how the electricity works down there but not up here?” I remarked to an already snoring Jim.

An hour later, he was leaping out of bed to the sound of someone pounding on the door. A heavyset babushka stood in the dark hallway. A “floor mother”, a remnant of Soviet hotels who supervised and cared for guests’ needs, like bringing towels, soap or tea. Tonight she was offering a scantily clad bleached-blonde teenager. The next morning I watched through the window as a shiny black Mercedes—one of several we’d curiously noted in town—cruised slowly by and stopped. A man in an eggplant-coloured suit emerged from behind the car’s tinted, curtained windows and approached the babushka. She handed him a wad of money and off he went.

In the capital of Tbilisi, we sat for tea with Zaza, a professor who expressed optimism for his country despite the fact that the government had not paid employees or pensioners in seven months. Zaza himself earned the equivalent of only US$15 per month, much of that going to books for his students. “I am obliged to better my nation,” he claimed. “By teaching I may produce students who will become leaders with strong character, improving Georgia one day.”

“That is quite noble,” I replied. 

“It may be noble, but I am not. I am just like any other man. I grow excited when my elevator works, which happens only when someone dies in my building. That is the only time the electricity is switched on, allowing the body passage down. Of course, I do not wish death on any man, but I live on the eighth floor. I like it when the elevator works.”
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Next was Azerbaijan. After a couple of days in the bustling city of Baku, we dined with Namik, a business acquaintance of Jim’s. The moment we stepped into his black Mercedes I knew that the striking young woman in the front seat was not the wife who reared his three children.

“This is my friend, Natalia. She is Russian,” Namik said proudly. 

“My wife had family obligations,” he muttered under his breath as we pulled up to the restaurant. I nodded, raising an eyebrow at Jim.

As the wine flowed freely, I learned that 29-year-old Natalia, as graceful as a Kirov ballerina and college educated, had no job, lived in a large apartment “sponsored by Namik” and travelled with him to Paris, Rome, London. “Soon, we’re off to the Canary Islands,” he told me. He must have sensed that I was not impressed, since he quickly explained, “You see, my wife doesn’t like to travel.” 

If someone had told me, way back when in Rocky Mount, that someday I’d be sitting at a table, totally at ease, breaking bread with a man and a woman he openly acknowledged as his mistress, I’d have called her nuts. But the thing was, as much as I wanted to feel scorn for this woman, I couldn’t. She was genuinely as sweet as Southern iced tea and as smart as a whip. But once Namik dropped us off, I reached for Jim’s arm as we entered the hotel, and the words poured out. “I can’t believe he had the nerve to bring his mistress. Seriously?” 

Jim chuckled. “In this culture, men often pay a compliment by taking their youngest, most attractive wife or mistress. That’s all Namik did. He brought the woman he thought most beautiful and probably the most Western. It just depends on how you look at it, Paige.” 

It was also in Baku that I met Svetlana, a dark-haired assistant to a high-powered businessman. Over dinner in a swanky restaurant, complete with plastic flowers in cut glass vases, gold-rimmed urns on the marble floor and Zeus-like statues atop pedestals, she filled my ears. 

“Women in Azerbaijan have opportunities, many more than under communism, but we must work harder than men who are preferred for every position. My friend recently interviewed for a sales manager position. She met every requirement. Do you know what they told her? ‘We want a man for the job.’” Svetlana snorted.

“That’s outrageous! I can’t believe he actually said that to her face!” 

 Svetlana shrugged her shoulders. “Do not be so serious. This is our way. Be content that I have a good job. We will change slowly if change comes at all. You cannot understand.” Eager to practise English, she shared more. “Most girls in Baku marry at nineteen or twenty, younger still in the countryside.” 

“But you are twenty-four and not married?” 

“I am smart. I want a career. This is not traditional. Men are not interested in my ambition,” she explained. “My parents are different, too. They encourage me to work, to be happy. They tell me to create a better life. But I am starting to worry that I will not find a husband. I am getting old.”

“Well, I’m thirty and not married, Svetlana.”

“You are too old. No one would have you here!” she laughed. 

Music blasting from the speakers, Svetlana pulled me onto the dance floor where, along with several other women, we raised our arms and spun, our hands twirling around and around like pinwheels in the wind. And as we swayed to the beat of the music, my body pulsed with the liberation I had felt since deciding to embrace this whole adventure as my own. I was beginning to see the world a little differently, and at the same time was beginning to see myself a little differently. And my curiosity soared. 





4

Caspian Sea to Kazakhstan
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Sometimes I wonder how I’d react if one of my girls—when older of course—came to me and announced they were traipsing off on a three-year around-the-world-by-car trip with a guy. I would like to think I’d be bursting with enthusiasm, encouraging her to embrace each new experience as if it were a jewel being offered on a silver platter. My own mother was ecstatic for me, as she would have loved to have done more travelling. My father, on the other hand, seemed perfectly satisfied spending all his days puttering around our little town. There are times I envy his contentment. The eternal search for more and better can be exhausting. But the curiosity that blossomed inside me as I proceeded further into my journey with Jim was something I wouldn’t trade for the world, and something I’m now more than eager to pass on to my daughters. Though, even at their young age, they have been exposed to much more than I had ever dreamed of, I do believe that curiosity should be boundless. So would I send them happily on their way as my mother did? You bet I would. With more than a few caveats, of course. 
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The first leg of our trip was coming to an end, and things didn’t seem to be getting easier. Our promised visas to Iran never materialised, lost in a sea of bureaucracy awash with obstruction, leaving us with the challenge of finding an alternative route to Turkmenistan. A week’s delay, some cash under the table and we were booked at a discount with first-class rooms on a ferry crossing the Caspian. A ferry with no life preservers and rusted lifeboats, I noticed as we followed Peter, the room supervisor, down a hallway heavy with the smell of engine fumes and human waste. 

Once inside our tiny sleeping quarters, I breathed in stale cigarette smoke and approached the bunk beds, peeling my feet from the sticky floor with each step. A half-naked 1970s Farrah Fawcett beamed at me from a torn poster on the wall, next to the threadbare skin of some poor tiger who’d met an unfortunate end. The sheets were littered with hairs and crumbs, and the bathroom was no better, with its free-floating toilet seat and a centimetre of dirt coating both sides of the door. A bucket of beige water sat inside the narrow, plastic faucet-less shower, next to a stained towel that stood erect, filthy enough to perch as if it had legs. 

Peter pointed out the plastic measuring cup resting on the sink’s ledge. “Use it to scoop water for a shower.” His eyes met mine. “This is better than first class,” he professed. “This is crew quarters.”

“Let me see first class,” Jim growled, following Peter out the door before I had the chance to speak.

“It’s worse,” he confirmed upon his quick return.

A long, sleepless night, a six-hour border crossing, three hotels with no vacancies, and we were finally settled in a forgotten military barrack of cement rooms connected by broken toilets filled with decomposing waste. “This place makes the Caspian ferry look like a luxury liner,” I said before wearily kissing Jim goodnight and wrapping myself in my body sheet. 

In the capital city of Ashgabat, things started off a little better. A morning spent at an outdoor market got my senses flowing. I inched my way through the crowds of locals buying and selling breads, sweet pastries, fresh and pickled vegetables, new and worn clothes, gold and rubies, hand-stitched and machine-made rugs, rainbow-coloured fabrics, nuts and bolts, light bulbs, plumbing fixtures and even cars. Men cooked rice and meat in metal skillets so large that I couldn’t have wrapped my arms around them if I tried, and grilled shashlik of lamb dripping with fat. Among the vegetables, I watched women reach as deep as their elbows into tremendous bowls, mixing shredded carrots and cabbage, then packaging the mix into small plastic bags. In the thirty-plus-degree heat, the concoction smelled ripe and sold rapidly for a few cents, with nearly every female passer-by purchasing at least three packets. 

In the mobbed jewellery section, I was elbowed and jabbed by women wearing brightly patterned floor-length dresses, or floral tops and long skirts, every head wrapped in a colourful scarf. When I saw a dainty gold and ruby bracelet, I rubbed my fingers against my thumb in the universal sign for how much? The seller, dripping in gold, wrote down a figure that was way beyond its worth. It seemed the local women were putting more trust in gold and jewels than their country’s faltering currency. Nearby, money-changing stalls, operating freely in front of police, attracted men desiring any other currency than their own. 

Suddenly, out of nowhere, two plainclothes policemen approached. 

“No filming! Passports! Where are your passports?” one shouted. 

We had two young guys with us on the journey to help with filming and with the website; the simple camcorder our videographer was using really pissed off the cops!

More cops, a return to the hotel for our documents, confiscated video footage, some help from a former Russian KGB agent and a lost afternoon. “Doesn’t it make you wonder what state secrets were buried among those shredded carrots and cabbage?” I asked Jim.
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In Uzbekistan, an invitation to a home-cooked meal from an expatriate acquaintance of Jim’s seemed like my idea of heaven. I put on my only skirt and clasped a string of fake pearls around my neck. 

The man’s driver picked us up. “Most of these guys live way better away than they would at home,” Jim commented as we slid into the back seat. Inside Dan’s place, tucked neatly behind a barbed-wire fence and gate, we walked through the narrow foyer to the dining room and were introduced to the other guests, also Americans. Over multiple bottles of Uzbek wine, the talk turned to horror stories of mismanaged foreign investment and misdirected American efforts.

 “It’s worth being here,” one of the guests, an American-government lobbyist working for favourable oil and gas regulations, said in defense of his position. “I’ve touched ten locals here in Tashkent. They now think more democratically.” 

 Jim could stay silent no longer. “That sounds great, but we all know the money can be spent more wisely. Do taxpayers really need to pay for all of you to live cushy lives in order to touch ten people?” 

The silence was deafening. I quickly jumped in. “So what if we paid for ten Uzbek students to study in the United States? Wouldn’t that be a better, and cheaper, way to introduce democracy?” 

A nervous laugh came from the end of the table. “But what about our jobs?”

Another dinner, this time in Kazakhstan, and I’m seated beside the Belgian ambassador to Central Asia, the type who could never tire of listening to his own voice. Doing my best to appear attentive by nodding every so often, I have to ask him to repeat himself when I think I hear him say, “My wife is a witch.”

“She is a seer of the future,” he insisted.

“Really?” I asked. “I always wondered why those who can see the future don’t warn the rest of us of bad things to come. Am I right?”

“Well,” he explained, “they only know it’s a vision after it comes true. Otherwise it could just be a dream.” The man was serious, and knowing that he had managed to grab my attention, he continued to pontificate: We should bomb Kosovo, technology is corrupting the world, the rainforests are done for, the Aral Sea is lost, the plankton are disappearing, we are all doomed. 

From an office in Brussels, the ambassador represented Belgium’s interest in Central Asia, some five thousand kilometres away. Since he visited the area only a couple of times a year, and probably spent most of his trips at dinners like this, I had to ask, “How can you have an accurate idea of what is developing on the ground and in the streets?” 

 “How could we put the embassy in just one country, and make the others angry?” he countered. “Since Belgium will not put an ambassador and residence in all the Central Asian republics, that leaves me tucked away in Brussels.” He sat back, a smug smile spreading across his well-fed face.
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Seeing the big wide world with my own eyes often seemed to come with more than I had bargained for. I had boned up on the churches, the museums, the monasteries. I’d heard about the markets and read about the ruins. But there was no way to prepare for a woman like Vitalia. 

One evening in Almaty, when Jim and I returned to the hotel, I stood on the landing four floors up overlooking the bar, peering down to watch a graceful, freshly scrubbed woman around my age standing alone, sipping water. She, like the others beside her gossiping among themselves, was obviously waiting for a customer. The next night she noticed me watching and lifted her glass in acknowledgement. I responded with an embarrassed smile, and returned quickly to my room. But I couldn’t get the woman out of my mind. How do two women end up in such different places in life, I thought as I faced the mirror, brushing out my hair. 

I had stumbled upon tons of prostitutes in the four months we’d been on the road. Easy to spot, they showed many faces: some desperate and old, looking forty when they were 28, many jaded, a few drugged. Some were lovely, skinny dreamboats, while others had matted hair and yellow teeth. A few were barely 12 years old. All wore next to nothing. Some looked for customers in bars, while others, the fortunate handful making decent wages and seeing a doctor, worked in high-toned, legitimate brothels. 

This wholesome Kazakh angel didn’t quite seem to fit into any peg. 

On my final night, I summoned my courage and headed down to the bar to see if she’d talk.

“I’ll pay for your time,” I offered. 

“No need,” she answered with a smoker’s throaty voice. “This looks to be a slow evening.” 

Smelling of sweet flowers, Vitalia wore a baby-pink sleeveless sheath with a matching chiffon scarf wrapped loosely around her neck. Strands of her Cleopatra haircut escaped every few minutes from behind her ears, which held small gold hoops. She repeatedly tucked the short hair back, using her long, unadorned fingers extending from tiny hands. The only hint to her profession was the pair of black, ankle-high stiletto boots. 

Only 25 years old and divorced for four years, Vitalia was the mother of six-year-old Nina. “We married only because of the unexpected pregnancy,” she said, adding that since the divorce, she’d had nothing to do with her former husband. 

“That is my choice. He’s going no place. He’s not good for my daughter,” she said with a flick of her wrist, as if wiping him away. Now Vita’s parents, a “reformed” alcoholic mother and womanising father, cared for Nina in a village more than a hundred kilometres away. They believed Vita was a student in university. “It’s hard. I want my daughter with me, but for now she is in the best place.” 

After a lengthy inhale and showy exhale of her cigarette, she added, “When the time is right, I plan to bring her to Almaty, send her to a good school and university. I want Nina to never go without as I did. She will have a proper education.” 

“My work will provide her freedom,” she stated before stabbing out the cigarette. 

Vitalia lived alone, had few friends, “loved but couldn’t afford Versace” and hadn’t bought a thing in six months, saving money instead for her daughter’s education and a car, since a third of her earnings went towards transportation. When I asked about a boyfriend, she told me, “My work and having a boyfriend don’t blend. They always end up jealous and demand I quit.” 

I couldn’t help but ask more. “Please tell me what led you to this life.”

Vitalia just looked at me. 

I stumbled on my words. “I’m sorry. I know you said that you wanted to improve Nina’s life.”

Vitalia shrugged her shoulders. “Look around. In case you haven’t realised, there’s an economic crisis here. Show me a job.”

Even with Kazakhstan’s abundant resources—petroleum, coal, gas, iron ore, copper, gold—many people lived below the poverty line, mainly due to the rampant corruption. “I know times are difficult,” I said to Vitalia, “but not all women turn to prostitution. How did you begin?” 

A year or so earlier, Vitalia had met her first client while accompanying a friend, Ana, to dinner with two Americans who had flown in on a private jet. Vitalia, at the very last minute, had agreed to go because the other prostitute was sick and vomiting. Pregnant it turned out. Ana had advised Vitalia to leave after dinner if she felt uncertain about the situation. When John, Vita’s date, slid US$1,000 under the table onto her thigh, “I could only feel green,” she said, thinking how it would pay rent for many months and allow her to buy something nice for her daughter. 

“My friend toyed with John. ‘Vita isn’t for sale. She’s not a prostitute. She’s simply filling in for a sick friend.’ This made him want me more.” Vita stopped to inhale. “After sex with John, I remember how he stroked the curve of my hip as I smoked. It hadn’t been bad. It was sex. He liked it.” She paused. “I knew I’d crossed the line, but I also realised that I would make more money selling myself this way than as a shop girl.” 

“I understand,” I answered, wishing I really did. We sat for what seemed minutes. I imagined that she was thinking about that first night. I broke the quiet. “What will you do if your daughter grows up to be like you?”

Vitalia lit another cigarette and pursed her lips. Her silence screamed, and I hated myself for asking such an insensitive question. 

After lighting up for the first time in ages, my hand visibly shaking, I said, “I’m sorry.”

I learned over the course of two hours that Vitalia’s clients were westerners travelling to Central Asia on business, mostly to exploit the oil. She spoke English well enough to charm them. She earned US$100 a session, and usually serviced two customers each night, charging US$300 extra to stay for the entire evening. 

“Men with money do not think it is dirty if I stay all night. They come to me desperate for someone to listen. No longer do they share closeness with their wives. Sometimes they ask me to hold them tight and say, ‘I love you.’ They have nothing to lose. They’ll never see me again,” she said, surveying the room and exhaling a perfect smoke ring. “I pick up drunks sometimes. They’re easy. Guide them to a room, secure the money up front, give them sex and I am out within thirty minutes. I don’t have to be an actress with them.”

“What do you mean? You play roles with the sober ones?” 

“Well, yes, I guess you could put it that way. I become what they want, although I am never there mentally. I always exit the scene. This is my protection,” she paused before continuing, “but honestly, don’t you think all women are actresses with lovers or husbands, whether paid or not?” 
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Bringing up daughters is a tricky thing. My older one has for the most part left her fairy tales and Disney dreams behind, save for Mulan and Pocahontas, two strong women who stand up for themselves. I pat myself on the back a little for that. But with my youngest, who still idolises Cinderella, with Elsa and Anna giving her a good run for her money, I sometimes have to fight my compulsion to scoff at the ridiculousness of a world that’s all rainbows and chirping birds, where women are whisked away by their Prince Charmings to a pastel-pretty life filled with nothing but sunshine. I walk a fine line between a realist and a killjoy. And when it comes to boys? I’m just getting started on that. Until very recently, for 15-year-old Happy, boys were “yuck”. Ten-year-old Bee likes boys, but only as worthy competitors in a game of soccer or chess. However, when those boys do come, I’ll be ready. And hopefully all my messages about strength and confidence and independence will have made my two girls ready as well. I want them to create their own fairy tales, ones in which they are in power, seeking partners worthy of their devotion. 

Me? I was still clinging to Prince Charming, reluctant to let go despite the evidence to the contrary. But Vitalia’s words stayed with me. And the deeper Jim and I dived into our journey, the harder I tried to heed my own voice, though I was apparently just beginning to hear exactly what that voice had to say. 

“What do you think of the millennium?” Jim asked as we drove the muddy roads from Kazakhstan towards the Chinese border. It was early April, and we had been on the road for over four months. 

“What do you mean what do I think of it? You mean the whole Y2K thing?” I asked, referring to the popular notion that the end of the world as we knew it was at hand, due to the inability of the world’s computers to deal with the transition into a new century. 

“Well, barring that catastrophe, I’m thinking it might make a great date for a wedding. Think about it: January 1, 2000. Has a nice ring to it, am I right?” 

“Sure,” I laughed, knowing that the date was eight long months away. “And where might this millennial event take place?” I played along. Seriously? I knew how much could happen in eight months on the road together. And even if everything went swimmingly, how on earth could I possibly plan an entire wedding while crossing Asia confined to a car? And where would I ever find the right dress in China, Japan or Russia?

Finding a dress would be one thing. Fitting into it might be another issue after China. Jim and I had both been looking forward to the food here. I dreamed of Peking duck. Jim could almost smell the turtle soup. In Urumqi, in the Xinjiang region, we met Mr Ren, a white-gloved driver who graciously invited us to his home for dinner. Seated on a sectional sofa with Mr Ren and his family, Jim and I devoured smoked beef, cucumbers and garlic, fried potatoes, chicken with red peppers, green beans, whole fish and fried bread similar to America’s Southern corn bread, washed down with bitter red wine. 

“You are not eating,” his wife, Georgine Mai, said. “You must put meat on your bones.” Not wanting to offend, I helped myself to even more, and after a dessert of chilled pears, bananas and apples in sweet yogurt, I thought I was going to die. 

And that was just the beginning. Since entering China ten days before, Jim had talked non-stop about Hami melons, claiming to still taste their sweetness from his last trip nearly a decade earlier. “Out of season!” he cried upon our visit to the night market. But his disappointment was soon forgotten in the lively bustle of the evening. The greasy bowls of pork-fried rice didn’t hurt either. As it neared midnight, we strolled arm and arm back to our hotel amid the crowd of others biking and walking as if it were midday. 

“Look!” I said, pulling him towards a bakery where, displayed behind the window, sat an eight-tiered wedding cake, champagne flutes separating each layer, with Barbie and Ken dolls perched on top. “What do you think?” I teased.

“Classy,” he answered with a straight face.

“So what kind of a cake do you want?” I asked.

“Whatever you want, Paige.”

“Okay,” I said somewhat facetiously, “how about a chocolate globe marked with our route, topped with a sugar-coated yellow Mercedes?”

“Perfect.”

By breakfast the next morning, my appetite was back. At a funky roadside restaurant, we managed to down fried rice, cucumbers and steamed buns before taking off to Dunhuang to see the ancient Buddhist Mogao Grottoes, and from there to Wuwei and on to Lanzhou. The hundred kilometres to Wuwei became a four-hour journey, through the dust and sand clouds caused by thousands of workers—men and women—digging and shovelling and swinging pickaxes to break up the pavement. As we neared China’s more populated east, the towns began to run into each other. The streets were congested with bicycles and carts led by horses and donkeys, with cars that veered out of nowhere and pedestrians who strayed as if blind. We’d be lucky to get out of China in one piece, I thought.

“Just wait until you see Beijing,” Jim said, as if reading my mind.

Once safely in Lanzhou, we made a beeline to the Cultural Palace Teahouse, in Jim’s mind a treasure akin to those Hami melons. A wrinkled man in a Mao suit and glasses as big and round as grapefruits (Jim would buy a similar pair) led us across the dirt floor to a tiny three-legged table. We sipped at steaming cups of water that had been ceremoniously poured over a combination of tea leaves, lychee nuts and rock sugar, and watched as four men under heavy make-up hammed it up onstage in an overblown Chinese opera. Save for the servers, I was the only woman in the room. Even the female roles onstage were being played by men. I watched as Jim, up in the front row, joined the rest of the men tossing scarves onto the stage to show their silent approval of the spectacle and to pay the performers.

Of course, after all that activity, we were hungry again and located the restaurant district, where we were easily lured by two beautiful young women in tight silk qipaos. “Huan ying guang lin,” they welcomed as we were ushered past the crowded fish tanks and a small pool housing turtles and frogs, the cages full of ducks, chickens and snakes.

“Snake!” Jim insisted as we sat, pointing to the wildest in the cage when the owner requested he choose his own. In a flash, the serpent’s squirming head was severed, its body slit down the middle, its red innards yanked out before the blood began to drain. 

“Lanzhou duck, please,” I practically whispered as the waitress turned my way, her nod sending me scurrying back to my seat before someone whacked off the poor bird’s head in front of my eyes. 

Jim’s snake arrived with a sliver of batter on the thin meat. “Go for it,” I said, thankful that my appetite still seemed to be somewhat intact. 

“Yum. Tastes just like chicken. Try it. It’s delicious!” He held up his fork towards me. 

“I’m good,” I said as I kept my eyes fixed on the table before me. I breathed a sigh of relief when my duck arrived, sliced and smothered in plum sauce. 

The waitress returned, this time with the snake’s gall bladder swimming in a bowl of clear alcohol. “Custom says to drink the liquor for your health, and swallow the gall bladder for your sight,” she explained. 

Jim knocked back the concoction in one gulp.

It was when she returned with the blood that Jim finally let down his macho guard. “And this,” the waitress explained, “is very good for your skin.”

“My skin is just fine,” he said. “Soft as a baby’s bottom, as they say.”

 

[image: ]

 

There were days when life did, indeed, feel like a fairy tale. Like when we climbed the five hundred stone steps to a Taoist monastery, thigh muscles screaming, to be rewarded by the sight of six monks chanting and singing, praying for rain. Nearby, an elderly robed man balanced a small pot of incense on his head. As wind agitated the smoke, two men who looked even older burned scraps of yellow paper as offerings. Upon our descent, I stopped to light my own incense before kneeling to pray. With my world becoming bigger by the day, I was finding myself drawn to beliefs far beyond the one I was brought up in, open to communicating with any and all higher powers who might choose to listen. As a monk pounded on a brass gong the size of a giant tractor tyre on my granddaddy Hilton’s tobacco farm, I asked for safety on our journey and, thinking of Vitalia, a better world for women everywhere. A mist began to fall, mixing with the droplets springing from my eyes, as Jim took my hand. “I love you for that, Paige. The monks pray for rain, and you offer them your tears.” 

Another night found us dancing waltzes and cha-chas in the town square of Pingliang. As the music came to a stop, the crowd of hundreds began to mingle, and soon we were surrounded. An old man pointed to my eyes as a younger one translated his words. “He thinks you are the American eye doctors who are to work at the hospital.”

“No, we’re just travellers,” I explained.

Jim pulled out a small laminated map to show our route. “We’re driving around the world. We love your country.”

The old man grinned as a few in the mob began to applaud. A small boy poked a finger at Jim and a pair of giggling girls stroked my blonde hair, all three of them following us as we headed back towards the hotel. 

And like tourists, we became lost in the wonders of China. The famous terracotta warriors, an army of thousands made to protect the first emperor of China in his afterlife; the peony flower festival bursting with hundreds of the ruffled blooms that are said to symbolise splendour, wealth and prosperity; the exhibition of Harbin ice sculptures, an art that traces its roots to the Qing dynasty; the dizzying kung fu demonstration with boys and girls kicking, thrashing and waving swords in the air. The enchantment continued through Shanghai, where I was completely taken by the mix of trendiness and tradition, ancient temples and sky-high towers. The view from our hotel was stunning, despite being dotted with cranes. It was only on closer inspection that we saw the other side of the coin—the poor displaced from neighborhoods they’d inhabited for generations, and the heavy pollution that was hanging over every part of the city.

My spiritual horizons continued to expand as well. On the way to Beijing, we stopped in Qufu, the birthplace of Confucius, where my mind was captured by his teachings, a sort of nondogmatic religion for a self-described atheist country.

We visited Tai Shan, one of China’s holiest Tao mountains, where seven women, squatting on steps leading to the temple, sang spirituals. Inside, behind wooden rails, people kneeled in meditation. And just outside, in a courtyard, a brass urn about two metres tall attracted worshippers rubbing hands and bodies against the dull metal. In the corner, a monk, balanced in a flat-footed squat, counted a wad of donations from the worshippers and tucked it into a locked box nearby. 

Once in Beijing, we invited a friend and government employee, Mr Yuan, for tea, along with his wife and four-year-old son. Mr Yuan clearly doted on the little boy in the Winnie-the-Pooh shirt, indulging his demand for two huge desserts, a soda and a fruit drink served in a coconut shell. The boy barely picked at the sweets before losing interest, opting instead to fling his toys repeatedly onto the floor.

“Whoa, that’s quite a sugar high,” I said to Mr Yuan, earning a nudge under the table from Jim.

“We must make him happy. He is our only one,” Mr Yuan replied as his wife nodded in agreement. 

It wasn’t a surprise that the one-child-per-family policy China had in place at the time had produced countless spoiled children. And boys were revered. Horror stories proliferated of forced abortions, drownings of daughters and enforced sterilisation by family planners. I returned to the hotel a little unnerved that evening. Even the comfort of a cushy bed couldn’t stop the thoughts from playing ring-around-the-rosy in my head, the crazy way they do when you’re unable to fall asleep. It started with Mr Yuan’s spoiled boy, which made me think about all of those unwanted girls. How could this continue? In fact, it wasn’t until a few years ago—when the country ended up with thirty million bachelors who couldn’t find brides and an ageing population that was not being replaced in the workforce—that the 35-year-old policy was put to rest. Today the government goes all out to encourage young, educated women to marry and give birth, even going so far as to extol the “romance” of marriage and motherhood during college. For years, the Chinese have been trying their best to disgrace those who remained single after the age of 27, branding them as sheng nu, leftover women. But their efforts may have come too late, as, judging by the statistics, these women seem to be in no hurry to produce children.

I tried even harder to sink into a slumber, but my mind continued to reel. Would Jim want girls? Would he want more than one child? No matter how many, I knew they’d never be as spoiled as Mr Yuan’s. I thought about how Jim and I would bring up our own children—if we ever had any—which made me wonder about the wedding, and the dress that I didn’t have and that I probably wouldn’t fit into even if I did, which made me think about why I had insisted on finishing every bite of the dinner two nights before—the fried duck and barbequed duck and the duck innards and the duck soup, the tortoise soup and the white fungus soup, and the prawns and the abalone and the grapes and the melon and the chocolate—and why none of it even mattered because even though things between Jim and I had been pretty good lately, who knew if this damn wedding was ever going to happen anyway?
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After a thankfully uneventful 26-hour ferry ride from Tianjin to Incheon, we found our appetites again on our first evening in Seoul, in a nondescript restaurant that belied what was offered inside. We both devoured bulgogi, thin marinated slices of barbecued beef, soon to become my favorite national dish. I imagined my father and grandfather with me. Surely my dad would have mumbled, “We sure do it better in North Carolina”, while Grandfather Anderson, my mom’s father, would have likely been more enthusiastic, remarking, “They sure do it different from us, but it’s good!” 

We ate spicy kimchee, salted and fermented vegetables, with almost every meal as a side dish, and I flipped out for the japchae, sweet and savoury glass noodles—although I found the sweet-potato starch noodles terribly difficult to get to my mouth with chopsticks!

The food orgy seemed to ease up a little, at least for me, once Jim chose to order dog. “Forgive us, Snoopy,” I muttered into my hands, picturing the wagging tail of my spotted childhood mutt as the steaming bowl of greasy brown stew hit the table. 

“Mmmm. Better than lamb,” he insisted, holding the spoon out towards me. I shook my head and watched him take a few more bites before pushing the bowl away. “But it sure is filling!” 

I bit my tongue and dished out a generous portion of the rice and vegetables from my bibimbap onto his plate.
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What didn’t wane was my growing obsession with the intricate dance between the sexes, heightened by all the stories from the women I was meeting on the road. It seemed to be a delicate balance no matter where you were in the world, albeit with the scales more tipped in some places than in others.

In Seoul, I shopped with Susan, an acquaintance who was 29 years old. “Thirty in Korea,” she explained, “since here we begin life at one.” She had lived in Seoul for six years, first as a master’s degree student and, when I met her, as associate director of the American Chamber of Commerce in Korea. She did not date Korean men. “I am too old here. Plus, my travels, degrees and career are hard for men to accept, since Korean women typically should not outshine their husbands or boyfriends. Women take care of home and family.” 

At the time, predictions were that men would soon outnumber women by 20 per cent in South Korea, creating the unprecedented situation of men needing women more than the other way around. In fact, the female population there has now surpassed the male, and even though South Korea had elected its first female president, the country still ranks a sorry 118 out of 144 in the 2017 Global Gender Gap Report. Women earn only two-thirds of what men do, and South Korean men hold the dubious record of doing the least amount of housework among all men in the world’s most developed countries. 

But there’s also a sense, today, of a young generation of women that will demand and attain a different kind of life. An extremely wired culture, with 80 per cent of the population on smartphones; a vibrant creative scene pumping out the K-drama and K-pop my daughters adore; an intense work ethic of the highly educated—it’s all bound to lead to positive changes for everyone. I do worry, though, about the pervasive plastic surgery on South Korea’s millennials. I do not look forward to a day when we all have the same noses, eyes and chins.

Driving on excellent roads, we reached Pusan in five days, where we ferried to Japan without a hitch. Later on, when fording a river, or even a sea, was a chore, I’d look back on this crossing with genuine appreciation, like much of our time in Japan, where everything worked and life was good.
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A few days later, soon after checking into a hotel in Hiroshima, the phone rang. A sweet-voiced operator said, “Dr Billy Wireman is in the lobby to see you.” He was my first boss and mentor. He had introduced me to Jim, to China and to embracing curiosity. Disbelieving, I answered, “Really?” before turning to Jim. “You won’t believe this. Dr Wireman is here!” He sat stunned. “But I haven’t showered,” I said to Jim, who laughed. “Vanity is a curse, Paige. Dr Wireman doesn’t care. Tell him your day began before sunrise”—which was true. Our visit in the hotel lobby would be short but, oh, so sweet—and cherished.

During a dinner party in Tokyo, I probed Yoko, our host, about the lives of Japanese women. “You see,” she told me, “women marry and have babies later since they can earn their own income and don’t need men as they once did. The waiting has everything to do with economics. Now, as a result of the dismal economy, women have gained a new attitude: the divorce rate among fifty-year-olds is rising. When husbands receive pink slips, wives realise they can do as well without them. The women manage on their own, especially after children leave home, and there’s no one to masquerade for any longer.”

Unfortunately, the dismal economy she mentioned hasn’t brightened; in fact, Japan has continued to run up debts. Plus, the population is declining (fewer babies born and little immigration), so the future looks problematic even today.

I asked about equality between the sexes. 

“Women continue to have lesser roles than men in the workplace. Our society is patriarchal to the extreme. But there are those who are beginning to grow frustrated. Recently, women hit the roof when they learned that Viagra for men was approved in six months while the government deliberated over twenty years before approving birth control pills for women.”

Of course, my fascination back then with the dynamics between men and women was, in a way, natural, as I was facing an impending marriage. And with no girlfriends around to swap tales with, calm my nerves or talk me down from the ledge, there were times when things could get a little stressful, to say the least. 

What I needed was my mom. Being away from my parents for six months had been tough for me, as I think my mother sensed from reading between the lines of my occasional emails and phone calls. I was just plain homesick, an anathema to Jim and something for which he had absolutely no patience. So when Dad summoned up the gumption to venture from the comforts of Rocky Mount and Mom put in for a rare two weeks off from work to join us in Japan, it was as if I’d been given the best gift ever.

For someone so bent on living a life that was anything but ordinary, it was admittedly humbling to see how welcome a little normalcy could be. I stood at the window of our Tokyo hotel room watching the traffic below as my mother wrapped a tape measure around my shoulders, waist and along my back, pausing to jot down each dimension for my wedding dress. She had come to the rescue with a plan for a custom-made designer gown, to be miraculously whipped up to perfection over the next three months while I was crossing Siberia. “I do wish I could have all the parties, the shower, all those things brides-to-be are supposed to get,” I said, the conventional quality of the moment leaving a taste for more. I turned to see my mother watching me sideways, one eyebrow arched in a look I’d seen countless times before. “I know, I know,” I said before she had the chance to speak. “Be grateful for what you have. The grass is always greener. Don’t worry, Mom. I’m well aware that this was my own choice.” 

Just before their departure, Jim and I took my parents to Hakone for the natural volcanic hot springs. As Mom and I disrobed and slid into the steaming onsen bath, I delighted in the pleasure she was taking from the ancient ritual. With my head resting against the rim of the stone pool, I watched my mother with her eyes closed and legs outstretched, and began to imagine what her life might have been like had she been able to make choices like mine. It’s not that she wasn’t strong or independent. In my parents’ relationship, they were equal partners—an anomaly when and where I grew up. Yet even though she was a successful businesswoman, the responsibilities of childcare and housework pretty much fell on her shoulders. I always had the sense that she knew there was more to life. Given a partner with more wanderlust, my mother would have embraced the opportunity to see the world. 

So, I thought that day as I sat across from her basking in the healing waters, how did she reconcile her actual life with the one she might have had? She clearly loved my father, but how does a person learn to give way to the things that disappoint, how does one come to know what will really matter in the end, and what won’t? 

I cried bitterly when the two weeks were up and we had to say goodbye. It would be almost six months before I would see my parents again. 

But with my tears wiped away, Jim and I were off to climb Mount Fuji. We began our ascent in a heavy mist. It was June, just a few weeks before the high season when hundreds of thousands of Japanese would habitually make the trek. “A spiritual requirement in life,” I was told by a woman I met at the base. After emerging from moistness into sunshine, crossing steep, uneven dirt, the sweat began to pour from my face. Just before reaching the peak, my legs had turned to noodles. And when we finally reached the summit—an enormous volcanic crater stuffed with snow—I stopped to wait for the epiphany, until the wretched cold and stinging winds drove me back towards the way we came. An hour later, desperate for a cup of hot tea, I started to grow frustrated with Jim’s slower pace. 

“Come on!” I snarled over my shoulder. “Can’t you move any faster?” 

It was only moments later that I turned back again to hurry him along. Jim had taken a shortcut from the path, and suddenly his feet were running away from him on the rocky slope. “Watch out!” I shouted as he began to somersault towards me. I ran back to find a large gash across his head and blood pouring down his neck and onto his coat and shirt. 

“What’s your mother’s maiden name? When were you born?”

“Brewer. 1942. I don’t think it’s a concussion, Paige. But please, can you get me out of here?” he asked weakly. We continued our descent at a snail-like pace as darkness fell. I could barely see the path or rocks in front of us.

 “Of all nights to have no stars,” I grumbled. 

In the dark, holding Jim’s hand, I tapped ahead with my walking stick, stopping way too often in an attempt to regroup. Each time one of us began to lose our footing, we’d both fall into a heap. 

“Help!” I called out into the blackness. “Somebody please help!” I had no idea if we were going due south, east or west. “Help!” 

No one answered. I used Jim’s lighter to read signs, kicking myself for not bringing a flashlight. 

“We should have been down hours ago,” Jim said in almost a whisper. 

I stayed quiet, my heart aching for the man who had finally managed to make me feel as though he truly needed me, even if it did take a sharp rock to the head to happen. 

It was at least another hour before we found the base, where workers, when they saw Jim’s cut-up face, insisted he visit the hospital. 

“I’m okay,” Jim assured the doctor.

The young man checked him out and cleaned him up. “Yes, you’re okay, Mr Rogers,” he said, “but I must tell you the rule in Japan: Everyone should climb Fuji once, but only a fool does it twice.” He stopped to grin. “Your journey is complete.”
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There were times, when I think about it now, when the purpose of our trip seemed clearly ludicrous. Three long years together careening down a precarious road for what? The bragging rights to a Guinness World Record? A record that didn’t even exist before we set it? We could have crossed through half the countries we did and still won that title. Or, better yet, why couldn’t Jim have simply chosen another record to break, like growing the world’s largest durian? 

Okay, so maybe there were a few more motivating factors than just that, but still. A three-year drive around the world? Who does that? 

Today, for the most part, Jim and I have settled into a very purposeful, regimented life, dictated by the school terms and extracurricular activities of our kids. The caprices of the past have been put aside to a life dedicated to our daughters and their futures. Nothing has been left to whim when it comes to their upbringing, including the choice of Singapore as our home.

Moving to Singapore was a carefully calculated decision by Jim to enable our daughters’ mastery of Mandarin Chinese, a skill he, and now I, believed would be crucial to their future success. He had been touting China as the next world leader for two decades.

Even our travel, for the most part, has a purpose. We’ve shown the girls Washington, DC, so they’d get a sense of the workings of the American government, and Colonial Williamsburg, for the history. They are versed in the Ming dynasty after standing face-to-face with the Great Wall, and have made several trips to Oxford, where I take the opportunity to plant a seed for their desire to aim for admission at Jim’s alma mater. There isn’t a day that goes by when I’m not deliberately working at maintaining my daughters’ focus on their schoolwork, their reading, their voice lessons, tennis, swimming. I have to admit I’ve turned into a Tiger Mom, although my daughters assure me that I am too much fun to be a tiger.

But back in July 1999, it was only Jim and me, fresh off forty hours stuck on a decrepit ferry in Vladivostok, with nearly ten thousand kilometres of the vast, forbidding unknown between us and the next sure sign of civilisation. It’s no wonder “Siberia” is used as a metaphor for demotion and disgrace, exile and despair. Here’s what comes to mind when I think of that part of our trip: 

1. The sweltering heat. I picture Jim across from me in the only restaurant in the town of Birobidzhan, sweating so badly that the khaki safari vest—the one he wore every single day—appeared dark brown, and was wet to the touch. My back and head were soaked—not damp—my cotton clothes clinging to me like a banana peel. “You’d cool considerably if you stopped wasting energy complaining,” he said, rolling his eyes at my grumbling. We sat in silence as the waitress delivered a basket of white bread and a chipped plate of nearly liquefied butter accompanied by a swarm of flies. I picked at my cucumbers and tomatoes. Jim sawed at a grey slab of meat. My eyes turned enviously to the only other diners in the place, a pair of giggling young women on a girls’ night out. Leaving Jim behind, I pushed back my chair and crossed the room to introduce myself.

“Do you speak English?” I asked the one with bleached-blonde hair and eyebrows tweezed into thin dark lines.

“Vodka?” she asked as she filled her water glass from a bottle and handed it to me. I sat.

Tatiana and Helen were government employees, mothers of young children. We talked fashion, perfume, cosmetics, warming to each other over a seemingly endless stream from the bottle. As Jim passed our table on the way back to the hotel, Tatiana asked, “How much older is he?”

“A lot.”

“How many years? Fifteen? Twenty?”

“Twenty-six years.” 

“But he does not look it,” Tatiana said, before lighting a cigarette. “Will you marry him?”

“Yes,” I answered with a twinge of panic at the thought; the wedding plans yet to be made was only the half of it.

Helen, now serious, advised, “That is good, because you are getting old. Women here must marry by twenty-five and by your age, they are goats that no one wants!” 

As I poured another round of vodka, she added, “But marriage is not always good. Once a woman marries, she must visit the doctor every three months to make sure she is clean, because if her husband is not sleeping around, then she is.” 

2. The rampant prostitution. From Vladivostok, I took a pinch on the behind from a presumptive man who had interpreted my fair skin and blue eyes as a for sale sign. In Birobidzhan, where young women planted themselves on the cement steps outside the best (and only) hotel in town, it was clear that prostitution was big business throughout Siberia. The Japanese on sex holidays and the men from Heihe, a Chinese city across the river, along with a few prosperous locals kept these women working. One I had met, Svetlana, told me, “I make more in one night doing this than I would make in a month washing floors.”

3. The itchy palms. Even the ATMs—there for the convenience of the men hiring prostitutes—were greedy, one gobbling Jim’s rubles right back up before he could grab them from the machine. After three days of wrangling to get the money back, the bank president warned Jim, “In Russia, take your money fast or someone else will.” How right he was. At dinner that same night, I shrunk with embarrassment as Jim offered to pay a hack musician not to play his keyboard, the so-called music so loud we couldn’t hear ourselves think. But the man simply stopped immediately, walked to the bar, ordered vodka and saluted Jim with the shot. 

Then, in Chita, some 4,744 kilometres east of Moscow, we were relaxing outside the hotel in the 33-degree heat one night when a man approached, his shaved head glistening above his black T-shirt and pants. I pulled my legs from where they were resting on a white plastic chair, offering him the seat. Picking his teeth with a metal toothpick, he looked to Jim and smiled, showing a lot of gold. 

“I am Serg.” He paused, looking around. “How did you get so far into Siberia without paying any of us off?” 

Jim rejoined smoothly, “How do you know we haven’t?” 

Another silence followed and my heart raced. After only 15 days in Siberia, I understood the mafia’s influence. “They might be the most efficient institution in the country,” Jim had said. Five hundred American dollars could get anyone killed, and Mercedes were the only cars mafia bosses and their minions drove. Please, oh please, don’t let him fancy our car, I thought.

At last, Serg spoke, “We checked. You haven’t paid anyone”, before putting the toothpick into his breast pocket and surveying the scene again. 

I looked at Jim in disbelief. The mafia forced locals to pay them off to keep the electricity and gas running. I had heard a shop owner explain the mafia was “the roof”—the protection they all had to buy. When Serg said that he had checked, I believed him. Jim hailed the waiter, and ordered “endless vodka” for Serg and his followers. By 1am, we had all become friends. Serg claimed to be enchanted by our adventure. As the night ended, he admitted, “I am wise enough to know that no one can steal a one-of-a-kind Mercedes like yours.” I breathed a huge, vodka-fuelled sigh of relief. 

Then we met Eugen, the chief Mercedes mechanic in Russia, who was paying a visit to his Siberian outpost. “I don’t drink,” he responded to our offer of vodka. “Not since Chernobyl. I was part of the military cleanup, and am on medications now.”

Quite the storyteller, Eugen told many tales over the evening as we sat outside, again at the white plastic table. “In Russia, 99 per cent of Mercedes are bought with ill-gained money. Many are stolen in Germany, then brought here.” 

“Do you know of any untainted businessmen owning a Mercedes?” I asked. 

Eugen thought for a moment. “Maybe one. But you must remember what old man Rockefeller said: ‘The first million is made any way you can. The next million should be made legally’. ” Smiling, I wondered how Mr Rockefeller might respond to that allegation. 

As we sat together, I looked upward into the vast sky blanketed with stars, enjoying our comfortable silence. Inhaling an audible breath, Eugen offered his business card, explaining, “This will be your insurance as you travel to Moscow. You are good people. I want to protect you. Show this to any troublemakers and they will let you pass. I service the mafia, people like Serg, politicians and even the president.” 

We shared a chuckle, although Jim and I both knew that he was deadly serious.

But it was Serg who dropped by to bid us good luck the next morning as we were packing the car for the journey onward to Moscow. “Look, my American friends,” he said. “I can guarantee safe passage in the next three cities. I’ve called ahead. Don’t worry about a thing. And if anyone gives you problems,” he said as he stretched out his arm to shake Jim’s hand, “let me know. I will have them killed.” 

It was nice to have connections, I guess. 

It was money that seemed to speak loudest, but even then only to a point. Outside Ulan Ude, the capital of the Buryatia Republic, we stopped at the Datsan Buddhist Monastery, the centre of Russian Buddhism. When Jim asked for permission to visit the faded temple’s second floor—a prime vantage point to see the tremendous Buddha taking up nearly the entire ground level—a thin monk, wearing a crimson robe, responded, “Not possible.” As soon as Jim presented five hundred rubles “for the temple”, the monk changed his tune. Jim began to climb the narrow stairs with me following behind. The pious one threw out his arm. 

“No women.” 

Another bribe was offered, to no avail. It was clear that no amount of rubles could buy me, a woman, passage. “Does Buddhism differentiate between men and women?” I asked. 

“No,” the monk answered, “but as a woman, you are not pure, and you can never stand above the Buddha.” 

Torn between outrage at the absurd discrimination and admiration for someone who drew a line at being bought, I took a seat outside on the sinking porch’s stairs, and waited while Jim—by no means pure—enjoyed the splendours of the monastery solely because of his gender. 

4. The (nasty) food. There were days when I thought that if I faced one more plate of fried meat and potatoes and overcooked vegetables, I’d implode. So when Jim and I plunked ourselves down to people-watch at a nondescript outdoor café in the near 37-degree heat of Blagoveshchensk (it was cooler outside than inside), my expectations remained low. We watched young couples stroll along the river boardwalk as a sweet breeze gave momentary relief. Imagine my delight when a uniformed waiter, who introduced himself as Pavel, offered us plastic-covered menus complete with twenty pages of options. I yanked the Russian–English dictionary from my bag. 

“Jim, this is great! A real restaurant.” 

He chuckled. “I don’t mind the Russian food.” 

When Pavel returned, I ordered the spinach soufflé. He shook his head no. I pointed to the grilled lamb. No, he shook his head. 

“Well, what do you have?” I asked hopefully. He flipped through the pages, pointing out two dishes—chicken surprise and beef stroganoff. A few minutes passed as we sipped beers that were almost cold, waiting for our chicken and beef. The chef, in a stained apron, approached. 

In English, he asked, “What garnish?” 

“What do you have?” I asked.

“French fries, no rice.”

I laughed. “French fries, no rice?” 

“Yes, French fries. No rice.”

We ordered the French fries.

5. Water envy. It was in Siberia that I perfected the art of creative bathing. I became a contortionist, often bending and twisting and kneeling to access a piddly stream of cold water that barely rinsed the soap from my skin. There were times when there were tubs, but no plumbing fixtures. And when there was water, it was highly suspect. My hair began to fall out in small chunks.

Then there was the time I met my first well. Out in Siberia’s vastness, no roads nor corrugated dirt paths marked the expanse. And in the summer some swamps turned impassable, leading locals to load their cars and trucks onto the flatbed cars of certain freight trains.

Jump forward to present day and a road now connects Moscow to the Far East. But then, in Skovorodino, we had five hours to wait for the arrival of our flatcar. We would be atop the 66th car of a jerking train for 28 hours for the seven hundred kilometres to Chernyshevsk. After finding and sorting out eating utensils and four five-litre water bags from our trailer, I looked around for a well. Walking along a dirt path, I showed a man the word “water” in my Russian–English dictionary. “Va-DUH,” I tried. He pointed me down another rocky road. With the black plastic bags in my hands, I passed women in aprons standing outside worn-out wooden homes. They looked at me curiously, surely wondering about the sacks. I moved deliberately, fixated. After walking for what seemed an eternity, and nearly turning back, I tripped over a small metal piece with a handle jutting skyward from a puddle. Idiot, I said to myself. I had been looking for an old-fashioned well with a bucket on a rope, like the ones in cartoons or fairy tales. 

I pumped the handle up and down, but nothing happened. I tried again, pumping harder, but still no water flowed. Having hiked too far and sweated too much to fail, I moved the lever even faster, producing absolutely nothing. But I knew the damn thing obviously worked, the muddy puddle below was evidence. Pulling from my pocket a tattered lavender bandana dating back to high-school days, I rested. The rag, nearly always on me in Siberia, soaked up sweat from my forehead, brow and upper lip. Again I tried, pumping up and down with all of my might. No reward. Inhaling deeply, I gave it everything I had. Finally, a steady stream of water, crystal clear and unbelievably cold, came gushing out. I beamed with pride and threw my arms into the air in victory. 

“I did it!” I yelled. 

A man nearby, astounded over my struggle with the well, laughed loudly. 

I washed my hands, legs and arms, dirty from the puddle I had sunk into three times, and hunched over to drink the perfect cold water straight from the pump before starting my return to the flatcar. It would take me over a half-hour to get there, progressing in increments of 25 steps, carrying two heavy sacks, putting them down to back track for the other two. When I finally hung the water bags from the car’s trailer hitch, I felt proud. I could hardly wait to share my adventure with Jim, who, after endless hassling with loading-dock formalities, could not care less. 

Sometime after one in the morning, the freight train stopped to pick up our flatcar. Ours was the last, bringing up the rear. Once moving, we rattled and bounced like popcorn, and I hooked my seat belt to keep from hitting the ceiling. I drifted off to sleep, but soon woke to howls of thunder, lightning and pounding rain. Then, I had to pee. Jim, who had wisely thought to bring buckets to be our toilets on the “railroad adventure”, had left them in the trailer. 

As the train tore through the storm, he insisted that I stay inside. 

“But I have to go!” 

“Paige, we’re going more than fifty miles per hour.” 

Swinging the passenger door open, I balanced on the narrow ledge of the car frame as Jim grabbed my forearms. Rain and wind pelted my backside as I hung my bottom way out, worried I might wet our home, the cute yellow Mercedes. Over the loud wind I heard Jim yell, “Just pee on the damn car, Paige! I don’t want to lose you!” It was with those last six words that Siberia began to look just a little bit better to me.

 

[image: ]

 

Onward towards Moscow, on a particularly enjoyable afternoon, convertible top down, wind in my face, I drove over a sealed, steady road, gazing out on fields of tall billowing hay, farmers harvesting on decrepit tractors, scores of zigzagged hay stacks resting on golden plains, then dense Birch forests with leaves so green, they looked painted as they swayed over needle-thin white-bark trunks. For dozens of kilometres, no traffic passed. The road led only to more of the same until we met fields overloaded with thousands of huge-faced sunflowers appearing on either side of us. Flocks of birds soared high in a Carolina-blue sky dotted with plump cotton-ball clouds. 

My hypnotic state, enhanced by the hum of wind and engine, came to a halt when I slammed on the brakes. A policeman, appearing out of thin air, was frantically waving me down. I was going 115 kilometres per hour in a hundred zone. You have got to be kidding me. There is nothing, nobody anywhere near! It’s Siberia! my brain shouted. But thankfully my mouth curled into a sweet smile. “Privet, hello,” I purred in my best Russian. He motioned me onward, back into the vastness that had somehow drawn me deep into its spellbinding clutches. 
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Moscow to Riga, Latvia
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By the time we reached Moscow, in late August 1999, we had been on the road for 240 days, with four weeks to go before Finland. I arrived in the capital fed up and exhausted from the two-plus months of driving across Russia. And I still had a wedding to plan.

Back in Japan, Jim had finally given in. “We’ve survived six months on the road together. I guess we’ll survive marriage,” he teased when I once again brought up our wedding. The first of January 2000 would be the big day. He had picked the date! Determining the location now became the thorn. 

“We can marry anywhere you want,” Jim said. 

His top spot, Timbuktu, I vetoed. Too remote. 

“I think it makes more sense to do it en route,” I offered, which meant either Europe or Morocco. “How about Henley-on-Thames,” I offered, as it was an easy drive from London and a place close to our hearts. One of our first dates had taken us to the Henley Royal Regatta, where Jim (and his Oxford crew) had won his first Guinness World Record, for fastest time in the Thames Cup race.

 “Perfect,” Jim said. “I’m glad I thought of it!” 

I had made some inquiries before entering Siberia, anticipating the poor phone lines, but was floored by the price quotes. It is the millennium, you know, I was told. Ready to scrap the big party in lieu of a celebration following our return, I consulted with Jim. “Let’s look at Morocco or Madeira,” he suggested. Of course, when he said let’s, what he really meant was let me. Once again I was reminded that this was my dream, not his. After two failed marriages and almost thirty years of bachelorhood, who could blame him? 

Nevertheless I did look into Madeira Island, where an official explained that Portugal required a three-month residency to marry. Then I tried Morocco, only to learn it required a six-month residency. So it had been off to Russia, with the wedding planning put on hold.

After all that time in Siberia, Moscow seemed like heaven—fancy shops and top-notch restaurants, amazing museums, the Bolshoi, room service—it was nothing like what we’d just been through. We even took the time to run a ten-kilometre race, and followed it with a luxurious bath with bubbles up to my ears. When people tell me they’ve seen Russia and they’ve been only to Moscow, I have to laugh. Come to me after you’ve driven across Siberia, and then we can talk Russia. 

Much of my time in Moscow was spent on the phone and with email. Henley-on-Thames was back in the running, and I had a lot to do. The first order of business was figuring out how to establish the seven-day residency required by England. Jim calculated that we would be passing through the UK again on our way to Ireland in early December, so we could establish residency then. Things were starting to look as though we might just have a wedding after all.

When a hotel employee delivered a fax of our wedding invitation, I rubbed the slick piece of paper between my fingers, awed by the black-and-white evidence that things had finally come this far. Plopping into an overstuffed chair, I threw my head back and closed my eyes to fight off tears. Planning a wedding while going around the world was not a lot of fun, and was certainly not my dream. I emailed Mom to order 150 invitations, and swore that if I ever had little girls, I would do everything in my power to steer them away from grand visions and overblown expectations of the perfect wedding.

Moscow offered plenty of diversions from my wedding anxiety, though not all of them proved to be particularly soothing. Dining in a popular restaurant near the Kremlin one night, I sensed something was amiss as we sipped our white wine. The place was packed with New Russians—the newly rich business class in a post-Soviet era—with their shaved heads and faux-Versace suits, hovered over by beefy bodyguards clutching cellphones that rang like the crescendo of a piano concerto. I imagined a turf battle brewing as several of the guards paraded around, whispering to men at various tables, until our waiter spoke, almost inaudibly. “As soon as I serve your meal, you should pay. We have security problems.” 

 He then uttered what sounded like “bomb” before dashing to the kitchen.

Reaching across the table to grab one of Jim’s large hands, I whispered, “We need to get out of here! I think he just said BOMB!” 

“Come on, Paige. Stop overreacting. No one else is leaving,” he answered, as cool as a cucumber. “Don’t you think these guys know what’s going on better than the waiter?” 

Not consoled, I watched as the New Russians and their guards continued making calls. I interrupted two of them. “What’s going on?” I asked. One motioned to his friend, a tall, round, balding bodyguard named Sasha, who approached and explained, “Ten minutes ago a bomb exploded two hundred feet from here.” He gestured towards the ATM machines where I had stood just before dinner.

“Will there be another?” I wondered aloud, making Sasha roar with laughter. 

“No, enjoy your meal, and then clear out. The area will be packed with police and medics soon.” 

After inhaling the best food we’d tasted since Japan, we paid and got up to leave. Sasha, ending a call, mumbled, “Damned Chechens.” His seriousness turned to a grin as he offered a farewell handshake. As Jim and I headed into the flashing blue lights of police cars, fire trucks and ambulances lining the exterior of the now-closed Kremlin, Sasha yelled, “Just another day in Moscow.”

During an evening at a posh Moscow club, I took the opportunity to question Alex, our host and the owner of an aluminium smelter plant, about life in post-Communist Russia. Both the bar and entrance to the windowless room were surrounded by bodyguards, all wearing black. “Are they necessary?” I asked.

 “Yes and no. Me, I must have a bodyguard simply for status’ sake. But you never know. His presence just might help to keep me alive. The ridiculously rich politicians have five, six, ten bodyguards flanking them at all times. But I figure,” he shrugged his shoulders, “if someone wants to knock me off, the number of guards around won’t much matter. I’ll end up dead.” 

“Tell me about the New Russians,” I asked, knowing full well he was one of them. 

“The New Russians, I’d say about 5 per cent of our population, consist of bandits, racketeers and a few honest, hardworking entrepreneurs and small-business owners. We’re the nouveaux riches. The wealthiest of us send our children abroad, preferably to schools in England, but those not quite so well off place their kids in private schools here in Moscow, where parents line teachers’ palms with an extra fifty or a hundred dollars each month to guarantee their child receives proper attention.”

Pausing to puff on his Monte Cristo, Alex continued over the pulsing music, “How the New Russians made their money is like you’d think. Former Communist henchmen seized power of the plants they ran and businessmen bought banks and fuel companies at next to nothing when the sales began, always below market value. All had connections from the former government. Some established the organised mafia, others illegally exported gold, oil and antiques, while still others trafficked in stolen cars, drugs and even women, making good money before turning to respectable work like running a bank.” 

“It doesn’t sound real. How can a country go without the rule of law for a decade?” I asked.

“It’s changing. We want laws now. Since New Russians made money hand over fist, we want decrees to protect us!” 

“Won’t the government take it all back one day?” I continued.

“Let’s hope not!” he laughed, and clinked my Champagne glass.

And then we were off again, toward Kaliningrad, with a stop in Minsk where Belarus’ collapsing economy had us exiting banks carrying huge black bags filled with money, which made me extremely nervous every single time. From Minsk, we moved on to Vilnius, the capital of Lithuania, about twice the size of Taiwan with only 3.5 million people, before a stop in Riga. It was there I heard the story of Benita, who had taken ownership of her country’s main Mercedes dealership after the death of her husband. The mother of a five-year-old daughter, Benita had a lot to say about the status of women in Latvia. “I long for more women to be educated and to be leaders of industry and business here,” she told me over a late dinner after putting her child to bed. “Because I am a woman, I have to work twice as hard as any man. I have no social life, and I see my daughter far too infrequently, but what am I to do?”

“But Latvia has one of the few female presidents in the world,” I offered.

“True, although the president was a compromise candidate. But few women here have serious jobs. I’m where I am because my husband died, God rest his soul. I know this. And so do others. Many men and women don’t like me. They think I am only a success because of him. As I mourned at his funeral, businessmen approached me wanting to buy his business. Can you imagine? And because I am not an ugly woman, reporters have asked me repeatedly, ‘Is it true you fired all the women in the company that were prettier than you?’ No one would ever ask a male CEO such an absurd question.” 

After dinner, Benita insisted we stop by an “intelligentsia bar”, where I offered, “You simply need more hours in the day, like most working mothers.” 

 “Yes, if I could have more time for my daughter, then I would be the happiest woman in the world. I hate to cheat her. But, Paige, relax. We are new friends. Let’s enjoy each other.” She tugged me from the barstool to dance, as Madonna’s “Beautiful Stranger” poured from the speakers above. 

I think of Benita often as I enjoy a normal weeknight dinner with my kids, both of them chattering about their days at school, the books they’re reading, the dreams they had the night before, and remind myself how lucky I am to have so much time with them, to have the opportunity to be such a strong influence in their lives. 

But that vow? The one I made about no fairy-tale-wedding illusions? I fear I may have missed the boat, at least with my teenager. Happy has her big day all planned, with everything in place but the groom. The wedding itself? An intimate affair, with my daughter in a three-quarter sleeve, scoop neck, white lace tea-length dress, simple yet elegant. And silver shoes. But after? A BIG dinner, in New York City, with tons and tons of people, and a REALLY fancy, bright, flowy dress. Sigh. Perhaps there is hope yet with Bee, whose visions are at this point limited to wearing her favourite colour—sky blue—and who, at her age, still dreams of marrying a man just like her dad.
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Scandinavia to Italy
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Every couple argues, right? Well, we certainly do. But these days my fights with Jim are minor. Thank goodness I’ve changed since having my daughters, going from a strong type A, who always took the bait, to a strong but smarter type A, who only makes mountains out of mountains. And when the arguments are more than that? I’ve learned to hold my own in those situations as well, particularly when Jim turns to mocking as his weapon of choice. I simply ignore him, leaving the bully alone on the playground. Sometimes I think I should tear a page from my youngest daughter, who fights back by recording her older sister’s cutting remarks. She then turns and forces her tormenter to listen to her own words—a guilt trip that works every time. 

The fight Jim and I had in Rome was a doozy, and I was not anywhere as prepared as I am today to deal with the fallout. Things had been looking up since Russia. Our three months there had left me feeling ripped off by the “get it while you can” mentality, and exasperated by the apathy and overriding sense of entitlement left over from the Soviets. I had been blatantly overcharged on several occasions, including one failed attempt by a taxi driver in Saint Petersburg to secure a fare ten times what it should have been. At a Siberian market, I met a man who complained of the Chinese crossing the river. “They are working our fields then selling the produce to us, making money off of us. It’s not right.” When I asked why the Russians won’t work the same fields, he replied, “You don’t understand.” In another encounter, another man, a highly educated Russian, insisted, “The government should take care of us like they once did.” 

It was hard to be witness to so much hopelessness and gloom, to watch simple tasks become struggles, to see petty rules and meaningless bureaucracy being accepted as givens. The pseudo democracy and outlaw capitalism that had risen since the collapse of communism was enough to kill any spirit left in the masses. Those who worked hard and became successful faced demands from the mafia, who insisted on a piece of the action. The police hassled and harassed. Near Moscow an official had ticketed me for speeding and passing on a solid line—even though at the time I was idling in heavy traffic in a work zone. As he wrote the ticket, I told him I wouldn’t pay. “Pay or be arrested,” he replied. I slid the paltry amount, less than US$3, over to him, and he duly pocketed it. When I demanded a receipt, he laughed. 

Inevitably, corruption, poverty and desperation led Russians, particularly women, to acceptance. Expectations were low. Aspirations were few. The Russia I witnessed lacked a moral fibre. Too few had passion for anything: God, government, one another, or tomorrow. 
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Scandinavia, by contrast, seemed so orderly and sane and friendly. In Sweden, we feasted on salmon and reindeer and fine wines. In Norway, even the butter quality was protected by the government. Denmark’s cradle-to-grave social welfare system ensured (for a hefty tax rate) a lifetime of free education and medical services, monthlong vacations and seven-and-a-half-hour workdays. At the entrance to Copenhagen’s self-governing Freetown Christiania, the signs read no weapons, no slogans/insignia, no bulletproof vests. With hashish and marijuana sold in stalls all along its main drag, Pusher Street, Christiana’s populace appeared to be quite content indeed. When I asked an old woman, who handmade leather jewellery, how the place survived, she explained, “Well, the police raid only four times each year, and we often know of them in advance. Other than those visits, they turn a blind eye, tolerating soft drugs, but never hard ones. The residents don’t allow hard stuff either. That would destroy Christiania.” 

From Copenhagen, we headed to southern Denmark, where we ferried to Germany. A stop in Hamburg hinted at one of the more challenging legs of the trip ahead. We practically bought out the entire Globetrotters overland travel supply store, stocking up on dozens of Michelin maps, an extra water purifier, mosquito netting and repellant, three additional 18-litre water bags and a small saw.

We cruised through Berlin, taking in the graffitied wall and the glass-domed Reichstag, and Stuttgart without a hitch. We relished the early morning chill as we headed towards Switzerland, flying over the flat terrain where red, purple and burnt-orange leaves whirled. The landscape morphed into twisting hills sprinkled with farms and grapevines. We soon found ourselves blissfully lost on a secondary road framed by a foggy mountain, ripe green grass, lofty evergreens, tilled brown dirt, gingerbread houses and signs warning us to beware of reindeer. Back on course via a six-lane highway in Switzerland, we zoomed through the Alps, past towns where bright flowers bloomed in window boxes, clothes dangled from homemade lines and thin red steeples topped old stone churches, and sped through tunnels that ducked through majestic mountains, leading us gently into Italy’s warm embrace. 

 

[image: ]

 

Milan was divine. A visit inside the refectory of the Santa Maria delle Grazie to see Da Vinci’s recently restored The Last Supper left me speechless, with renewed gratitude for the first-hand education I was so fortunate to be receiving. Then it was a stop at Pisa for the leaning tower, and on to Florence, arriving just in time for dinner at an outdoor café where we devoured the tomato and bread soup, the risotto laced with pecorino cheese, and the non-stop street life with equal relish. My affection for Florence was sealed during our tour of the Uffizi Gallery. After admiring (and bargaining for) some superb Fendi, Gucci, Prada and Vuitton knockoffs sold by North African vendors outside, I ventured inside where I was gobsmacked by Botticelli’s Birth of Venus, Da Vinci’s Adoration of the Magi, Raphael’s Madonna of the Goldfinch, Michelangelo’s Holy Family and Caravaggio’s Bacchu.

The drive from Florence to Rome led us through vineyards and over hills topped with terracotta houses, potted red geraniums stuffing nearly every window box, through Greve-in-Chianti, Castellina-in-Chianti and Siena. For hundreds of years, slender winding roads had meandered through the hearts of towns like these, past the one osteria, wine bar, that could always be found. Now the paths were paved, flooded by trucks hauling grapes. I didn’t want to leave Siena, the medieval architecture from the 13th and 14th centuries so stunning. The massive, elaborate duomo, with its discoloured marble and scores of peaks and statues, was gorgeous. It was intended to be even larger, yet the Black Plague of 1348 nearly destroyed the population and resources, cutting short ambitions. Inside were inlaid marble floors, which took two hundred years to complete, and a carousel pulpit, intricately carved seven hundred years ago, depicting Christ’s life. 

That evening, on our way back from dinner, Jim and I walked hand in hand, enjoying the soft, warm Tuscan air. “It’s so much easier to love you after an easy day,” I told him with a hug. He squeezed my hand in agreement.

In Rome, we joined others in the Sistine Chapel, craning our necks for views of Michelangelo’s masterful depictions of the Creation, the Flood and the Last Judgement. Afterward we stopped for dinner at an outdoor café. The prosciutto and melon, green salad with twenty-year-old balsamic vinegar, pasta with pesto, washed down with a bottle of Brunello di Montalcino were, well, divine. But in an instant, things went straight from heaven to hell. Paradiso all’inferno.

I was beat from a day of endless walking. “Let’s grab a taxi,” I suggested. Jim, who I knew was also exhausted from a sleepless night in a loud, crummy, overpriced hotel, insisted that we walk. Regardless of the beauty and splendour we’d been basking in, I was feeling overwhelmed by the pace of our travels, and was short-tempered. Our pending wedding, less than two months away, loomed like a dark storm ahead. There were still way too many unanswered questions and unplanned pieces. I felt completely unprepared.

Not wanting a battle, I agreed to walk home, but soon realised that neither Jim nor I could recall the way. “Please, let’s get a taxi,” I muttered.

“No, I want to walk. You never want to do what I want.”

“Jim, come on. I don’t need more of your complaints.”

“My complaints? You are amazing, Paige. If it weren’t for me, this trip would fall apart. Oh, I can just see you getting us around the world!” Then, in the high-pitched tone I’d come to despise, he began to mock me. “Oh, Jim, they’re looking at me. I can’t read the map. I took the wrong road.” 

This time I fought back. “Why do you act as if I contribute nothing? I know that when we first began, I was slower than you wanted, but I adapted to life on the road. I never claimed to be perfect, but I am helpful. Yet it kills you to acknowledge this. You prefer to throw errors in my face. You know what? You’re not perfect either. You make mistakes. You just blame them on everyone else!” 

“This is useless, Paige. We’re finished.”

“What?” I asked, in a much softer tone, my mouth remaining open in astonishment.

“We’re not getting married. The end,” he said calmly.

We sat in silence, the table between us as big as the ocean.

After some time, I asked, “So are you happy now?” 

He continued eating his pasta. Here in romantic Rome, surrounded by couples walking hand in hand, my fiancé had dumped me. 

Yet, I had to think, if a fight over nothing had led him to cancel our wedding, then he must have been looking for an excuse. So maybe I was better off. As much as I loved him, I did not want to be his third ex-wife. 

Taking out my mobile phone, I dialled my mother, right there from the table in the middle of a crowded piazza in Rome. “Mom, bad news.” I paused to compose myself. “Jim has called off the wedding. We’re not getting married. I’m sorry,” I gasped, sobbing uncontrollably. 

Jim continued eating. 

“Paige, calm down, honey,” came the words from 12,000 kilometres away. “Breathe deeply. Are you sure about this?” 

“Yes.”

“Are you coming home?”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do. I think I have to sleep on this.”

More silence. 

Jim looked around, as if he were simply taking in the scenery. 

I hated him right then.

“Mom, I’ll call you tomorrow. I am so sorry. Please don’t tell Daddy. I’ll tell him myself, when I’m less of a mess.”

“Honestly, Paige. People often get jitters before the wedding. Perhaps this will pass.”

“No, it won’t.” 

As soon as I hung up, I wished I had not called in the state I was in. She would worry her heart out. And if Jim and I ever did restore our relationship, she would never be able to forget that call. 

Jim stood. 

I stood. 

Finally, he said, “We should go” and hailed a taxi. Once at the hotel, I was thankful for the twin beds.
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And the next morning? To Jim, it was as though the fight had never occurred. Jim was all smiles and compliments, as nice as nice could be. Unbelievable. But his fawning attempts were met with stony coldness. Silence filled the space between us like a thick fog. I simply could not shake off his hateful words from the night before and the pain they left inside. 

Though I wasn’t that girl who was never without a boyfriend, I’d had my fair share of romance pre-Jim. Yet in retrospect, most of it looked more like puppy love. The relationships I remember most vividly were with the bad boys—the instigators, the artists, the rebels. The ones who questioned everything. All the guys I was attracted to were driven type As. Sort of like Jim. But in every relationship, I had been the dumper, never the dumpee. And though Jim seemed to have conveniently forgotten all the ugliness of the night before, I was still holding on to the anger and hurt like a dog with a bone. And his Mr Nice Guy act was doing little to ease my doubts. On the contrary, it was only making me more confused. 

When the phone rang midday, I was stunned to hear my dad’s voice. “Are you all right?” So much for my mom’s silence.

“I’m okay, Dad,” I answered as I struggled to picture how I’d break it to my parents that the wedding might, just maybe, be back on. “Jim is acting like a total prince today.” 

“Paige,” my father warned, “I just want to say one thing.”

I shifted awkwardly in my seat. My father wasn’t much of an advice giver. The one time that came to mind had been when I was first dating Jim, and was about to take off with him for a short trip to England. “Come home at any time, if you think it’s wise,” he had said. What had my father seen that I hadn’t? This time Dad was more adamant. “Maybe you need to step back and take a breath, Paige. Perhaps even come home for a bit.”

“I don’t know. I think I just need to give it a few days.”

“Okay,” Dad said. “Just make sure you think it through. There’s too much at stake, at least for you. Marriage isn’t something you can fix, you know. And what’s another divorce to Jim?”

It was like talking to myself, hearing his words.

“Don’t let yourself live in a dream world, Paige. You need a man who loves you and respects you, and most of all wants to marry you.”

Of course he was right. But the question remained, was the real Jim the one who spat out those nasty words the night before, or the one who was now claiming how lucky he was to have me in his life? I had no idea. But I did know one thing. I’d come too far to give up on this adventure of a lifetime just to return home with my tail between my legs. No way was Jim going to force my hand on that. So I did what I had to do and rolled the dice. We were off to Pompeii, Naples and the Amalfi Coast. 

After a couple of days in Venice, I refused to leave. Jim, anxious to stay true to a self-imposed schedule, was not happy. “I’ll meet up with you in Prague,” I promised. “I just need to chill out for a while, to wander around, to explore. Besides, the time apart will do us good.”

“But Paige,” he protested. “I’ll miss you. I see things differently from your eyes.”

“You’ll be fine, honey,” I said with a kiss goodbye and a gentle push out the door.

My days alone in Venice were sublime: museums, cathedrals, leisurely strolls through cobblestone piazzas and each afternoon, a perfect Bellini at Harry’s Bar. 
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I arrived in Prague rejuvenated, but unfortunately without much more clarity than I’d had before. My first stop was a hair salon, to fix the seared mess inflicted on me in Moscow. Franco, the stylist, covered me with a smock. “Okay, Madam. Who would you like to become today?” A stronger, wiser, more savvy woman? I thought. 

“Nicole Kidman?” I said. As Franco snipped at my long hair, softening the layers around my face, our talk turned to the Czech Republic, just then celebrating its tenth anniversary of democracy. Bush Senior, Thatcher, Kohl and Gorbachev had all been there, patting each other on the back. But few of the country’s ten million citizens were popping the Champagne. To them, the promised prosperity remained a fairy tale, and many yearned for the security they once had—much like the Russians I had met in the Far East. 

A fellow customer at the grocery store, who helped me figure out an ancient scale, explained, “The stores have more options, but who can afford them?” 

Nationalism abounded. 

“Foreign owned means local companies die,” a student insisted. “We’ve watched too many reruns of Dallas.” 

“We had unreal expectations for democracy,” another added. 

When I suggested to a cobbler, stitching my worn belt and broken suitcase for less than US$2, that he should increase his prices, he answered hastily, “I have no customers then. Already they complain I go too high. It’s not like in your country.” 

The taxi drivers I met seemed to agree that life was better under the Communists. One grumbled, “I worked fewer hours then and had more time for my family.” Another claimed, “I remember having plenty to eat. What good is democracy when a few get rich, but most cannot feed their families? Would you go without to have this so-called freedom?” 

My naïve assumptions were, once again, under assault. My initial reaction after being bombarded with the no’s and not possibles echoing across the former Soviet republics—that the reluctance and negativity of the workers came from laziness or a lack of drive—had been turned on its head. As a lifelong proponent of a free market, I was becoming witness to economies struggling with the reality of competition. And as an American, I should have been a little more wary of our drive to democratise the world. Freely elected, efficient democratic governments do not evolve overnight, on a whim or from decree. No, I finally concluded, what I was seeing in these glazed faces was not laziness. It was a lack of confidence in anything. As Václav Havel, the celebrated playwright who became the first president of the new Czech government, has been quoted as saying, “I would be most interested in mapping out some basic existential situations—not just the fear of the future, the fear of freedom, but now also the fear of one’s own past.” 
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I was beginning to see those black and white views of mine turn greyer by the day, in both my understanding of the world around me and the one inside. But maybe it was okay to be confused. It made me think of my old Etch A Sketch, back when I was a kid. You’d shake it up, obliterate what’s there and then create something new—and hopefully totally better. 

Making our way through Germany, Liechtenstein, Austria and Switzerland, where snowflakes almost the size of mangosteens dotted our windshield, we reached Monte Carlo in time for Thanksgiving. A Monégasque Texas-style feast, courtesy of the restaurant Le Texan, complete with country music, a peanut-shell-littered floor and sangria-laced turkey dressing. Yee-haw! 

Then it was onward through the splendour of Nice, Cannes and Saint-Tropez. Things with Jim were once again looking up. But seriously, if you can’t enjoy romance on the French Riviera, well, then things really have to be pretty hopeless. After a week in Marseille, Barcelona and Andorra, we hit Bordeaux, where we toasted over more delicious, earthy glasses of Saint-Émilion than I can remember. 

Nearing Paris, we made a stop in Chartres. Inside the cathedral, I wandered away, alone, to follow the spiraling circular path of the famous labyrinth to its centre. They say the walk becomes a spiritual journey that leads inward towards one’s own centre, and then back out again to the everyday world, stimulating inspiration and intuition along the way. Judging by my reaction when we reached Paris, it was clear “they” weren’t kidding.

We approached the City of Light at sunset and drove, top down, directly towards the Eiffel Tower. The breathtaking sight was enough to make me shiver. And after five days—as I strolled the boulevards and alleyways, eyed the windows of Dior, Chanel, Valentino, lost myself at the Louvre, Notre Dame and Sainte-Chappelle—my gut, purring with delight from all the café au lait and pain au chocolat I’d managed to consume, was telling me to forge ahead. 

So calls were made. Plans confirmed. And, with only three weeks remaining before the wedding, I flew to Henley-on-Thames for a couple of days of on-the-ground prep work.

My special-order wedding dress was waiting for me when I arrived. I stood breathless in front of the mirror at the Red Lion Hotel, eager to finally see what I would look like as a bride. My hands shook as I pulled up the zipper of the strapless gown. And then it fell to the ground, into a pile that hung from my knees.

“Made to order?” I cried into the phone to my mother back in Rocky Mount. “Made for what? A hippopotamus?” 

“So go find someone to fix it,” she sighed from a million miles away.

I found my saviour, Kate Warner, behind the narrow shop window of C&C Couture. The gown’s matching silk stole was cut to add a panel to the inappropriately low-cut dress, and pearls and crystals were added to the bodice, as well as to the simple organza veil. It was magic. 

I scrambled to finalise venues for the various parties and meals surrounding the wedding, dotted i’s with my caterer, hired a last-minute florist, organised transportation, bought bridesmaids’ presents and located lodging for our nearly one hundred guests. With the arrangements more or less in place, I rushed off to Luxembourg to join Jim on the road to Amsterdam. There, courtesy of an old acquaintance of his, we were treated to a first-hand look at Yab Yum.
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“Yab Yum?” I’d looked up from my dinner when I heard Jim discussing the must-see favourite of his Russian clients. “What’s a Yab Yum?”

“The most sophisticated brothel in all of Amsterdam,” our friend replied.

“Really?” I said. “Let’s go.”

My fascination with “working women” had been kindled by my encounter with Vitalia in Kazakhstan. She was so honest, so frank, so much like me. I’d been struggling with the notions of birthright, circumstance and destiny ever since we met.

But Yab Yum, with its hefty cover charge, flowing Champagne and plush leather sofas, was a whole other story. Two guards stopped me at the door as the metal detectors beeped madly at my tiny Swiss Army knife. 

“Why all this?” I asked, pointing to the security devices.

“Guns,” the guard answered as he handed back my purse.

“Seriously?” 

“Yes. But we make the men check them. We don’t like scenes or anyone playing rough with our ladies.”

The price for hiring a lady for an “upstairs experience” was seven hundred and fifty guilders, about US$350, per couple, five hundred guilders for a single person. But no foursomes, we were instructed by a matronly woman with a tight bun. Embarrassed, I quickly explained, “Oh no, we’re only here as observers.” She nodded her head with a dubious smirk and left us to our cocktails. I scanned the mirrored room, eyeing the dozen or so multiethnic, skimpily clad, big-haired women teetering on heels as high as the Empire State Building. Skinny cigarettes dangled from their painted lips as they stood around waiting to be chosen. “I’m going in,” I said, unable to stifle my curiosity. I had to talk to these girls.

Jim laughed. “Go ahead. Have fun.”

The first pair of ladies I approached refused to acknowledge me. The bartender, a young fake-tanned man clapping his hands in the air to the blaring disco beat, shook his head. “Not all of the women do couples. But those do.” He nodded to a trio of women seated at a round table. One of them waved. I blushed. I watched as across the room a tall Russian woman looked down to see a bald man tugging on her sleeve. She smiled and ushered the anxious customer to a small sofa, where quiet words were exchanged, before the two headed upstairs together. But not before a stop at kasse office for the requisite payment in advance. She bent and nibbled on his ear as they ascended the staircase, arm in arm.

An attractive, well-dressed man stood by the coat check. “It is nice, yes?” He waved his arm across the room, and then introduced himself as Theo Heuft, the man who founded Yab Yum over twenty years ago. 

 “I guess,” I chuckled. “Do you mind if I ask you a few things?” 

“Why, of course. Ask away.” 

I peppered him with questions. “How old are the women who work here? How many are there? How much do they earn?” 

“I have eighty hostesses, ranging from age eighteen to forty-one,” Theo answered. “Tonight we only had fourteen working, because it’s slow since football is on. But last night the place was packed with men nearly queuing for one of the eleven rooms.” I nodded. “All my women receive a weekly check-up ensuring they are clean,” he continued. “They all earn a percentage of fees from upstairs, as well as a piece of the drink sales.” 

I raised a brow. 

“Many men come in, have a few drinks, talk with the lovely ladies, and leave,” Theo explained. “Most are simply looking for the type of banter they don’t get at home.” 

“That’s kind of sad,” I said. “Do you think it would be possible to see a room?”

Theo proudly led the three of us up the beige carpeted stairway to a huge room with an enormous circular bed, complete with monogrammed His and Her bathrobes atop the satin duvet, a Jacuzzi smack in the middle of a raised platform, a stereo and a bar. 

“So this is where they hang out and talk?” I snickered.

“Oh, no, don’t get me wrong,” he continued. “Plenty of them want sex. One man spent a week up here, at five hundred guilders an hour. He went through seven or eight girls daily. In the end, I gave him a discount. Another customer recently hired a lady to accompany him to the South of France for a week.” 

It was a far cry from the flophouses and floozies of my imagination. Yab Yum closed its doors in 2008, but later reopened to the public as a museum.

By the time I left Amsterdam and Yab Yum behind, what had been rolling around in my head for months finally began to settle in. It was clearly time to jettison all those naïve notions of right and wrong, true and false, black and white I had carried around for so long. I vowed to leave that useless baggage behind and travel with a lighter load, leaving room inside for new treasures to be collected along the way. 
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In Antwerp, we picked up our wedding bands, celebrated on a public bench eating Belgian fries with mayonnaise and continued west towards the big day, just a couple of weeks away. We drove through England to the Welsh coast in a chilling fog that soon turned to pelting rain, arriving by ferry, exhausted, in Rosslare, Ireland, early the next morning. But with the rising sun came a sense of warmth and serenity that grew from inside. We flew through green fields, top down, past stone churches and barns and dozens of contented horses until we finally reached Dunquin, returning to the exact same spot where we had stood one year and some fifty thousand kilometres before. I wrapped an arm around Jim. 

“From the Atlantic to the Pacific and back again,” I said as we stood at the edge of a cliff watching the churning sea below. “Can you believe it?”

 “I’m proud of you, Paige,” Jim replied before planting a wet kiss on my lips as three fat, dirty sheep shuffled across the worn, paved road.

We reached Nenagh that evening to attend the Saint Mary’s School Christmas pageant. Jim had been invited to the school to deliver Santa and his toys to the school in our car, dubbed the yellow sleigh. The kids went nuts when the Mercedes crept around the corner with sacks of gifts piled atop the retracted roof. But it was soon apparent that Jim was stealing Santa’s thunder.

“This is the coolest car in the entire world!” screamed one pig-tailed girl.

“You really think so? In the entire world?” asked her world-weary friend.

“Well, have you ever seen anything better?” She rolled her eyes and ran her finger across the hood.

Ten-year-old Neville, who had played a Wise Man in the Christmas pageant, turned to Jim with eyes as big as saucers. “I’m just small for my age. Honest. I have my licence. Mind if I take her for a spin?”

 The children peppered us with questions about our trip. Did you see polar bears in Iceland? How about penguins? How do you get all the different money for all the countries? Have you ever eaten pickled python? Did you get to meet the Queen of England? How about Harry Potter? 

I stood back and watched with a smile on my face as Jim patiently addressed each comment and answered every question, his tone as respectful and approachable as it would have been with an audience of adults. And with a blink of the eye, I got a glimpse from my own Ghost of Christmas Future. But instead of the dire scenario presented by Scrooge’s Grim Reaper, what I caught was a peek into a life full of happy children and a father who would guide them with the knowledge and wisdom of all his years. 

We finally pulled into Henley-on-Thames a few days before our wedding. “Excited, but nervous as hell,” I admitted to Jim when he asked how I was feeling. It was Christmas Eve, and our family and friends, old and new, were beginning to gather from all corners of the world. And though I must have been thrilled by the longed-for comfort of others, I have to admit I barely remember that week leading up to 31st December, the night we all flocked together at Leander Club, on the bank of the Thames, to dine and dance away the last hours of the millennium—and my single life—as Prince urged us to “party like it’s 1999”. 


[image: ]Go Thunderbirds! Me as a 12-year-old cheerleader in Rocky Mount, North Carolina.
 

[image: ]With my parents in the 1980s. I had always been a dreamer.
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[image: ]Just married! We pulled it off despite a small scare with the dress.
 

[image: ]The perfect cake for our wedding in England on 1 January 2000.
 

[image: ]We were the black sheep in Milton Keynes.
 


[image: ]Endless sunflowers and birch trees in Siberia.
 

[image: ]Jim and I didn’t come first in the Moscow Marathon, but we made it!
 


[image: ]Looking rough in Western Sahara. Instant coffee saved the day during an early start in the military convoy.
 

[image: ]Definitely needed the sand ladder for this.
 


[image: ]Caught one in Mauritania. Granddaddy Hilton would be proud.
 

[image: ]Hanging out and telling stories dockside in Gambia.
 


[image: ]Smiles on the road in Doula, Cameroon.
 

[image: ]Seasick and sunburned on a barge in the Atlantic off Gabon.
 


[image: ]The cargo plane and the Russian pilots who flew us out of Cabinda to Luanda.
 

[image: ]The questionable cockpit of the cargo plane that took us to Luanda.
 


[image: ]These anti-UNITA soldiers, proudly showing off their weapons and ammunition, held us at gunpoint in their military camp in Canjala, Angola—thank goodness!
 

[image: ]Utopian moment on Lake Malawi.
 


[image: ]Setting off to climb Mount Kilimanjaro with Jim in 2000. This would be my first of three ascents of the world’s highest freestanding mountain.
 

[image: ]On my second time climbing Kili, in 2009, my porters and I danced to their favourite Swahili tunes every day.
 


[image: ]I successfully reached the summit of Kili on my second climb, in 2009. What a feeling!
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[image: ]V for Victory! On my third climb, in 2018, I reached the summit with Happy. Am I crazy or what? (Happy said this was her first and final Kili climb.)
 

[image: ]Another early morning coffee in Negade Bahir, Ethiopia. My room for the night cost 50 US cents.
 

[image: ]Girls in Sudan. This is one of my favourite photos from our journey because their eyes evoke hope—that the future is indeed female.
 


[image: ]Talia invited us to a wedding in Khartoum.
 

[image: ]The obligatory tourist photo at the Pyramids in Egypt.
 


[image: ]Wearing my “abaya” and head scarf inside Dir’iyyah, the first capital of the Saudi royal family.
 

[image: ]With the female reporters at the “Saudi Gazette”—where are they now?
 


[image: ]The Arabian Desert. I learned about Saudi patriachy the hard way.
 

[image: ]Loading our car onto a wooden “dhow”, an onion boat, to get to Pakistan from Oman.
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[image: ]We had nothing but time to read. I brought gingerbread cookies for Christmas. We would spend five nights on the onion boat.
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The carriage pulled up to the kerb, two coachmen in full livery alighting to assist my parents and me up the steps and inside. As the plumed white horses began to trot down the road towards the little chapel, I could hear my father sniffling a little, fighting back his tears. I squeezed my mother’s hand, and breathed in the cool breeze rolling off the river to calm my shaky nerves. 

The sweet aroma of hydrangeas hit me like a fistful of smelling salts as one hundred pairs of eyes turned to see me on my father’s arm in the church doorway. With Wagner’s “Bridal Chorus” echoing from the rafters, we began our walk down the aisle. “Slowly,” I whispered into his ear, wanting the moment to last forever. Sunlight streamed through the highest windows of the pitched roof, warming every corner of the pine-panelled room. 

We finally came to a halt, my eyes lifting to meet Jim’s. He looked boyish, his eyes moist.

“You look beautiful,” he said softly and leaned over to kiss me.

“Not yet, Jim,” teased our priest Rusty, a childhood friend of Jim’s who had flown over to marry us.

I floated, although my silk-covered feet remained on the ground. We exchanged vows. Everything was perfect. And when the choir broke out in “Ode to Joy”, I soared again as my bridesmaids, Deidre and Betsy, in their ruby red silk gowns cheered behind me. 

We celebrated with a feast, complete with that chocolate globe of a wedding cake, topped with a miniature yellow candy Mercedes. Jim and I spun around for our first dance together as bride and groom. “On the road again,” he sang into my ear, a trio of cellists accompanying his best Willie Nelson imitation. 

My seat-of-the-pants, long-distance, nerve-wracking, slightly on-again-off-again nail-biter of a wedding had been nearly the fairy tale I’d always dreamed of. 

Once outside, Jim sent the carriage away and swept me into his arms, lifting me over the open top of our Mercedes strewn with rose petals. “This is as close to a threshold as we’re gonna get, Mrs Rogers.”

“Hey, don’t call me Mrs Rogers,” I laughed lightly. “I’m Paige Parker for keeps.”
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And then my Prince-Charming-for-a-day dropped me right back into reality. Our second year on the road was about to begin. It was time to prepare for Africa. Visas for Ghana, Cameroon and Burkina Faso. Hepatitis vaccines, dental visits and the dreaded malaria medication that warned of side effects like insomnia, depression and suicidal thoughts, but was nevertheless necessary. According to the doctor, we were sure to contract malaria given the length of time we’d be staying in sub-Saharan Africa. Regardless of the nature of the arrangements, the three weeks ensconced comfortably in London felt so easy after the year on the road. But, to my surprise, I found myself restless. Something deep inside had changed. The thought of settling down in one place suddenly seemed unthinkable, almost frightening. I could not even imagine what life might look like permanently off the road. It appeared as though Jim’s wanderlust might be just as infectious as the slew of diseases we’d soon be facing in Africa, only there was no inoculation against it. 

A week in Brussels, a night in Paris. More visas, this time for Mali, Mauritania and Niger, the last expedited with a simple bribe of chocolate truffles. Then it was south to Madrid, where we had our CD player replaced with a shortwave radio. Goodbye, Mozart and Aretha. Hello, up-to-the-minute news from BBC Africa.

Passing through Jerez, we were introduced to Chon Gómez-Monche, chief executive of González Byass, makers of Tio Pepe, one of the most famous brands of sherry in the region. Chon became head of the company upon the death of her husband, who was 13 years her senior. During dinner in a charming, crumbling stone restaurant lit almost entirely by candles, the spunky blonde ordered the food. The wine was from one of her vineyards in Rioja, in northern Spain. When Jim excused himself for a moment, she leaned in close, and in her lovely accented English said to me, “You are young. You cannot know what is out there. I do. Make Jim happy. He’s an interesting man and that’s hard to find. The world is full of rich men and even more poor ones, but there are very few interesting men.” I tucked that slice of advice straight into my back pocket, all too aware of what the months ahead might bring.

The next day at the bodega, Chon and her cousin, Mauricio, led us on a sherry-tasting and facility tour before serving a typical Spanish lunch with chilled Andalusian gazpacho, cured ham and sole. We began in the early afternoon and finished in the early evening, “as any good lunch should be”, said Chon, who along with her cousin and other family members presented us with two bottles of Millennium sherry, created from a blend of the last ten decades. Our mission, they insisted, was to carry the bottles around the world, just as Magellan had done in 1519. 

“They say he spent more on sherry than on arms as he set off around the world,” Mauricio told us with an approving smile. Who was I to argue with Magellan, I thought. 

Reaching the southern end of the Iberian Peninsula, we were met by hundreds of windmills spinning frantically on a hill against a burnt-orange sun sinking in the distance. After a lengthy border crossing, we reached Gibraltar, a British territory for the last three hundred years. 

“That checkpoint is Spain sticking out its middle finger to the British,” Jim told me. “Legend has it that when the apes are gone from Gibraltar, the Spanish flag will fly.” To this day, British tourists continue to feed the playful monkeys thriving at the Rock. 

I played tourist the next day at the local Marks & Spencer, where I bought two pairs of safari-style trousers and enough tank tops to see me through Africa. I’d brought few clothes, and as climates and needs changed, I’d replace them with another set, leaving the last with a friend made on the road. 

Later, Jim and I watched the last rays of sunlight shimmer down the Rock and into the Strait. Across the way was Africa, our home for the next several months. My insides huddled together in a tight little dance. Africa, home to poverty, disease, war. Africa, immense, home to over 1.2 billion people. Africa, a place some of the racists I grew up with would never place a foot. Africa, home to the unknown. I couldn’t tell if I was thrilled or scared to death. But whatever it was, we were on our way. 
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In retrospect, Morocco, my first foray onto the continent, was a breeze. At the time, I tried hard not to dislike Tangier, with its reputation as a haven for rich Europeans and Americans seeking to avoid diluting their fortunes with taxes. That era now seemed to be simply a memory, save for a bit of architecture and a couple of tired, once-grand hotels. 

In the early evening, men filled the streets and teahouses, where they sipped piping-hot sugared tea. About 8.30pm a handful of women, all in Western dress, began to stroll the dusty roads. By 10.30, it was an eerie ghost town altogether. By day I’d venture by myself into a few teahouses, my fair skin and hair, and Western clothes drawing glances. But the servers, always male, were courteous, quickly serving me tea in glass jars similar to the ones my grandmother had used to can fruits and vegetables. In the markets, men—and a few women—bartered for nuts and sticky, sweet dates, along with basic goods of buckets, panties, tools and produce. I ignored those who whistled my way as I walked towards Hotel el Minzah, a fading former palace. Women floated along the streets wearing kaftans with scarves over their dark hair—becoming graceful, formless figures—while a few younger ones, in tight jeans and hair falling midway down their backs, glided by as if they owned the town. I liked the city a little better upon seeing women in Western clothes walking arm in arm with others covered head to toe. 

Fez proved to be more intriguing. A visit to the medina was like a time-travelling excursion back to the Middle Ages. The famed market lived up to the hype. As we walked through narrow back alleys, we watched animals and people living side by side. We viewed the exterior of the Zaouia Moulay Idriss II, one of Morocco’s holiest shrines, which was closed to non-Muslims, as was the enormous Al-Qarawiyyin Mosque, with a functioning school that preceded Oxford University. There were men dying silk and cotton thread, men creating fabric by hand on wooden looms, more men colouring animal skins and others placing large mounds of dough into communal fire ovens. 

In Casablanca, I was anxious to visit the city’s showpiece, the Hassan II Mosque. It was stunning, but with so much poverty evident, I questioned if any building, even a religious one, could be worth the US$600 million it cost to erect. The mosque, constructed solely from Moroccan materials except for the Murano chandeliers from Italy, held twenty thousand worshippers—up to five thousand could be female, allowed to pray in the top tier of the interior. Outside, the cement courtyard could hold eighty thousand more. Some thirty thousand craftsmen had laboured five years to build the monument, completed in 1993, which some suggested was meant to be a gift to King Hassan on his sixtieth birthday from the Moroccan people, who “paid” for it. As a local told us, “We had little choice.” 

From one part of the world to another, I’d witnessed the massive amounts poured into cathedrals, churches, mosques and temples, and I had to ask: wasn’t there a better use for all this money? Clearly those in power have used religion as a form of control, but at what cost? These religious palaces take money from health care, infrastructure, potable water and education. The substantial funds that go into building grand mosques in Morocco have done little to advance the country’s literacy rate, at just over 50 per cent. Though when I mentioned this to an educated Casablancan, he replied, “But must we read in Heaven?”

A doctor in Morocco provided perspective for another one of my complaints. “I feel sorry for women who are forced to wear the veil or long robes,” I replied to her comment as she was examining my eyes.

She shook her head. “You westerners make too much over the covering of Muslim women. Yes, there are those who don’t have a choice. Their husbands or fathers decree what they should do, but this isn’t the norm. We women decide if we want to cover. Just like when I studied in France. I saw women on the beach sunbathing with tops and without tops—they decided what they wanted to show. We do too.”

As we travelled south through Marrakesh and beyond, I noticed more women wearing headscarves, in all sorts of colours. Fewer wore kaftans or robes, opting instead for yard after yard of chiffon-like solids and floral fabrics wrapped precisely around their figures, like stripes on a candy cane. The fabric began in front of the calves, pulled around to the backside to cover the buttocks, then up to the neck and head, with nearly a body’s length of material floating behind. The women draped in citrus and neon moved against the golden sand as drifting pieces of art in an extraordinary display of femininity. 

In the evening, while strolling in a park, Jim and I stopped to rest on a bench. A man in a polyester suit sat beside us. “Where are you from?” he began. The conversation eventually turned to his country’s former king. “Let me tell you about him,” the man said. “Officially, he had four wives, but he never displayed them in public because he knew the quadruple brides might cause a Western stir. But our women like living with other wives. They become sisters.” 

“Oh, really?” I arched an eyebrow. “Women truly want their husbands to marry other women?” 

“Yes, yes,” he insisted. “It is a good thing. There are more hands. It is good.”

“Bullshit,” I muttered. Then I laughed, thinking about how Jim would handle his three wives simultaneously, as opposed to consecutively.

Before leaving the country, I also heard this from a young wife: “The first wife, who rarely ends up being the favoured wife, never wants a man to take another wife, but she can do nothing. If she leaves her husband, then her family is shamed. Her father or brothers probably will beat her. Leaving is not an option. Acceptance is survival.” 

Pulling early the next evening into Tan Tan, described by some as one of the most boring places in Morocco, we halted for the night at a brand-new, albeit still simple, hotel, complete with shower, in-room toilet and hot water. The place was owned by Boufousse Brahim, who had lived in France for a few years, making him a celebrity in the town of ten thousand where many talked of leaving but few did. A bustling teahouse on the hotel’s ground level, which spilled over onto the sandy street, attracted men of every age, who sat on white plastic chairs at white plastic tables. 

When we joined them, Boufousse explained, “I’m something of a hero because I’ve been somewhere.” 

Jim piped up, “Can a hero find us any beer?” 

Laughing, Boufousse said, “Of course not, it’s illegal in Morocco”, while motioning to an older man who disappeared in a flash. 

“How about fried fish and potatoes?” Boufousse asked.

“Perfect,” Jim and I replied in unison.

Over an hour later, we remained outside the teahouse sipping fizzy water, observing Tan Tan and her men. Finally a truck arrived. The man had gone shopping! 

After an additional half-hour, Boufousse announced, “Dinner is served.”

Heading us downstairs into a large dining room—he had to hide the infidels’ beer—I complimented him on the facility. As three men and two women departed, we enjoyed the basement restaurant to ourselves. It was barren except for tables, chairs, five mattresses balanced against a wall, an air-conditioner working overtime trying to cool the enormous room and three random blue glass chandeliers. Bread and olives arrived, as did six fairly cold beers, a miracle in a country where refrigeration was practically unheard of.

Then the man who had run off for the food and beer presented a platter with three small fish topped with chopped parsley. Lemon, a tomato wedge and sliced lettuce garnished our plates. 

“Wow. What a beautiful meal. Thank you,” I gushed. 

He beamed. 

“Do you have many customers?” I asked. 

“Yes, but normally I do not serve customers. I am the master chef.” 

I held back a giggle. But I had to say, here he was, in this desert town, in a restaurant with no refrigerator and no food, producing a perfect meal, and all for less than US$8. 

Afterward, we sat outside with Boufousse and the master chef talking long into the night about everything and nothing. Tan Tan was definitely my kind of place. 
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The next day, we crossed several hundred kilometres of the Sahara—mostly in silence, since the short-wave radio received no signal and we had little to say. With only desert at my left and the Atlantic Ocean on my right, my mind had plenty of room to wander. I thought back to the wedding, and sighed. 

“Everything okay?” Jim asked from behind the wheel.

“Fine,” I assured him. “I was just remembering how beautiful our wedding day was.”

Jim grunted. 

I settled back against the headrest and closed my eyes. I was a married woman, a wife. How odd, it seemed to me, that it didn’t really feel odd at all. Growing up, I had always imagined that I’d somehow be a different woman once I was married—more mature, wiser, more, well, settled. I laughed out loud a little. More mature? Perhaps. A year on the road, especially with a man like Jim, can add five times that to a person’s life. Wiser? Definitely. But that had everything to do with all I’d seen and experienced, and nothing to do with marriage. But more settled? I was beginning to believe I was doomed to live a shark’s life, forced to constantly swim to stay alive. 

In dusty Laayoune, the largest city of the disputed territory of Western Sahara, each small shop sold the same merchandise as the one next door. Five times a day the call to prayer blanketed the oppressively hot town. Robed men paused, made their way to mosques and prayed towards Mecca. Women darted home for prayer. 

As Jim and I walked the sandy streets hoping to find English-language newspapers, young people greeted us. “Hello, how are you? Are you officials?” They assumed, since we were white, that we worked for the United Nations, which had a heavy presence here. Few tourists and travellers spent time in Laayoune. 

We stopped for fresh squeezed orange juice, sold in almost every teahouse and café. I had learned to ignore the flies dancing above the orange peels and pulp covering the sticky counters. Pharmacies laden with grimy stock and optic stores with few frames lined the wide boulevards, where on either side Moroccan soldiers, more boys than men, waved. Later, in another part of town, we found a livestock market—the size of two football pitches, filled with camels and sheep—where men steered home recently bought sheep by navigating the hind legs of the skinny animals, as if they were pushcarts. 

Before leaving the next morning, I showered for an extra few minutes, not knowing when we would next find warm water, and, unsure of my next meal, I grabbed an extra egg and downed as much coffee as I could stomach. We then headed for the peninsula of Dakhla, where we were to join a government-required military convoy to cover the rest of Western Sahara—and her land mines—to reach Mauritania. 

Arriving mid-morning, we found thirty cars already queuing at the convoy’s meeting point. Most of the travellers were Mauritanians in four-wheel-drive vehicles packed to the heavens with plastic furniture and goods, to be sold back home. Several military officers jotted down our passport information in triplicate, while other officials haphazardly checked our car’s contents. 

Then we waited. For four hours. Ultimately, sixty cars queued beside the black tar highway. Three guys from Holland with an old Peugeot shuffled their feet. “We’ll sell the car in Dakar (Senegal) and make enough money for return airfare,” one explained. There were several Frenchmen planning on selling their cars as well. Roland, a German in his forties driving a twenty-year-old yellow van stuffed with a mattress, water, food and a motorcycle for his return home after selling the van, had travelled this route for more than a decade. Since the journey is hell, he told us, all of them carried paint to touch up their battered vehicles before their final destinations. 

“Fifteen years ago,” Roland said, “people made huge money doing this, but increased supply has sent profits down. But I keep on. I love the lifestyle—driving, travelling, camping and living without headaches.” 

“Your idea of a headache is certainly different from mine,” I laughed.

Around 3pm the convoy started, with cars tearing off in a mad dash. Feeling like meat frying to a crisp in a skillet, we passed through endless yellow desert, with nothing in view but dark road, convoy and sand. Jim, driving, passed several slow cars to become one of the leaders during the next 350 kilometres. The dashboard thermometer read 39.5 degrees, far too warm to run the air-conditioner. Putting unnecessary strain on the engine was risky, since finding repair was as unlikely and exotic as finding ice. 

When the sun started sinking, we nearly rear-ended the car in front as the convoy halted at a rope draped across the road. Again we waited. For two hours. There was nobody around to explain the rope. And since an officer behind carried all of our passports, no one went anywhere. 

Roland finally pulled up. “No need to rush, you know?” he yawned. “They’ll keep us here until dark. Then we’ll drive to camp. They don’t want us to see the state secrets.” 

From the trailer, I pulled out canned tuna and hard bread for dinner. 

Roland was right. As soon as darkness fell, the convoy lurched ahead, this time behind a military vehicle supposedly experienced at dodging land mines. 

When we reached our final stop for the night, Jim and I, exhausted, pitched our tent. With water from the trailer, I washed my dirt-covered face and, fearing a hidden explosive, tiptoed away just far enough from camp to pee. In the tent, I took off my dirty pants. The slick sleeping bag stuck to my sweaty thighs. Some honeymoon, I thought. Tossing about on the pebbly ground, struggling to find a halfway comfortable position, I suddenly wished I had never met Jim Rogers. I liked him even less when he carelessly opened a bottle of fizzy water that spewed everywhere, turning our tent into a tiny humid cage. I bit my tongue and silently stewed in my misery. What choice did I have? There was no escape. No hotel. No airport. This was it. With my jacket and pants balled into a pillow, serenaded by the music and talking and laughing outside the tent, the whistling wind flapping the saggy canvas above, and Jim’s ceaseless snoring beside me, I prayed for sleep. 
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Mauritania to Mali
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Forty-seven countries in one year, by car, I thought to myself as I remained crouched amid a line-up of autos waiting out a sandstorm at the Mauritanian border, a bandana tied across my face and my hood pulled down low over my head. The wind whipped the grainy dust into a frenzied swirl, nearly sending me toppling down the cliffs below. I held tight and waited for Jim to complete the passport procedures. Inside the car, I would have suffocated from the heat. My stomach grumbled, still hungry from the long-ago breakfast of a fried egg hastily devoured as I swatted away the pesky flies and gnats aiming to enter my mouth with each bite. Forty-seven countries, and 119 or so more to go. 

Three hours later, the convoy was once again on its way, only to find itself swallowed up by the unpacked sand below. When a vehicle sank, we all climbed out to literally lend a hand, scooping up the sand until the wheels emerged. 

“You’re quite an adventurer,” one of the Belgians said as he patted my hunched-over back. 

“Some days,” I laughed, digging deeper into the sand. The truth was, there were way too many times I felt like an imposter, a wannabe. Just little old Paige Parker from Rocky Mount who simply wished for the whole thing to be over, and to make it back home again in one piece. Yet, I thought, after three more stops to rescue three more cars from the greedy sand below, here I stood. Just like the convoy rolling forward after getting stuck over and over and over again, I hadn’t given up. 

By nightfall, the convoy disbanded, we reached the fishing town of Nouadhibou, in northern Mauritania. After entering our hotel room, Jim talked of food as I dashed for the shower where I cleaned sand from my ears, nose, bellybutton, between my toes, and the creases of my arms and knees. The more soap and hot water I used, the more sand seemed to appear. Then I washed everything from our trailer—the Sahara crossing had left sand and dust embedded in bags, clothes and medical supplies. I missed dinner.

The next day, I waited outside the police station while Jim handled the endless paperwork for the registration process required by the Mauritanian government. I turned in a circle, searching for somewhere to sit. No benches, no sidewalks, not even a stump. Just sand. I smoothed my long khaki skirt and tugged at the long sleeves that shielded me from the blazing sun, and stood. Only minutes later I found myself swarmed by barefoot, giggling children, pulling at my fingers, unpeeling the Velcro straps on my sandals. A little girl, maybe five, balanced a baby on her left hip just as a grown woman might. “Cadeau!” they shouted.

“I have no gifts!” I insisted, holding out my empty hands. Eventually they settled down close to me, looking, poking and stroking the likes of a person they had rarely, if ever, seen. 

I understood. In my neighbourhood, everyone looked pretty much the same as well. Rocky Mount was divided by the proverbial railroad tracks. It was that same curiosity I saw in the eyes of those children in Nouadhibou that had propelled me out of my town and, come to think of it, was no doubt to blame for the three-year predicament I was in now. But deep down, I felt grateful for that curiosity, and today feel even more blessed that I’m able to offer my children a different experience than I had growing up. Although I have to admit, sometimes I worry a little when I see how starkly they stand out among their Singapore classmates, the only blondes in a sea of dark-haired locals. I’ll never forget the day I heard a four-year-old Bee telling a friend, “When I get older, I’ll have black hair and my blue eyes will become dark.” I just hope I haven’t gone overboard, especially as they reach an age where different is the last thing a girl wants to be. I worry when teenager Happy talks longingly about boarding school. 

That afternoon Jim and I arranged for a small boat to take us into the Atlantic for fishing. After my stomach settled from the rough waves, I recalled how my Grandfather Anderson used to take me out into the Albemarle Sound to fish for flounder and white perch. 

“Granddaddy always made me put on my own bait and take the fish off the line,” I told Jim. “I was disgusted, but he insisted, even when I caught a slimy eel.”

Jim handed me his own empty hook. I narrowed my eyes. “You’re the expert, Baby Lamb,” he laughed. The boat’s owner would prove to have the same gift as my grandfather—fish grabbed at the worm as soon as he dropped a line. Jim and I went home empty-handed.
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As we travelled southward one afternoon, we reached a honey-gold section of the Sahara—with wind-rippled sand dunes curved more voluptuously than Rubens’ nudes. I was awed by the sight.

Jim took one hand from the steering wheel and reached over. I moved closer, allowing our hands to rest together on the gearbox. Contented by the world and each other, we savoured the moment, one that I wanted to stretch out as far as the distant horizon.

We took turns driving through the flawless canvas until dark began to fall.

“Where will we sleep?” I wondered aloud. Half an hour later, we saw the first man-made forms in hundreds of kilometres. 

“Unbelievable,” Jim proclaimed as we stopped by ten huge hide tents. 

Dozens of women and children rushed over, pulling us towards their yurts and offering tea. We joined them before making camp, where I cooked a stew of tomatoes, carrots, zucchini, onions, garlic and pasta. Then we cracked open a bottle of 1968 Tio Pepe sherry, in honour of my birth year, and reclined on the desert floor under a blanket of stars. 

Later, in our tent, the quiet was so thick that I could hear the nomads snoring in their yurts half a football pitch away. I rose at dawn and peeked outside the canvas to find no fewer than a hundred fifty camels under a rising blood-orange sun. 

We broke camp and, following the advice of the camel herders, decided to head across the Sahara’s open heart for the ocean, where we were to drive along the hard-packed coastline until high tide. There was no road leading to Nouakchott, the Mauritanian capital, our next stop. As we drove away, the crowd of men, women and children stood watching, waving.

Jim sped across the desert, jaw clenched, desperately trying to avoid sinking into the sand. Beside him, my seat belt taut against my chest, one arm gripping the window frame and the other glued to the dashboard, I struggled to keep from hitting the ceiling. “Faster!” I urged as we flew over countless sand traps. Whenever we hit solid ground, we’d glide like a skater on slick ice for a short time before returning to more sinking sand. 

Finally the deep blue of the Atlantic came into view, and the drive suddenly turned from an endurance test into pure joy. With the top down, the car floated over the beach packed firmly from the tide, sexy dunes on the left and a lapping ocean at our right, splashing welcome sprays of salty seawater onto the dusty windshield. 

“It doesn’t get any better than this, Baby Lamb,” Jim said. I’d heard him say that before, and each time had to agree. I squeezed his hand and held on to the hope that there would be even more “best” moments further down our bumpy road. 
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After lunch the next day in Nouakchott, at the home of some hospitable locals, a father and son both named Mohammed, we discussed our journey and our intended route through the rest of Africa.

“You must be careful,” the elder Mohammed cautioned as he reclined against a pile of golden cushions and puffed on a long, thin pipe. I leaned back as well, my stomach in protest from a never-ending feast devoured atop a Persian rug. 

“Some of the continent is not as safe as Mauritania,” he continued.

We nodded. This turned out to be the first in a never-ending stream of warnings we’d hear in Africa.

“How many children do you have?” I asked, eager to change the subject. 

“Eleven children, and only one wife!” he answered proudly.

I felt my eyebrows rising. “So you don’t believe in polygamy?”

Mohammed shook his head. “The Koran says it is allowed only if a man treats his second, third, fourth wives as the first. This would be impossible for me.”

Mohammed’s son left the room, returning with a basket filled with little bottles. “After eating, the custom is to spray the wrists and neck with perfume,” he explained. I picked Moschino’s Cheap and Chic, Jim grabbed a bottle of cologne. Then our hosts excused themselves to go for prayer. “Have a nap,” Mohammed the father urged before leaving. “You need rest after the meal.” 

The next day the two Mohammeds treated us to a dinner about four hundred kilometres away in Atar with two of their friends. Sitting on carpets placed upon the sand, we ate lamb. Afterward, we headed to a party, where men and women strummed on old guitars and beat out rhythms from rusted metal gasoline cans. Mohammed the son sat us on cushions and rugs in the centre, as guests of honour, and set a trolley of soft drinks before us. A teenager stood to dance, barely moving her body as she shuffled her feet and twisted her hands, her arms stretched up towards the sky. It wasn’t until an older woman joined in that the young girl’s confidence blossomed, the two of them moving in unison like two streams of fresh flowing water. Next to them a man in a white boubou danced with another man in blue. Soon after they were joined by another man who leapt into the sand stage, pairing up with the older woman who now, I noticed, had wrapped herself in a boubou. “To disguise herself as a man,” Mohammed the son explained, “in order to dance with someone other than her husband.”

The next day, on our way back to the capital, we stopped on the outskirts of Atar to visit a three-room stone school, where a class of six- to eight-year-olds sat on the dirt floor, dutifully concentrating on a handful of shared books. A chalkboard covered in Arabic script was the single accessory in the schoolroom, lacking chairs, tables, pictures, running water. The children’s faces lit up as Jim and I entered. Soft voices echoed “Bonjour, Madame” and “Bonjour, Monsieur”. 

A second classroom, containing 15 desks, had been out of use for six months after a windstorm sheared the roof. Since there was no money to replace it, the children attended school for fewer hours, in two shifts daily. In a third classroom, again with only a chalkboard and a few books, captivated teenagers, mostly covered young women, sat on the floor listening to the lesson. Old British Petroleum oil drums pieced together the roof. 

I marvelled at the dedication of these kids, thinking back on my own seemingly endless days in the locker-lined halls of the sturdy brick buildings of the Rocky Mount public school system. How many afternoons had I spent gazing dreamily out the window at the lush green lawns, the playing fields, the clouds beyond? Though I managed to be a good student, I wondered who I might have become had I not been spoiled into complacency by the trappings of a middle-class world.

I shook myself out of the past to see Jim digging deep into his money belt. “For books,” he said to the school director, the look in his eye daring the man to consider otherwise.
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Our planned entry into Senegal was clouded by the pending election, Jim doubting that the current president, in power for almost twenty years, would step down gracefully if defeated by the aged opposition candidate. Jim was not eager to become a part of the chaos. Needless to say, nor was I. 

One afternoon, still in Nouakchott, as I was swimming laps in the hotel pool, Jim appeared like a hurricane. “Pack up. Let’s go!”

“Is it safe?” I asked, shaking the water out of my ears.

“Safe enough.” Jim was already ten steps ahead of me. “The election is over. The president decided to step down with dignity, God bless him.”

On the road the following day, the desert transformed into trees and bush dotted with mud homes. At the tiny border into Senegal, we came across a narrow river, serviced only by one small ferryboat that would not leave for hours. Jim completed the paperwork and worked his magic (aided by a fistful of bills) and the boat left the port, delighting the locals. The crossing took less than five minutes. 

“A short bridge would be so much simpler,” I sighed. 

“Yes, you think so, but it takes money and labour. Plus, the project would need to be important to a government official,” Jim replied. 

I knew all of this, but as we drove around Africa and I saw countless small rivers where people waited endless hours for dilapidated ferries, I had to wonder. But then again, I was told repeatedly in Africa, “The one thing we do have here is time.” 

When we arrived on the Senegal side of the river, life was as rural as what we had left behind. Children played by the water, women washed clothes and dishes, and others carried overflowing baskets atop their heads. The border guards urged us onward over the flat scrubby land towards Saint Louis. When we pulled over for me to pee, I watched as vultures devoured a scrawny dead horse not too far away. 
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After a few days in Saint Louis and Dakar, we decided to pop over to the Gambia, to Banjul, a tourist resort city, the guidebooks claimed, where we planned to sleep. Hoping to make the last crossing of the day, we raced for the ferry. Scores of young hustlers—known as bumsters—shouted at us to “buy tickets here”, “no there” and to “drive over here”, “no there!” As we reached the dock, the last ferry drifted away. The crowd around our car escalated to a mad pack as we sat surrounded on a short bridge. 

“Stay with the car,” Jim ordered as he barrelled away searching for information. 

Opening the door, I banged into a young boy wearing a Michael Jordan Chicago Bulls jersey. 

“I’ve seen Michael Jordan play,” I told him. 

 “In person or on television?” he asked, his eyes narrowing with scepticism. 

“In person.” 

“No way,” he smiled, offering me a high five. 

I hopped onto the edge of a homemade metal cart and several boys joined me. We swung our legs wildly back and forth, as if pumping a swing to make it go higher.

Everyone laughed. “White women never sit and talk with us,” one boy said. 

“Their loss!” I replied, to applause. Like kids the world over, they wanted to know where I lived. “I’ll give you my address if you put out that cigarette,” I offered, nodding at a boy who looked no older than 12. 

“Smoking is good. It makes me cool,” he replied, and inhaled. 

I shook my head. “They kill you, cost too much money and make you stink.”

The other boys laughed and shoved him a little. 

“Where are all the girls?” I asked.

“At home helping with dinner. They can’t hang around much after seven.” 

“Are you Gambian or Senegalese?” I asked the most outspoken of the dozen. 

“I am a universalist,” he answered, puffing out his chest with pride.

I raised my eyebrows in confusion.

“I am not African or Gambian. Labels that define people also divide people,” he proclaimed. 

“How wise you are,” I said, causing the boys to turn their teasing and poking towards him. 

Just before our departure—Jim had pulled off a coup, convincing the ferry captain to make one last run—the universalist led his friends in a traditional African tune. Jim stopped to watch me as the boys circled around to serenade, a rare look of awe on his face that I would treasure forever.

On our return to Senegal a few days later, the midday ferry was packed. I sat atop our trailer to avoid the crunch. People pushed about, carrying bowls, clothes, babies, everything on their backs and heads. It was crazy, beautiful chaos, and I was loving every minute of it. 
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A paved road carried us from Senegal to Mali, where red dirt took over for the remaining dusty, bumpy hundred-thirty-kilometre journey to Kayes, which proudly claimed to be the hottest town in Africa. Just before sunset, the temperature touched forty degrees. 

When we found the newly opened Hotel de Khassa with eight bungalows, a bar, running water and air-conditioners, I knew I had won the lottery. After a welcome cold shower, I met Jim in the empty outdoor restaurant, where he had already knocked back a few Castel beers. Fish and fried potatoes were offered, but the heat killed my appetite, even as a fan, brought out by the owner, circulated stifling air. I sat and watched Jim eat as I rolled a cold beer bottle over my forehead, arms and neck. 

The temperature already topped 35 before nine the following morning, and continued soaring to 45 before we reached Kita, our next stop. The drive was wretched, over dry dirt hills, valleys, rocks and sand—fine white grains that seeped into the car’s ventilation system only to be spit back out through the air ducts onto my feet, body and face. We finally boarded a homemade car ferry to cross yet another tiny river, the boat’s slight speed creating the gentlest of breezes as welcome as a tall, cool drink. 

Alongside the ferry, boys in pirogues, similar to punts and gondolas, planted long poles to move their passengers to the other side. Once over there, I dipped my hands into the murky water—no doubt still cleaner than I was—and wiped my face, smearing the dark rings that had formed around the frames of my sunglasses. As I leaned over, my bra slipped from my shoulder, the once white strap now a dirty brown.

Back on the rough road, we drove until sundown, passing through a village lit only by candles. Jim slowed to avoid hitting the locals, who seemed to live practically in the street. So quiet was it that I rued our loud diesel engine and gigantic tyres, kicking up dust, ruining the peace. 

In Kita, we found Hotel Relais, a bungalow-style lodge. The room had a well-meaning air-conditioner that blew a little cool air when the electricity worked, which it rarely did. In the tiny bathroom, the toilet sat below the showerhead, and a chunk of soft, dissolving brown soap rested in a plastic pink holder on a wobbly ledge. When I turned on the sole nozzle and stepped into the cold spray, red dirt poured down my limbs like dripping paint. 

“Before leaving town, visit the women’s market, where business happens and women rule,” Ben, the hotel owner, suggested as we packed our car the next morning. 

To reach the market, women walked from villages up to six kilometres away, maybe more. They carried straw baskets of lemons, tomatoes, homemade meatballs, fabric and peanuts, all balanced upon their heads to sell in the packed bazaar, where women in their late teens and early twenties nursed their infants openly, their swollen breasts bared for the world to see. Several carried babies tied upon their backs. Hands must be available for work, and children were not work—they were life. I watched as a young woman tied one piece of a rectangular fabric below the bosoms and the top piece above the breasts, balancing her baby behind. I did not understand how she did it.

I turned to see Jim looking at me. “When we return to New York,” he said, “you can carry our child that way straight down Broadway.” 
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I thought back on Jim’s comment often while watching him strut down Broadway pushing a babbling Happy in her Bugaboo stroller. Later, after we left New York for Singapore, he upgraded his wheels to a custom-built trike with a wooden carriage in front, large enough to transport both our girls to school and back each day like royalty in a chariot, Jim happily pumping away as their beast of burden. The three of them became quite the talk of the neighbourhood.

During our trip, Jim had pushed for me to get pregnant on the road. “Come on, Paige,” he’d say. “Women used to do this all the time. Think about the pioneers in their covered wagons. You have a Mercedes, for Chrissake.”

“I am not a pioneer. Nor,” I added, “do I intend to become one.” There was no way I was going to allow myself to become pregnant without the stability and security of a home, not to mention the fact that I was so pumped up with Lariam to ward off the malaria that I was guaranteed to feel bat-shit crazy. Imagine what chemicals like that would do to a child in my womb.

But had I known then what was coming next, I doubt I would have even stayed in Africa long enough to let a mosquito come within a metre of me. 
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Jim was hell bent on driving through Angola, a country at the time immersed in a long, violent civil war. The power struggle that started in 1975, after the country became independent from Portuguese rule, had over the years pulled in a throng of international players—including the Soviet Union and the United States—in a sort of proxy Cold War battle. 

We needed visas, which we hoped we’d find in Ivory Coast. 

The first bad omen occurred before we even left Mali. We were travelling slowly along yet another dusty road when bam! Our yellow side-view mirror went flying past, narrowly missing my head. Jim slammed on the brakes, and in the rear-view mirror I could see a scooter resting beside the path. We had been sideswiped. Then I saw the driver, an old man, curled in a foetal position in the middle of the dirt road. 

Jim was already by his side as I hopped out of the car with a bottle of water and a first-aid kit. The man whimpered a little. Jim and I tried speaking to him in French, then English. He replied in what was probably Bambara.

 “Jim, he looks bad,” I said while pouring water over several open wounds on his head. 

“We need to get him to a doctor,” Jim replied. 

Meanwhile, the man groaned again, the sound so deep and painful that I worried he might die. 

When I saw a truck approaching, I stood in the road and flapped my arms madly, forcing the driver to stop. Three men spoke to the wounded man, then loaded him and his scooter onto the open-bed truck before setting off for Sebekoro, three kilometres away. We followed closely. Once at the clinic, a concrete building with chickens running loose, two men placed the moaning man upon a dirty cement bed. 

“Where’s the doctor? Isn’t there someone to help him?” I pleaded. 

After what felt like an hour, a doctor wearing a golden boubou appeared. He did not say hello. He immediately pulled out a huge needle from his white lab coat and stabbed it in the man’s buttocks. 

The men from the truck moved the injured old man into another room with a metal bed and bare foam mattress. The doctor cleaned and dressed the wounds. Someone left to buy medicine from a pharmacy and returned soon after with stimulants. 

“The tranquiliser calmed him from shock. Now the booster will take him back to normal,” the doctor stated. “Wait in the other room.” 

We waited and waited, in forty-plus degree heat, seated in soon-to-be bottomless chairs, until one of the men from the truck finally said to us, “Go on to Bamako. He will be okay.” 

Jim pulled his wallet from his khaki jacket. “Please take this for your hospital,” he said, handing the doctor twenty times what the man’s treatment would have cost. Then he arranged for the village repairman to fix the old man’s scooter. 

We returned to our car. A donkey cart had run into it while we were inside the clinic. “Son of a bitch,” Jim sighed. 
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We had been four days on the road without electricity or running water. A brief stay in Mali’s capital, Bamako, and then it was off to Timbuktu—a place, in my imagination, that was the end of the earth, as exotic as exotic can get. In a way, I was right. We arrived after hours of crossing desert, sand dunes and rocky roads, a seat belt mark imprinted across my chest. There were no streets, only endless sands that breathed centuries of history. At the seven-hundred-year-old Djinguereber Mosque, I touched the stones that men had rubbed to cleanse themselves before prayer when there was no water. I stood in the room where women were allowed to worship, only after they had completed the Hajj to Mecca. As we approached a vast outdoor market, I struggled to imagine the sandy spot it once was—an ancient centre of learning and one of the world’s richest places, basking in profits from salt caravans, gold deposits and the slave trade. It was now a shrinking city slowly turning to dust. 

Thanks to a trickle of adventuresome tourists, the city offered a handful of primitive hotels and restaurants. Our mosquito-netted room ran wild with lizards. I eventually managed to grow fond of the creepy purpley-orange reptiles, always scurrying along some courtyard or table, pausing to press their upper bodies up and down in a display of push-ups reminiscent of the attention-seeking jocks at my gym back home.

From Timbuktu, we travelled over hundreds of jarring kilometres in overwhelming heat to Djenné, one of the oldest towns of sub-Saharan Africa, inhabited since 250BC. I arrived completely depleted, practically delusional in my yearnings for the comforts of home. I craved an avocado salad, a night out giggling with my girlfriends, an English-language bookstore, a visit with my parents. Most of all, I yearned for a cool, quiet space to rest. Instead I found a room barely large enough to hold a mattress. No electricity, hence no fan, no air-conditioning. Just communal toilets smelling of waste. I fell asleep miserable and hungry. 

Fortunately, the next day’s discovery rejuvenated me. This time my saviour was the Great Mosque. Sitting in the centre of a sandy crossing, once an important trading post between Sudan and Guinea, the Great Mosque is the world’s largest mud-brick structure, and a truly remarkable sight. 

Then it was Pama Sinatoa who fed my soul. She ran a women’s co-operative in her mud hut, where she eagerly showed off mud cloth, or bogolan, covered in designs—traditionally geometrical ones, but hers were with popular animal patterns. She used leaves and tree bark as dyes and various colours of mud from the river and land to seal the colours as they dried in the sun. I scooped up a few pieces to ship home.
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We entered Ivory Coast after a long day’s drive that continued to where paved roads vanished into the small town of Katiola. The pit of my stomach ached with hollowness, but what I truly ached for was something to drink. Anything to drink.

“Katiola has no restaurants,” said the one man working at our hotel, which had no electricity.

Jim would not be deterred. So we hit the streets—so to speak—in search of a meal. We saw locals selling baby clothes, plastic lighters, flashlights, mobile phone covers. But nothing to eat or drink. 

With the sun nearly gone, I practically leapt for joy when I spotted a battered restaurant sign dangling from a tin overhang attached to a decades-old wooden shack. A young boy ran out when we entered the front room, which consisted of two metal tables and several overturned chairs. Jim patted his stomach and I motioned at my mouth. Off the boy darted, returning with his plump mother. She wore a red-striped, buttoned-up cotton robe. Compared to the way we looked after a rough day on the road, she was a beauty queen. 

Taking my arm, she led me through an open door to the backyard, where she pointed at a chicken. I gave her a thumbs-up. Suddenly I heard Marvin Gaye blaring from a boom box out front. I began to move my hips and mouth the words to show appreciation. Jim laughed. The son smiled broadly as his mother bent over clapping, howling with delight. Leading me out back again, this time to a large icebox, she lifted the top to reveal enough cold Flag beer to keep all of us drunk for days. I lowered my head into the deepness and sighed. Grabbing a bottle, the mother rubbed it slowly down my sunburned neck and shoulders. 

Jim grinned and asked, once again, “Does life get any better than this?” 

When we returned to the front of the restaurant, we found the son dusting off two chairs, which he arranged by a table practically in the road. Jim and I sat, thrust out our legs and watched the nothingness in the dusty street, save for a few roaming teenagers dressed in jeans or short skirts. Word spread, and within 15 minutes, a dozen townspeople had appeared. A couple of teenagers practised a few English words, and they all knew the lyrics to the Marvin Gaye tape looping endlessly in the background. We danced. We sang. We devoured fried chicken and rice, before requesting seconds. We paid and said our goodbyes, the mother swallowing Jim in a bear hug. It was a night that gave both my stomach and my soul just enough nourishment to keep on keeping on. 
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In Abidjan, the largest city in Ivory Coast, I restocked on soap, shampoo, deodorant and toothpaste, the new luxuries of my life. At the Angolan Embassy, we pleaded for visas.

 “Try Lagos,” the consul suggested as he wagged a finger. “They might give you visas, but I do not want to be responsible for your safety.” His words echoed those of yet another consul, who had told us he’d never travel by ground through Angola. 

We continued on our way through Ghana, then Togo, where we received yet another warning. 

“Skip Nigeria,” urged the French proprietor of our hotel. “At the very least, avoid Lagos.” He wasn’t the only person to tell us this. Many locals had spoken of Nigeria’s corruption and banditry.

So, of course, it was off to Nigeria. We hadn’t even crossed the border when we were hit up with a bribe for money.

“Sure wish I had a cold drink,” one of the immigration officers mumbled.

“Me, too,” I smiled, by now well aware of the hidden meaning of those words in a place where there are no cold drinks to be found for kilometres. 

From the border, we drove straight to the capital, arriving late at night. Lagos was home to over ten million people, which made driving a genuine battle. Madmen at steering wheels turned two lanes into four, cars on either side of us sat centimetres from our fenders, 18-wheeler trucks halted to set up produce stands in the middle of a lane. At red lights, hustlers accosted motorists, washing windows or pushing electronics, clothes and small bags of food. Horns blared non-stop. No way could an emergency vehicle proceed through this mob. What with all I’d heard of Lagos, I worried someone might pull a gun on Jim, who kept shooting his middle finger at the crazy drivers. That night, we slept a few hours before visiting the Angolan Embassy, where within two hours, we had our visas for Angola.

When we later dined with the president of Texaco Nigeria, an acquaintance of Jim’s, I asked him about driving through Angola. He shook his head. “Not a good idea. The war is serious. You won’t be safe.”

Back at the hotel, Jim called up a BBC reporter living in Angola. She was no help, having never ventured from the capital of Luanda. She said she’d ask around, but in my mind I assumed we’d have to forgo Angola, and give up on our plan of driving down the west coast of Africa. I was really okay with that.

On our way to Cameroon, in Enugu, we met a couple of locals, Gabriel and Pat, who had just returned from studying in Boston. We spoke of many serious things, but when I asked about Cameroon’s roads in the rainy season, Pat laughed. 

“What roads? The dirt paths become mud swamps. Enjoy.”

Jim was still determined to cross Angola. Me? Not so much. Both of us asked any and everyone if they knew of the roads, or the war. No one did. 

We argued.

“They don’t know anything because none of them would dare to drive through the damn place, Jim. Doesn’t that tell you something?”

“We’ll see, Paige. No need to make a decision yet.”

Getting out of Nigeria was even more difficult then getting in. Efficiency was not top of mind, and only after eight checkpoints and hours later did we enter Cameroon. “You are most welcome!” several officers greeted us with waves. “Most welcome.”
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In Cameroon, we would be forced to decide how to proceed. We were worried that if we put the car on a container ship to skirt around Angola, we’d find only the chassis, if we were lucky, once it docked in Namibia. And if we were to airlift our car or hire a boat to bypass the border, Jim thought we’d need to do this from Cameroon. “It might be impossible from Gabon or from the small stretch of Congo along the coast,” he explained. So which way did we go?

In the capital of Douala, Jim continued to seek guidance via e-mail as I asked everyone we met their opinion about Angola. 

And Jim, true to form, concluded that since nobody outright told us we’d die if we did the drive, we should carry on.

“But what if we get in and find we can’t proceed?” I asked. A logical question.

“Then we’ll backtrack, or just figure out a way around” was Jim’s response. “Stop worrying so much.”
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Entering Gabon, we were met by some apparently bored officials who got their kicks out of playing games with others. When a uniformed officer asked for my watch, I refused. He asked again and took hold of my wrist. I pulled away and he grabbed my arm. As I lunged out of the office shack, I saw his superior circling our car. He laughed seeing me struggle to free my arm from the dogged officer, who finally relented before heading to a bench where he swigged from a brown bag. The feisty superior refused to stamp our visas, sending us instead thirty kilometres out of our way, over crater-pitted roads, for passport inspection. 

 Just before reaching Oyem, where we’d planned to call it a night, another drunken official stopped us. Officer Joseph kept us an hour, demanding we show passports and carnets repeatedly, which we did, and forcing us to show the contents of several bags. He reeked of alcohol and spewed spit when he reminded us, “You are not in America now. You will play by my rules.” 

The drunk led Jim inside a shanty office for passport inspection yet again. When his superior explained our visas weren’t acceptable, Jim seethed. “Why not?” 

She offered no reason. “You must pay extra to pass this point.” 

“Fine, you cheat, but I want a receipt.”

In painfully slow longhand, the woman wrote receipts for far less than she demanded. Jim and I knew they would pocket the rest, but we also knew just how ugly drunks could get. 

We drove on to Ndjole, arriving after dark. During the night, explosive thunder and lightning brought nightmares of the slippery, muddy mountainous terrain that would face us in the morning. With the rainy season not yet over, it was the worst time to drive this part of the world. But I knew we could never have optimal conditions at all times unless we stopped and waited for seasons to pass. 

We set off at 6am and soon after reached an enormous barrier in the road, where the pavement ended. When police advised that it was impossible to pass, Jim convinced them otherwise. My stomach churned like a two-litre bottle of shaken soda. 

Up and down slick, steep hills, through pools of endless mud, Jim drove skilfully but cautiously. We neared an upcoming peak to find two massive trucks stuck in the road. As I leapt from the car to survey our options, my sandal got sucked in the goo. I fished it out, my arm covered in mud to the elbow. Jim returned with red clay caked to his shins. By the end of the day, the car looked worse than a pig’s pen. 

Jim continued through the questionable pass with little effort. I held my breath over bridges. More mud-sunken cars forced us either to pull them out or pass around. Eventually our own car began to sink. Dread flashed across Jim’s face. 

“Stay with it, give it gas, don’t stop,” I urged, moving the gearshift into low and turning on the differential locks. 

“No one would believe this,” I cooed to Jim later that night as we celebrated our success by cleaning the mud from one another.
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Gabon to Angola
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By the time we reached Libreville, we’d been on the road for five hundred days. Africa was proving to be the toughest part of the journey thus far. But I was determined by this point to persevere, and set off to take care of business—i.e. getting our hands on some CFA franc (currency pegged to the euro and guaranteed by the French treasury, used by several states in central Africa) and a map or two, or at least solid directions—before leaving the city for more remote destinations.

But Libreville had other plans for me. Citibank Gabon would not allow money to be wired from our account in New York. “We can only give money to people with local accounts, people we know,” insisted the general manager. “Gabon has its rules. It is to keep people from laundering money.” At the government map bureau, I was met by half a dozen lounging employees. The lone worker with a key to the map room was not around.

“When is he expected?” I asked.

“Who knows?” I was told. “He comes around when he feels like it.” 

“This makes no sense,” I snapped. 

“You are right. It’s terrible.” He laughed.

So that was that. We’d be wandering the sure-to-be most dangerous country of our journey, lost and out of cash. 

“Make some more calls,” I prodded Jim, secretly hoping someone would talk him out of this idea. “Somebody has to know something about what’s going on in Angola.”

So Jim went to the Highway Commissioner to figure out the way. He told us it was a great road into Congo. It was only when we got there that we learned the border was closed and had to figure out what to do. We headed to the Gabonese coast out of necessity.

“So we’ll just drive as far south as we can, and then get a boat to take us around the border,” Jim said, as if he were simply planning a day at the beach.

“Are you nuts? We can’t just skirt a border. If it’s closed, it’s closed for a reason.”

“We’ll arrive in Pointe-Noire. There’s oil there. That means a decent hotel, maybe. It’ll be fine. Trust me.”

I rolled my eyes and bit my lip.

Surprisingly, the drive towards Gabon’s south was ideal, save for mud-pit roads veering through rainforest that gave way to rolling plain. We spent the night in Ndende, eating a simple dinner under lightning illuminating the long stretch of black sky. But we slept in yet another sad hotel with the bathroom floor caked in mud. The next morning, when it was confirmed that the Congo border was indeed closed, I felt relieved that our drive south had not been in vain. 

Another day, more mud soup. Another truck swamped before us. We gathered armloads of bamboo to pack into the muck for better traction. Arriving at the empty Safari Hotel on the outskirts of Mayumba, we donated several litres of diesel to get the idle generator cranking. Unfortunately, the bounty of hot water was lost on me in sub-Saharan Africa. 

“You really should put something on those,” I said to Jim as we relaxed on the bed. 

He looked down at the red welts dotting his tanned arms. “You have tons more than I do,” he said, pointing to the dozens of mosquito bites covering my skin. 

The Safari Hotel, built in 1976, felt far older, but not from a lack of love by the French owner, Armand, who had spent the better part of fifty years here. 

“I think this is the most beautiful place on earth, but with each day, the lodge ages. I have no money, there are few tourists, the poor infrastructure makes it nearly impossible for anyone to get here,” he explained. 

Without a doubt, the lodge would die when Armand left or passed away. Rainforest would overtake it, if villagers didn’t first. Nestled in a nook of dense foliage overlooking the river, the hotel was once top rate, and the setting continued to be—barely bending bamboo, soaring palms, dangling vines and ferns, lizards, countless butterflies, purple sprays of flowers embedded in the ground and yellow trumpet blossoms falling from the sky. The thickness made me feel minuscule. 

In the afternoon, after hiring a small canoe outfitted with a tiny motor to cross the river to the “ferry company”—really tugboats and barges—we returned to find Armand straddled on a tired beach chair, sad. He explained, “The diesel still has not arrived. They promised yesterday, then today. When will it come?” 

Jim said, “How about we give you another twenty litres?” 

This delighted the old man. “Wonderful!” he nearly shouted, springing out of his seat. “Now I shall cook for you.” 

Later, the three of us settled in for a dinner of fried chicken, rice and spaghetti. Armand switched off the overhead light. 

“One should always dine by the light of the night,” he reminded us. 

We spent three days in Mayumba. Each morning, we packed and drove to the barge loading area, only to be told to come back the next day. In my free time, I walked through the rainforest, always wearing long pants—the ones from Marks & Spencer—to ward off the jungle. There I discovered a decrepit Catholic mission, stables, a church and a school, all camouflaged by bamboo, vines and trumpet flowers.

Finally, on the fourth morning, we arrived at the dock to find a barge, which we loaded, to be pulled by a tugboat. After missing the early high tide, we waited until the next one, about 6pm, before entering the Atlantic. The tugboat had a common room, a toilet with a non-flushing, seat-less commode and a kitchen. I was ecstatic. I could cook a feast for all! 

Twenty minutes after leaving land, my stomach began to simmer along with my rice. A wave of heat rose from my toes to the tip of my head, where my recently self-cut, too-short fringe had me nowhere near the Audrey Hepburn look I’d been going for. Seasickness! I sat on a wobbly chair and rested my head on the rectangular dining table while Jim ate. I wanted to sleep. The car would be too difficult for me to reach, so that left the kitchen floor or the tugboat deck. I opted for the fresh air. Later, after my queasiness settled, Jim and I held hands and gazed at the stars. I dozed until dawn, rising to sunshine and a wide-awake Jim offering cookies and water.

“Don’t ever say I never served you breakfast in bed,” he said with a toothy grin. 

By noon we were in Pointe-Noire, Congo, once again digging for any information we could get on the situation in Angola. At Chevron’s headquarters, a young secretary laughed. “None of our men drive in Angola. There’s a war. They fly in when they must visit, but most stay away.” 

As we headed for the Angolan Embassy, my decision had been made. “I really don’t think I can join you on the next leg, Jim. There’s a reason no one drives through Angola, you know. I’ll fly over and meet you in Namibia.” 

The silence was deafening. “Whatever you want, Paige.” 

I noted the absence of “Baby Lamb” in his reply. Whenever he addressed me by my name instead, it seemed he was frustrated, angry or unhappy.

Plans changed again during our meeting with a third secretary, at the Angolan Embassy. “You can drive to Cabinda and then take a ferry to Luanda,” he told us, “since you can’t drive through Congo.” 

Having been fed faulty advice—and false hope—too many times, I was sceptical. “Have you been on this ferry?” It wasn’t that I thought people lied on purpose. They simply wanted to be helpful, sometimes with ancient information, but mostly with third-hand knowledge. 

“Oh, yes, Mrs. It is nice,” he answered. 

“When did you last take it?” I quizzed. 

“Last summer.”

“How often does it run?”

“Twice a week.”

I felt better after this meeting. We’d drive as far as Cabinda, a tiny Angolan exclave separated from the rest of the country by a small strip of Congolese territory, and then take a ferry to Luanda. I could fly out of there without a problem, if I felt I needed to. I’d barely need to dip my toes into the rest of the war-torn country.
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Driving on a paved road from Pointe-Noire towards the Angolan border, Jim and I felt positively giddy—a good road could do this—but the delight ceased when police flagged us down demanding “a slip granting permission to drive in Congo and Angola”. We had only visas, and for our car, a Carnet de Passages. Another officer demanded a document stating “permission to leave Pointe-Noire”, a nice bribe attempt if I’d ever heard one. 

Stubbornly, I shook my head. “We don’t have one nor do we need one.” 

When the officer directed us back to Pointe-Noire for proper permission documents, Jim asked which office to visit. 

An armed policeman replied, “The office is closed today.” 

It was an outright play for money. Ten, twenty, thirty minutes passed, and I finally decided that they had more time than we did. Although I was ready to pay them off and proceed, Jim was still working them, walking one officer to our trailer to show him the map of our journey, and the newspaper clippings stating our goal of travelling the world. 

The superior officer approached. “How do I know you aren’t soldiers or spies?” 

 “Spies?” I tried not to laugh. 

“Really? Would spies drive a yellow Mercedes?” Jim replied sweetly. 

In the course of this maddening interrogation, I watched police stop almost every passing car, searching for first-aid kits and fire extinguishers, while checking too for functioning blinkers—all required by law, but generally not carried or operable. And thus, a payoff came from worried drivers. Only a few black four-wheel drives with tinted windows drove through without inspection, certainly having already lined the officers’ pockets generously and often. 

Finally, when the superior realised Jim wasn’t going to pay off anyone, he told us to proceed. 

 Jim began shaking hands all around. I tugged at his arm. “Are you nuts? Let’s get out of here, now!” I whispered.

Entering Cabinda Province was an absolute breeze. But, as expected, about eighty kilometres in, police stopped us. Three Portuguese men, driving by in a silver Dodge pick-up with a backseat full of striking local women, protested on our behalf. “Leave them alone. They have their documents. Let them pass.” 

Either the men were connected or the officers embarrassed, as we were quickly shooed along. 

Less than a kilometre later, when more police stopped us to ask for documents, those same Portuguese came to our side. One of them, tall, movie-star handsome and sporting a moustache like a young Burt Reynolds, yelled, “They just crossed the frontier! How do you think they got here without documents?” 

Once moving again, along a dismal road in far worse shape than in Congo, vast green fields appeared to drop into the Atlantic. 

We reached Cabinda at sundown and settled into Hotel Maiombe, owned by another handsome, thirtysomething Portuguese man who spoke fluent English. From him we learned the following: 


	Three Portuguese were taken hostage the day before.

	The next day was a national holiday, which meant there would be no way to obtain local currency from the bank.

	The promised ferry that the Angolan official had sworn he took last summer hadn’t existed for over twenty years.
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Jim and I were on the phone in a flash, frantically trying to charter a barge. With the Congo border closed, there was no way we could drive south to Luanda, even if we wanted to. By afternoon, we were exhausted and frustrated, and took a break to tour Cabinda. That’s when Jim saw the airport.

 “Stop!” he shouted to the driver, before turning to me. “Maybe we can hire a plane.” 

I rolled my eyes. 

We circled a building until we came upon the broken pavement of the short runway. There stood an enormous Russian cargo jet. Running towards it, we stopped at a camouflage-covered official. 

“Could you make room for our car on your plane?” Jim asked. 

Looking over at the six white men, Russian pilots, standing to his side, all of them smoking, he smiled. “Of course. Four hundred dollars for the car and we leave in forty minutes,” he said. 

Jim shook his hand, and we ran back to the taxi. 

Jim screamed over his shoulder, “We’ll be back! Don’t leave. I will pay.” 

In the most stressful 38 minutes I had known, we packed, checked out and returned to the plane. 

“I can’t believe we pulled this off!” I yelled over the sound of the earsplitting engine. 

“Don’t celebrate until we’re flying. We’re not loaded yet,” he warned.

Before departure, the general raised his price to US$1,200. 

Jim offered half of the payment. “We’ll pay the rest in Luanda,” he promised. 

“That won’t work. I won’t be going with you. Pay all now or don’t go.” 

“I will pay when we land in Luanda,” Jim insisted.

“Go then! Pay the pilots,” the general snarled. I guess Jim’s offer was better than nothing, and US$600 would go very, very far in Cabinda. 

Soon after, a man disembarked from the jet in a military truck to make room for our vehicle. It would be reloaded once ours was safely on board. Inside the stifling, humid plane were scores of soldiers and folks from every walk of life—men in suits beside old women, and young mothers with babies tied to their bosoms and backs—all packed tighter than sardines in a tin. Several men reclined on the hood of our car and trailer. As the plane’s door began to close, people continued to pull others aboard by their arms. Needless to say, no one had a ticket.

One of the Russian pilots pushed me towards the cockpit. I followed him, and we climbed over people, literally. The back of the cargo plane was so packed, we were crried over. Here I witnessed every safety violation imaginable. Vodka bottles littered the seat. Missing latches had doors swinging, several bolts were lost and dashboard equipment was inoperable. As the Russians piloted the airplane from the broken runway, I sat torn between ecstasy over our getaway coup and an overwhelming fear for my life. 

Once we unloaded in Luanda, Jim drove out of Angola’s major military airport without any of the soldiers batting an eye! Go figure: two foreigners in an odd yellow car deplaning a government cargo jet in a war-torn country, and nobody even cared.
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On 3 June 2000, my mother’s birthday, Jim and I planned to drive south from Luanda into an area where the opposition group UNITA (National Union for the Total Indepedence of Angola) and the government were fighting. We had driven through danger zones before, and Jim was confident we could get through this one unscathed. But I was scared out of my mind. 

Before leaving the hotel, I tried desperately to reach my mother. I dialled and dialled for over half an hour, only to hear a rapid busy signal. I needed to hear her voice. I wanted to speak with my father. Just in case. But even in Angola’s most developed city, I failed to connect.

I cannot pinpoint the exact moment I decided to take the risk and drive with Jim from Luanda, instead of flying onward to Namibia. Even Jim, just the night before, urged me to reconsider. “Of course I want you to come with me, but if you are scared or uncertain, then please fly to Namibia or South Africa instead. I don’t want you to do anything that you will regret.” 

Without question, I was uncertain. But part of me believed Jim would never proceed into an area where he thought the odds were stacked against him. 

 “I could be killed in New York, Paris or London,” I rationalised in an unconvincingly shaky voice. 

Our initial leg began easily, over maintained roads leading to Sumbe. Along the way, we passed jagged, eroding mountains that dropped into the Atlantic. The country had about 1,600 kilometres of coastline. After Sumbe, the road worsened. We passed no traffic, travelling only sixty kilometres in three hours as Jim, at the wheel, covered a maze of craters so abundant that safe steering couldn’t keep us from sinking into deep pockets. My worn, filthy seat belt useless, I held myself firmly in the seat with an arm planted against the dashboard and the other on the ceiling. 

At a crossroads, we saw a truck on the side of the dirt path. From the open window, the driver yelled, “I’m waiting for more so we can all drive through the war front together.” Chuckling, he continued. “It’s not safe, but at least we’ll be together!” 

 “How long will you wait?” Jim asked the young man. 

“Three, four days. Maybe a week.” 

We knew that if we sat for that length, allowing word to spread of our presence, then we would certainly be kidnapped, robbed or worse. 
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We set off down another uncharted sandy road, something we had done almost daily, but it was different this time. The unknown, sometimes so thrilling, was now making my heart race for a whole other reason. The road was as deserted as an abandoned movie set, until the first band of boy soldiers darted out from overgrown bush and leapt into our path. They pointed rifles and machine guns straight at our faces. We were halted, five times, our stash of Marlboro cigarettes enough to pacify the teenage soldiers, all of whom allowed us to proceed without incident.

 Peering right and left, safari style, I worried that more soldiers would appear, soldiers who might not be so easily appeased. I worried that we would drive over a land mine. I worried that my life would end at the age of 31. I hated that I was here. I hated Jim for bringing me here. I suddenly longed for that white picket fence surrounding a two-storey house filled with children, that station wagon in the driveway. What the hell was I doing here? I’d had a good life. I did not have to be here. 

But I did. And there was clearly no way out. 

As we passed bombed-out buses and cars and abandoned army tanks on the crumbling highway, my stomach tossed. Another young soldier stopped us for nearly an hour. As he jotted down our passport information, my impatience festered, worsened by the effects of the Lariam, and I tried not to squirm in my seat. I stayed silent. 

We passed a small village. I hung my head out the window and screamed, “Benguela?” 

As two boys pointed straight ahead, I told Jim. “I can’t believe they haven’t fled.” 

“What do you mean? That town was nearly deserted. The ones who are left probably provide food or fuel for the government or UNITA. They won’t be killed,” he predicted.

Driving onward towards Benguela, three hundred kilometres away, we passed dozens more burned buses, trucks and forgotten cars. 

Jim tried to ease my anxiety. “I bet some of those were traffic accidents, not war targets.” 

His ridiculous suggestion heightened my anger, not only at him, but also at myself. I was an idiot to have agreed to come with him to Angola. 

Just before sunset, upon reaching Canjala, still a hundred kilometres from Benguela and home to a large military camp, we offered cigarettes to three soldiers who, like those before, did not know what to think of us, but delighted in our goods. One motioned us onward as another tore into the plastic wrapping. 

“Stop!” came a voice from nowhere. 

Jim hit the brake and a middle-aged soldier—not a boy, but a man in proper uniform and boots—appeared in the road. 

“Stop!” he screamed again.

I could feel the acid rising in my throat. 

“Don’t shoot,” I said, so quietly that not even Jim could hear.

The officer approached carrying a long, carved stick. He stopped at Jim’s side of the car. 

Jim got out and offered a hand. “Hello. We are tourists in your country.” 

The official didn’t say a word. He circled our car. When it seemed likely he wouldn’t draw a gun, I slowly opened the car door, jumped down and headed to the trailer, where he watched as I pointed to our map. By now, thirty boy soldiers had gathered nearby, watching. Most of them were barefoot. One wore a single boot. Many were in knee-length, cut-off pants and T-shirts. 

When the officer finally spoke, he said, “No pass.” 

“But sir, we have only a few miles before Lobito”, where we hoped to find a safe place to sleep. “If you allow us to pass, then I could give you something for your trouble,” Jim continued, his voice lacking confidence. 

The officer turned and walked back towards his camp, while shaking his head no. I looked at Jim. The invincible, all-knowing, make-it-happen man in my life could not save me. He shrank before my eyes, and I could not keep tears away. As scared as I had ever been, not knowing why the general forced us to stop, I imagined he would never let us pass, that he would demand money, our car—or me. 

As the sun disappeared, I sat inside the Mercedes, hugged my knees into my chest and wept. I couldn’t bear to imagine my mother getting that call, the one saying that we were missing, the one that would start the countdown leading to the day our families would assume we were dead.

I did not speak to Jim. As the moon grew, I bathed my body in mosquito repellent and pulled out a tiny pillow and water from behind the car seat. From the trailer, I grabbed canned green peas and corned beef. Jim, famished, ate most, leaving me hungry. I then remembered an uneaten stash, leftover from our Western Sahara crossing, and dug in the back again, finding dented cans, labels long gone. Opening the largest one, I was ecstatic to find peaches. I devoured the sweet, sticky fruit, not offering any to Jim until I was sated. Every man for himself.

Back in the car, before attempting sleep, he asked, “Shall we set up the tent?” 

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Be my guest,” I answered, while fluffing the small pillow behind me. 

Sleep was impossible—the fear of the unknown too strong, the heat too stifling, the laughing and singing from the boy soldiers too loud. I’d insisted we leave the windows up, as if bullets couldn’t shoot through the glass. But soon I’d had enough. I lowered the pane, and as the car cooled, the buzzing, malaria-spreading mosquitoes swarmed. Eventually I dozed off with my pillow resting on the car’s centre console, my back arched uncomfortably against the seat, feet dangling out the window. 

I woke hourly to a soldier ringing a weak bell. The other soldiers slept on the ground under thatch roofs held high on wooden stilts. At 3am I woke up cold, the temperature down ten degrees. After I closed the window, mosquitoes buzzed around my head. I swatted and clapped, aiming to kill, instead hitting only myself as they sang loudly into my ears. When I couldn’t hold my bladder a moment longer, I squatted directly outside the car, not worrying that I would step in my own urine when I rose later. Being shot or stepping in pee. Easy choice. 

I got out of the car at 5.50, ran my fingers through my slick, oily hair, brushed my teeth and washed my face, a handful of boy soldiers watching my every move. As the official appeared ahead, he looked towards our car, his hands cupped over his eyes to shield the already strong rising sun. I prayed to anyone listening that we would be allowed to leave. 

When I turned to see Jim aiming our Polaroid camera at the military leader, I shouted, “Don’t! Not without permission!” 

Cameras were a rarity here. In those days, an instant photograph could make instant friends—and even quicker enemies. My shout was too late; the photograph spewed out of the small contraption. Jim approached the officer with his offering. 

Slowly, the corners of the officer’s mouth turned upward. “Good shot,” he said, patting Jim’s back. 

When he stood more upright, chin protruding, chest expanded, preening for another, Jim obliged and then the official ordered his boy soldiers onto the hill. They paraded ammunition, machine guns, rifles, machetes and rocket launchers—reminding me of children showing off prized toys. The excited boys, maybe 15 of them—blindly committed to a man’s war over diamonds and oil—posed gladly, laughing, throwing legs in the air. I stood at a distance, behind the car, wondering how many would live to see the end of the fighting. How long would it take for this country to be whole again? 

Angola today has boomed because of reduced military spending, natural resources and oil reserves. The vast tourist potential Jim and I had witnessed has not been developed, so an adventurous young woman who is keen should travel there to examine, explore and exploit the untold opportunities.

But back then, I’m sure these soldiers couldn’t imagine a life without war. An officer, wearing only one plastic flip-flop, approached from the direction of the bridge and saluted the general. I looked at the gangly group, not all that threatening by the light of day, save for their ammunition. Jim’s large black Polaroid continued to produce gifts. Many photos later, the general, in a military truck, led us around land mines to his superior’s house, where Jim took more Polaroids. 

“You may go to Benguela,” the general spoke, his English far better today than the night before.

“Sir, why did you force us to stay here last night?” I asked.

“Each night we mine the bridge to keep UNITA away. If I had allowed you to pass, then you would be dead, blown to bits and pieces.”
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Namibia to South Africa to Malawi
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Jim has always pushed boundaries. It’s simply part of his nature. Just as others might choose to, say, go bungee jumping or take that once-in-a-lifetime leap from an airplane to prove their mettle, my husband sets his mind on things like driving across a third-world country smack in the middle of a civil war. 

I’m no wimp myself. If I weren’t a risk-taker, would I ever have quit my job to go around the world, or moved to Singapore, or married Jim, for that matter? But still, there’s a big difference between being adventuresome and being insane. Me, I would have never chosen to cross Angola had I truly known the danger of the pass we took. It was sheer luck that brought a safe escape from the military camp and the surrounding war front. Yet Jim loved every minute of it.

Continuing forward through Angola towards Namibia, it was the route, or rather lack thereof, that we were warned against more than the fighting. The war had taken its toll, leaving burned bridges and mutilated roads. We took turns driving, picking our way up and down nearly vertical mountain passes, then across the endless Namib Desert. After an irresistible stop at the oasis of Lake Arco, we were met in Lubango with news from Jim’s office in New York that had arrived two days earlier. Angola’s Minister of Tourism and Hotels was regretful to inform us that we would not be able to drive through Angola after all, due to “technical” reasons. Really? 
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Two days later we were out of the country, parked in Ondangwa, a dusty town in northern Namibia, known to be the source of goods for the Angolan rebels. In the morning, I stayed behind in the hotel room washing our laundry in the sink as Jim headed out for a jog. 

As he told the story, he stopped when three men in a truck pulled up beside him. “Does that yellow Mercedes belong to you?” the biggest of the trio asked.

“Why yes,” Jim answered, bracing himself for whatever was to come. “It’s one of a kind, custom made. Not one other car like it in the world,” he added for good measure, hoping that they’d understand the folly of stealing such a highly recognisable object.

“We will pay you diamonds for it.”

Jim laughed, relieved. “The car isn’t for sale. I need it to get me back home. But I will take a look at your diamonds.”

Right then and there, Jim later told me as he paced back and forth excitedly on the hotel’s carpeted floor, a man leapt from the truck and pulled a plastic bag from the pocket of his camouflage jacket. Obviously a rebel, Jim had thought, as he bent to examine the two dirty rocks.

“I knew they were real right away,” Jim claimed. “The man insisted they totalled fourteen carats, but I guessed they were more like five.” The US$70,000 asking price was quickly dropped to US$500.

“Really, Jim?” I asked. “How do you know for sure that they’re real?” Even if they were genuine, the quality had to be pretty low for that price.

“They’re desperate, Paige. They need money for food and supplies for their soldiers.”

“Well, I’m going with you. This whole thing could very well be a set-up. What if they plan on robbing, or kidnapping, you?”

Jim counted out 7,000 Namibian dollars from the sweat-stained moneybag he wore daily around his neck, under his shirt. “I’ll be fine, Paige. Stop worrying.”

It wasn’t long before I was counting the minutes, pacing from the bed to the window and back again, turning on the TV, then turning it off, checking the hallway, sipping water, once again worrying about my own sanity for choosing to be with a person so clearly mad.

When I heard the key in the door, I ran to throw my arms around his damp body. “You didn’t,” I said as I felt the hard nuggets in his shirt pocket poking into my chest. 

“I did.” He grinned from ear to ear, and pulled out two cloudy, bumpy rocks. “They have over a thousand of them, on their way to Joburg where they’ll sell for five times what I paid.” 

“Fine. They’re your stones. Enjoy,” I replied, peering closer at the two dirty Coke-bottle glass lumps. Jim was eager to have his diamonds appraised, but that wouldn’t occur until Tanzania. 

For all his bravado, Jim was cautious enough to put a misdirect in place, to foil any eager rebels who might track us in hopes of selling him more diamonds. We made sure to tell all the hotel workers, and anyone else who’d listen, that we were headed east towards a popular waterfall. 

Instead, we drove in the opposite direction to Etosha National Park, spending the day surrounded by zebra, ostrich, guinea fowl, wart hogs, wildebeest, springbok, kudu, lions, elephants, flamingo and black-faced impala. I was in seventh heaven when we arrived at our lodge, until the phone rang. 

“Hello?” 

“May I speak to Mr Jim?”

My stomach did a flip-flop. “He’s not here,” I growled. 

“Please tell Mr Jim it is urgent that he calls. The truck from Angola arrived with things for him. We will bring them to Mr Jim. This is George Antonio. He has my number.”

“I will tell him,” I said before lowering the old-fashioned, curved brown receiver. How had they found us? And he has their number? 

“How could you get involved with these guys?” I seethed as Jim walked through the door. “These are people who kill over diamonds. They tracked us down! What if they show up tomorrow and hold you at gunpoint for the car, or for money? What if they try to kidnap one of us?”

Jim shot me a look as he dialled the phone. “Hello,” he said sweetly. “This is Jim Rogers. You called, Mr Antonio?” 

He listened for some time before replying, “Well, unfortunately I’ve just gotten off the phone with New York. My business is in trouble. We are going to have to cancel the rest of our trip and go back home. All my money has vanished.”

Who would believe such nonsense? I shook my head wildly, silently willing him to come up with a better story.

“No, really—I don’t have any money for diamonds now,” Jim repeated. After placing the receiver down, he stretched out on the bed. “Sure hope they don’t show up,” he said before dozing off for a nap. 
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After a visit to the spectacular Victoria Falls between Zambia and Zimbabwe and a stay in a safari camp in Botswana, we reached South Africa. It had taken four months to travel from Africa’s northern tip to its southernmost country. There were plenty of life’s luxuries that I often missed along the way. Like electricity, and roads. But what I realised, once we hit sophisticated Cape Town, was that the supreme luxury of life is time, something that was plentiful in developing countries, yet hard to come by for those of us who live first-world manic lives, who become so consumed with doing that the small, meaningful moments are lost, forgotten or never noticed. In Cape Town, I found myself swept up by the museums and public gardens, the bustling Victoria and Alfred Waterfront with its fancy, modern hotels, shops and restaurants. My New York self had triumphed.

It was also in Cape Town where I begged a doctor to allow me to go off the Lariam. “It’s making me crazy,” I pleaded. 

“How so?” He sat back with the tip of a pen resting on his lips.

“I’m anxious, moody, irritable…” I began, counting off the symptoms with my fingers.

“I see.” He cleared his throat. “And you say you’ve been travelling, by car, with your husband, for how long?” 

In the end, he reluctantly acquiesced. But it soon became clear that sweat would keep any repellant from doing its job, that I could never keep my limbs fully covered and that we’d be often too beat after a long day on the road to efficiently set up netting over our bed.

A rare plane ride took us over to Madagascar, and then back to South Africa. In Johannesburg, we met up with an old school pal of Jim’s. Alan had married a Tsonga woman named Patience—Pheshi Mboweni in her native Tsonga dialect—years before it was legal. 

Over dinner, I asked if Patience might take me to the school where she taught 11th and 12th-year students. 

“Of course, but you will not like what you see,” replied the tall, graceful, reed-thin woman.

The next day Patience and I visited the school, home to a few thousand students, in Alexandra, a neglected black township. Missing from classrooms: books, lab equipment, computers, typewriters, chalkboards, posters and decorations of any sort. In abundance: broken windowpanes, decrepit desks and tables and small rooms, one with a few aged books, masquerading as a library. 

“During school hours, drugs are sold and smoked in these bathrooms—marijuana the most common, with crack for the few holding extra cash, and almost no one able to afford cocaine, thank God,” Patience explained during the tour. 

She had been a teacher here for ten years and chaired the English department, which had no literature books. “And this is my passion, but the school is broke, has been since the day I arrived. I bring in my own newspapers and books for teaching.” 

Each of her classes had 45 or more students, but her classroom was short of desks. “How do you deal with too many students in a room without enough chairs?” I asked.

“We manage. I mean the students don’t expect paradise. This is what they know,” she replied, not hiding her impatience with my question as we shuffled through the school’s courtyard. “I try to excite students each day with knowledge and the power of it, but no matter how I strive, students come to school with the weight of Zeus upon them. Many have lost parents to AIDS, and/or they’ve been abandoned. Some take care of younger siblings. They work nights to make money for food. They arrive exhausted, lacking dreams. I once believed things would improve, but that hope feels foolish now.” 

Once again I felt my world being turned upside down. I’d been brought up to believe that if I worked hard enough towards any goal, it would be attainable. Patience had invested ten years of her life in this school, and her dream seemed to be disappearing before her eyes. 

“I was the eternal optimist,” she told me. “I had dreamed. No longer.” 

I think about Patience and that day at the school often, grateful for the opportunity to live in a country where education is so highly valued, where my children are surrounded by smart kids who want to learn, where being a geek is considered cool. I go to great lengths to make sure they’re well aware of how fortunate they are, especially when I hear complaints about homework and strict teachers. I’ve also started to introduce them to sights like the one that greeted me that day in Johannesburg, arranging visits to schools in many of the more remote places we travel. I’ve already taken Happy to Tanzania for a thrilling, albeit hard as hell, climb to the top of Mount Kilimanjaro, and we spent time in Arusha and drove out into the countryside. It wasn’t long enough. It wasn’t in-depth enough. Someday soon, we will visit Patience, who has two sons, one now a Rhodes scholar and another who can speak Mandarin, which he learned at Jim’s urging, of course. Sadly, Alan has passed away.

 

[image: ]

 

From South Africa we drove to landlocked Swaziland, the smallest country in the Southern Hemisphere, surrounded on three sides by South Africa and by Mozambique in the east, where we would exit. After a few days, we reached Ilha de Benguerra, or Benguerra Island, where a dozen men, mostly young, hauled in the day’s catch. When the tide was lowest, they paired off on the edge of rolling waves, tugging in about a hundred metres of net by holding two lengthy ropes extending from either side. Then they’d wrap the rope around sturdy pieces of wood that rested against their lower backs as leverage, shuffling backwards while the net emerged from the sea as slowly as a slug. A rhythm unfolded as the routine was repeated, the men dropping rope at the top of the beach and walking back to the shore to begin again. 

After more than an hour, a fish-filled net reached shore, teeming with tiny sardines, crabs, two baby sharks, an octopus, oodles of hand-size fish, several jellyfish and slimy green seaweed. Women, many of whom had watched the men pull in the catch, placed the pungent seafood in buckets, which they carried atop their heads to a spot a few metres away before sorting and gutting the larger fish, throwing stomachs and innards onto the sand. A few small fish were kept intact. The best would be sold at the market. With such a plentiful catch, overflowing from buckets, the women sat working for hours, while their children played on the beach. Once finished, the mothers strung fish onto lines that were thrown over pieces of wood balanced upon their shoulders for the walk home. 

By now all the men, save one, were long gone from the shore. The remaining man, wearing frayed brown cut-off trousers, his face hardened by the sun and the sea and likely by life itself, sat until nearly sunset, using a large needle and thick thread to create, singlehandedly, another colourful fishing net more than a hundred fifty metres long. 
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With Tanzania our next goal, we headed north and crossed the Zambezi River in a long line of cars. Ours was the only one pulled over by the police. Speeding, the officer claimed, holding up a radar detector reading sixty in a fifty-kilometre-per-hour zone. 

“You must go tomorrow to the police to pay the fine,” he said. “The office is closed today.”

“You son of a bitch!” Jim shouted out. “You know damn well I wasn’t speeding.”

The officer’s eyebrows shot up like a pair of rockets.

“Officer,” I said with all the Southern charm I had left in me, “please excuse my husband. We are trying to reach Tanzania. Perhaps there is some other fee we might pay that would allow us to move on now?” I smiled sweetly.

He tilted his head and pursed his lips, his eyes moved slowly over our car. Then he began to nod. “You are a smart one. Yes, you can pay a service fee, but the receipt will not be ready until next week.” 

We wordlessly handed over the cash for both the ticket and the “service fee”, well aware that the bills were going straight into the man’s pockets.

 A few hours later, it was Jim’s turn to play good cop. While crossing out of Mozambique, an insurance officer demanded that we buy a one-month insurance policy to leave the country. “You must,” he insisted, “since no one made you buy it when you entered, and it’s required for your stay in Mozambique.” 

“You have got to be kidding,” I snapped. “That’s absurd!”

Jim shot me a look of overblown sympathy. “You’ll have to forgive my wife, sir. She has a fever.” He handed over the money and led me gently to the car.
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We continued through Malawi, where brick kilns, and the dark, reddish-brown homes built from them, dotted the countryside. Some had thatched roofs, some tin and others were surrounded by fences topped with broken glass. The roads were lined with locals selling whatever they owned or made—tyres, wood carvings, furniture, grilled maize, clothes, fruits, straw chairs, hats, baskets, rugs. Young women carried babies on their backs. Men pushed wheelbarrows, while battered cars and overfilled trucks roamed dusty roads cluttered with goats, donkeys, cows and bicycles. The few sealed roads, many left over from the colonialists, had eroded, leaving only a narrow strip of asphalt, making passing a car a total nightmare. 

When we finally reached Tanzania, Jim hurried to have his diamonds appraised. The old jeweller in Dar es Salaam shook his head. “These are glass. Not worth a dime,” he said as he pushed the stones back across the counter with a tight little smile.

To my relief, Jim has not made one risky move—at least when it comes to buying gems—since that day. I made sure of that, by later becoming a certified gemologist, an accreditation earned after many fascinating theory classes and the challenge of grading over one thousand gemstones. 
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Mount Kilimanjaro
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Mount Kilimanjaro was a rare “first” for both Jim and me. We were, for once, on equal footing, so to speak. It was to be a five-day trek up and down the nearly six-thousand-metre peak. 

On day one, we reached Mandara Hut, elevation 2,699 metres, sitting in a cold, damp cloud. My rented boots were too tight, too heavy and definitely not waterproof. The camp was without electricity, since little sunlight meant no charge for the solar panels atop the dozen wooden huts. Jim and I shared an A-frame hut with two other men, and I was in bed by 8pm, huddled against the cold in socks, pants and a coat. 

I woke to find a plastic bowl of hot water left by my guide, Modest, outside the hut. I washed, ate and was on the trail by 9am, trudging through a thick fog and dense vegetation into moorlands, where the sun soared and the air turned crystal clear. We had reached 3,699 metres. 

The next morning, another plastic bowl of hot water, then a cold shower in a mirror-less bathroom, which was probably good considering how I must have looked. 

“Pole, pole, you must go slow,” Jim’s guide, Zebidiah, reminded us as we climbed. Respecting his twenty years of experience going up and down this mountain, I plodded along, almost spiritless, as my breath became heavier in the thinning air. We had climbed for four hours when I spotted Kobo Hut, yet that last incline was a bitch, with me sucking air, stopping for water, resting on rocks, the wind throwing sand against my sunburned face. It was another hour before we reached the lodge. 

Jim fell asleep by 7.30pm. My brain was too wired with anxiety over the final climb to the summit—scheduled for midnight so that we might enjoy the sunrise from on high—to even allow me the dream of napping.

When Zebidiah and Modest came for us at 11.45pm, I rose from bed and pulled on my tights, running pants, trousers, fleece pants, two pairs of socks, a turtleneck, a long-sleeved shirt, a fleece coat, a ski jacket, a neck scarf, a face mask, gloves and those wretched heavy boots. Most of my outer layer consisted of cheap rentals from the company that supplied our guides.

“We have to make it to the top,” I told Zebidiah, “no matter how slowly.”

He smiled a beautiful smile, nodding in agreement, and our final climb began. Initially the temperature wasn’t debilitating, yet with each subsequent step, my feet became blocks of ice. Our footprints left a zigzag trail behind us as Zebidiah, in the lead, tried to lessen the steepness. I watched his feet, literally following in his steps. When I finally looked up, I was greeted by a nearly full moon and millions of glittering stars lighting our way. Soon a rhythm developed as Zebidiah placed a foot, I followed, then my walking stick crunched into frozen ground. I didn’t pay attention to Jim and Modest, following behind. Only Zebidiah’s foot, then mine, then my walking stick. 

We stopped for the first time when Jim stumbled. “Let’s rest,” I suggested. But it was too cold to stop. Once on the move again, Jim’s rented waterproof pants crept down, causing another pause, then 15 minutes later the pants fell again. The stops were unbearably cold. My toes froze, screaming with pain inside my lead boots. 

“Jim, I think I have frostbite,” I said. 

“Not cold enough,” he grumbled as we continued to climb.

“Cold,” I told Zebidiah as I danced around trying to get my circulation back.

“You are getting mountain sickness,” Modest said. 

“But I feel fine. It’s just my toes.”

“The feeling in your toes will spread to other parts of your body. I must take you back,” he insisted.

Suddenly Jim was by my side. “They know what they’re talking about, Paige. You should listen.”

But I didn’t want to listen. I kept walking.

“Please, Paige,” Jim pleaded. 

Again I stopped, my ten toes as numb as chunks of wood. I couldn’t quit. I wouldn’t quit. But Jim’s face was a roadmap of worry. And behind him, Zebidiah was slowly shaking his head. So I gave Jim a kiss and turned back, only five hundred metres short of my goal. I cried as I scrambled down the mountain back to camp, where I collapsed into my sleeping bag and slept until the sun came up.

Jim had been spotted at the summit. He’d made it. I waited an hour, then two, until finally, mid-morning, I saw his red coat in the distance. I ran to greet him and helped him stumble into camp, exhausted. Jim was elated by his accomplishment. I felt my pride in him bubbling up through my own disappointment, and vowed to someday make the climb again. 

For my fortieth birthday, I did just that, solo. And I made it all the way to the summit, and then a few months before my fiftieth, I did it again with my daughter Happy, who, at only 15, has bragging rights for life. And I’m already talking of making the climb again when I turn sixty, with Bee. 

Reaching the summit of Mount Kilimanjaro is truly an inexplicable calling: I am drawn to the mammoth mountain and the mental and physical kickass journey. With each attempt, it truly offers a road deep into one’s soul. I see it as a living lesson of a poem we like to recite at home, with our daughters:

’Tis a lesson you should heed, try, try again;

If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again;

Then your courage should appear, for if you will persevere,

You will conquer, never fear;

Try, try again.

Once or twice, though you should fail, try, try again;

if you at last prevail, try, try again;

If we strive, ’tis no disgrace though we do not win the race;

What should you do in the case?

Try, try again.

If you find your task is hard, try, try again.

Time will bring you your reward, try, try again

All that other folks can do, why with patience, should not you?

Only keep this rule in view:

Try, try again.
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It was while in the Serengeti, waiting for car repairs, that I learned my grandmother had died. A knock fell on the door one morning, and a hotel worker escorted me to the phone in reception, where upon hearing my mother’s voice, I broke down. 

Why couldn’t I have a sibling, I thought as I sobbed. One who was nothing like me. One who wasn’t so restless, so selfish, so different. One who would live around the block from my parents, like everyone else did in Rocky Mount. One who would be there to comfort my father, like I should have been right then. 

I was left alone with my Baptist guilt, my thoughts soon turning from my father to my grandmother. I remembered Gladys Bullock Parker as being tough. Not mean, but serious and hard-working, made that way by a lifetime spent inside the kitchen, in the garden and tending to family.

Her husband, John Dawsey Parker, almost thirty years her senior, had died when my father, the eldest child, was 15, leaving Gladys with five children, the youngest two years old. As a girl, I adored every Sunday with her. She’d prepare an absolute feast for an afternoon with her children, and later their children as well, all crammed into a small kitchen with fogged-over windows and two tables shoved together to accommodate kin, collard greens, chicken pastry, corn bread, string beans, fatback, pork chops, succotash of corn and lima beans, fried chicken, country fried steak, mashed potatoes and gravy, and black-eyed peas. As a teenager, I noticed her rough, chapped hands, the creases that sprung from her tired eyes like tiny fissures in a pane of shattered glass, and the smallness of a life that held thoughts only of her children. At the time, it bewildered me. Where were her dreams, her imagination, her curiosity? Now, of course, I know better, and appreciate the sacrifices my grandmother made for my father, and hence for me. And I suppose I should also thank her for something else—for being an unknowing force that propelled a rebellious young mind into a world bigger than even she could dream of. 

To the funeral home, I sent gladiolus, the flower that most dazzled us during our climb of Kilimanjaro. In the afternoon, Jim convinced me to join him on a scheduled game drive, where we quickly spotted ten elephants eating from thorn-covered acacia trees. Two lionesses and their cubs rested on rocks. Another lioness, alone on the flawless golden plain, slept on her back, legs flailing in the air. A cheetah played with her three babies while a lean leopard rested high in a tree. 

When a soft sprinkle fell over the yellow Serengeti, the guide Mohammad whispered, “It never rains here. The tears are for your grandmother.” 





17

Ethiopia to Sudan
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My daughter Bee is a pack rat, just like her father. My older daughter has his nose, and both share his fair skin. But what I really hope they’ve inherited is his boundary-pushing gene, the one that makes Jim so uniquely “Jim”. I take great care to remind my daughters of the endless possibilities that life holds for them, of their ability—with a little hard work—to do anything, be anyone, live anywhere. For now, Happy’s dream is to become a famous actress, or perhaps an editor at Vogue, in New York, where “every single person has a purpose, is going somewhere”. And Bee? She wants to live in Fairyland, where she will be granted daily wishes from all the fairies gathered at her feet. Or maybe become a unicorn.

I had to learn to push the boundaries the hard way, first hand from the master himself. But it was surviving those tough lessons that gave me the strength to keep going, to see more, to do more.

Still, by the time Jim and I reached Nairobi, I wanted to kill him. The twenty months together, day in and day out, had truly taken its toll. Think about it. You’ve spent hours slogging your way through precarious roads, fierce weather, petty bureaucratic bullshit. You’re tired, you’re hungry, your room is crappy, the water dirty, the electricity spotty at best. Someone utters something they shouldn’t. The other snaps back. And the race is on. In a way, we had flipped a typical marriage upside down, with the inevitable nagging that comes after too much intimacy taking root even before we had a chance to enjoy a honeymoon phase. 

The darts I flung at Jim to deflect his verbal punches seemed to bounce off him like little spitballs, yet his insults and taunts were too easily lodged in my mind. Jim, and only Jim—not the long time away from home, not missing my friends or good food, not living differently than I’d known—led me to seriously ponder jumping ship more than once. Imagine, the one person who inspired me to keep going was also the one who could drive me away. Talk about crazy-making.

So onward we went, towards Ethiopia. At the checkpoint outside Marsabit, Kenya, we were told we could not proceed without a police escort. Tribal groups were fighting in the north, and an influx of refugees from all sides was adding to the tension. We offered a bribe, but were directed back to the town’s army barracks, where the chief would provide a pair of armed soldiers to accompany us three hundred kilometres. Seven hours of rocky, bumpy, desert-y, bandit-less roads later, we were safely at the Kenyan-Ethiopian border. It was all good.

Except for one problem. According to the Ethiopian calendar, it was New Year’s Eve. And the border was closed.

“The officials are just over there,” a local told us, pointing to an outdoor bar across the road. “I’ll go tell them we have visitors.” 

After three hours with the revellers, it was clear we were getting nowhere. And when the officer demanded that he hold our passports overnight to ensure we didn’t flee, I thought I’d explode. Nevertheless, Jim handed the documents over, and we turned to fetch toothbrushes and water from the trailer before heading down the road to find a place to sleep. Three locals scrambled to carry our bags and point the way. 

The room, at US$4 a night, was overpriced and filthy, with no water, despite the showerhead bulging from the peeling wall.

“Another night in paradise,” I said as I stomped off towards the outhouses to wash myself with questionable standing water from a plastic bowl. Starving, we ventured across the street for a dinner of greasy goat scooped up with sour injera, Ethiopian flatbread. 

The next day I woke to the sight of that impotent showerhead. It had been five days since I’d last bathed. 

We showed up at the border post, dirty and cranky, at the appointed time of 7am. The customs and immigrations officers arrived two hours later, rumpled and smelling of booze. After a lot of unnecessary haggling over paperwork, outdated currency forms requiring an accounting of every last penny we carried, and a totally bogus yet completely thorough search of our car and trailer, we drove out of town. It was late afternoon.

When we pulled up to the spanking-new Sheraton in Addis Ababa, I thought I was seeing a mirage. After taking in our dust-covered car, our twine-wrapped trailer (the roads had destroyed the latch) and our grimy, grouchy selves, the manager offered us the presidential suite, which apparently had barely been used. The staff needed the practice, he told us. I wanted to throw my arms around this awesome man, but held back at the sight of his crisp, clean suit.

Hot water, tub, soap! Multiple closets, a sitting room and a pair of balconies! This was more space than we’d known since we first stepped foot into that packed Mercedes almost two years earlier. Finally, some privacy, and some room to breathe. 

We spent most of that week apart, me wandering the markets and side streets, Jim involved with some work and visiting an old friend. When we’d catch up over dinner, it was a pleasure to share the details of our day. Our spirits were renewed, as was the feeling that we were in this whole thing together, as a team.

In contrast to the opulence of the Sheraton (which I later learned was a gift from a Saudi sheikh, built for high-profile gatherings of world leaders), life in Ethiopia was clearly a struggle. Witnessing the twice-monthly foreign-aid wheat giveaway in Lalibela, we saw a line of locals—children to elders—trekking by foot and on donkeys from as many as12 kilometres away. I looked out at the surrounding fields, lush yet uncultivated, with wonder. International assistance seemed to have taken a wrong turn.

Lalibela—a must for any traveller—was home to 12th- and 13th-century rock-hewn churches built during King Lalibela’s reign. The massive monolithic structures, chiselled by hand, were once connected by vast tunnel networks. These days, during Sunday morning Mass, priests draped in white robes read from handmade Bibles in Ge’ez—a language used only by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Shaking brass musical instruments similar to tambourines, they chanted and sang while young boys beat large wooden and leather drums. Elder priests leaned on canes throughout the ceremony, which lasted hours. At one church, we watched as a solemn priest rubbed the seven-kilogram, eight-hundred-year-old, solid gold Lalibela Cross over the bodies of believers hoping to be blessed, or healed. 

Before heading to Sudan, I wanted to shop for an abaya for cover during our upcoming visits to Muslim countries, particularly Saudi Arabia. My new friend Anina Abdullahi, who worked in the Sheraton’s restaurant, offered to accompany me. As she led me through the gritty bazaar, Anina expressed her amazement that I, a westerner, would visit Saudi Arabia. She’d been to Mecca once, doing Hajj with her father.

I stood by as she uncovered abayas hidden under counters or behind doors—obviously not hot items, as most of the Ethiopian women seemed to go for colourful cotton dresses, paired with bracelets of silver and gold that ran from elbow to wrist, and necklaces dangling down to their stomachs. When the men running the stalls realised the abaya was for me, and not Anina, their eyes widened and their prices soared.

“We must find the women,” Anina told me. “They will be more honest.”

At the next set of stalls, Anina shared the details of my upcoming travels with a handful of plump, covered women behind counters.

“You are so lucky!” one exclaimed. “But why is a Christian woman going to our Holy Land?” 

“She is driving around the world with her husband. She is seeing the world, all of it,” Anina explained. 

When another woman spoke, everyone laughed. 

“They are saying that your driving will stop in Saudi Arabia,” Anina translated. While there was no written law prohibiting women from being behind the wheel, the Saudis did require a locally issued licence for anyone to drive in their country. And, at the time, those licences were not issued to women. 
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Heading towards Sudan, we slogged through the sinking roads—the grand finale of Ethiopia’s rainy season. A hundred long, slow kilometres avoiding ditches and sludge pools, our legs caked with mud and the car smelling like rotten eggs. 

 With dark approaching and the Sudanese border still a hundred thirty kilometres away, we decided to stop when we reached the village of Negade Bahir. I stepped out of the car and was immediately surrounded by a gaggle of children. 

“You, you, you!” they screamed in their only English. 

“You, you, you,” I answered back to their laughter. Jim asked for the village chief. We were led to a skinny, wrinkled man in a shabby brown safari suit. 

He welcomed us. “I will take responsibility for your safety and that of your car while in my village.” 

“Where shall we sleep?” Jim wondered aloud.

“You will stay in our hotel.” 

I scanned the thatched roofs and the dirt walls of the houses dotting the remote village and took a deep breath, wishing we could simply sneak away and pitch our tent. 

Behind an eating room, empty save for a long table and wood-fired oven, Hotel Central consisted of a muddy courtyard full of goats and chickens and eight little rooms, each fronted by a piece of metal, without knob or lock, painted blue many years ago. Inside each dirt-floor room sat a simple cot and table, stone atop wood. I marvelled over the cleanliness. Even the outhouses, though swarming with flies, were filth free. The place wasn’t so bad, but we would need separate quarters, since the room was too small for both of us. 

We explored the village and settled in to dinner at the hotel, where we sat in the dimly lit room poking at some unidentifiable spicy meat, layered in grease, and sipped local beer chilled in the river. 

The chief approached. “You are lucky. Today, the country celebrates Meskel, the finding of the True Cross. It is as important to us as your Christmas. Tonight we will celebrate. You must come.” 

On the way to the village’s open square, I heard music and clapping. Villagers danced, sang and stomped around a blazing fire. We were quickly surrounded by kids of all ages. 

 The chief smiled. “We don’t get foreigners through here. Many of these people have never seen anyone who looks like you. You are most welcome.” 

Thrilled by the syncopated music, I joined the clapping and bobbed up and down like the locals. Girls pulled at my sun-bleached hair, which I freed from a rubber band. 

I looked across the circle to Jim, swaying and moving, trying to keep the beat, wearing an enormous grin from ear to ear. 

Around 9pm I walked to my room, leaving Jim out in the night. Inside, using a flashlight for guidance, I shut the makeshift metal door by propping a rock against it. Crawling onto the cot, the frame squeaking, I hung my feet over the side, removing my shoes and socks, sweaty bra and long-sleeved shirt (leaving my tank top on), and placed a pink polyester blanket over my feet. My torso sank into the bed and my head rested on a feather pillow scented with incense and age. With the flashlight pointing on high, I peered into the nothingness, listening to the wild sounds of children gleefully screaming in the night. 

I slept sporadically, waking a dozen times to more sounds of revelry, chickens nudging at the door, conversations and whispers from the courtyard, and bugs nipping at my exposed skin. When the warm night turned cool, I reached for my shirt, smelly after two days’ wear.

 Around four in the morning, I heard the shouts of children. “Yo-ha, yo-ha!” they chanted. I rose, used my flashlight to find water for washing, gathered my few belongings, and walked to the village centre where a tremendous bonfire, larger than most of the village houses, lit the dark land. A few people sang and again I joined the swaying. An hour later, back at the hotel, I found no one stirring except the manager, who offered coffee. Life was good. 
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Nine hours later we were in Sudan. We reached Gallabat, a sleepy border town with no hotel, by nightfall.

“You must stay at the station,” a policeman suggested.

I pictured the two of us snuggled behind bars for the night. But the decaying cement building held a small, waterless bathing room, three larger bedrooms and a twenty-inch television. The head officer insisted we take his own room, the only one with a door. After a dinner foraged at the outdoor market, a stroll through the village, and many glasses of sweet tea consumed along the way, I slept soundly in the warm, thick air of the jail.

I pulled into Khartoum, the capital, with the top down and my hair flowing, my arms casually draped over the steering wheel, Jim relaxing in the passenger seat beside me. The dropped jaws and the wide eyes of the men I passed were priceless. 

We spent several days in Khartoum. Avoiding the midday heat and sleepy afternoons of the city, I ventured out each morning and evening, stopping to sip the strangely refreshing hot, sweet coffee and browsing for treasures. Two overly long polyester skirts were the best I could do, yet as I sat in the cubbyhole of a tailor shop, under the hum of a whirring fan, cooling in the only breeze in Khartoum and watching an old man pumping at an ancient foot-pedal sewing machine, I felt like the luckiest woman in the world. 

Jim and I explored Omdurman, the oldest part of Khartoum, at night, when it became the city’s pulse. People strolled leisurely through the streets, women wrapped in day-glow fabrics, long sleeves and skirts, all covered from ankles to head. Younger ones wore heavy eyeliner and lipstick, black and burgundy nail polish. Old and young alike had hands and feet coloured elaborately with henna.

During an afternoon car tune-up, we met Manal, a 27-year-old engineer dressed in the same uniform as the rest of the engineers, save for the polish on her fingers and toes.

“I was the only woman in a class of a hundred forty-seven mechanical engineers at university. They offered me special help, just because I was a woman. I refused.” Manal had worked her way up at the Mercedes dealership, her talent too hard to ignore. 

“There are two types of women in Sudan,” she claimed. “Ones who stay home, sleep, have babies and take care of their husbands, and ones like me who like to work. We are rare. My culture doesn’t encourage women to be ambitious. Men are threatened by smart women, but my father always led me to believe I could do what I wanted.” 

Another local, Ibrahim, a fiftysomething professional we’d befriended, took us to the whirling dervishes. They twirled, swayed, chanted and stirred up dust in front of the Hamed al-Nil Mosque every Friday afternoon, with the exception of Ramadan. We joined hundreds of onlookers—mostly men bobbing and chanting while the women stood solemnly at the rear. Several overjoyed men appeared to faint, only to return to life with smiles splashed across their contented faces. It was easy to become caught up in the frenzy, and between my innate love of dance and Manal’s boundary-pushing lesson still fresh in my mind, my toes began to tap. But then a high-pitched squeal escaped a euphoric woman who had joined the dancing, causing an angry elderly man to grab her shoulders and push her back into the wall of stone-faced women. I willed my feet to be still, to turn calmly and to carry me safely away from the feverish crowd. 
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Wadi Halfa, Sudan
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Sometimes, when I think back to the me who spent those three long years with Jim, I really have to wonder who that person was. To have the patience to put up with the daily grind, to rise to the frequent challenges (including the one I was married to), to withstand the discomfort and to conquer the fears. I wonder if I could do it today. I wonder if I would.

We still travel a lot, as a family. We’re intrepid, all four of us pretty much willing to go anywhere, try anything. Bee based her earliest travel suggestions on Dora the Explorer. Happy is a bit more sophisticated in her methods, lately opting for Venice and Moscow as preferred destinations. We three girls would love to visit the Maldives, but Jim isn’t much of a beach guy. Yet we manage, we compromise and everyone has a vote. Although, there was nearly a palace revolt when Jim insisted on a vacation stop in Nanjing to visit the Imperial Examination Museum, not exactly number one on the must-see list for a couple of lively kids. 

Though I was on this journey with Jim under my own free will, there had been plenty of times when I’d longed for it all to be over already. By Sudan, I was in deep, too deep to truly have any other choice than to continue to the end. Quitting was never a real option. As tough as things got, I couldn’t even imagine how that would happen. 

There we were, in Wadi Halfa, in northern Sudan, where we naïvely hoped to find a route to Egypt. It had been a long, slow, hot trip across the Sahara from Khartoum. Digging 45-centimetre tyres out of sand became my speciality. An overnight stop left me sleeping on a metal cot I’d dragged out from a bug-infested room onto a rickety second-floor balcony, where I struggled in the heat to fall asleep in my ankle-length skirt and long-sleeved shirt. Dinner had been a bowl of ful—black beans drowning in oil—and a warm Pepsi. I was hungry. 

In Wadi Halfa we immediately began our search for Midhat—the man, according to our sources in Khartoum, who worked for a company that could ship our car up the Nile and into Egypt. Turned out that Midhat, though a man of many talents, was not a boat agent. In fact, he told us, there was no shipping company around at all. And driving across the Egypt-Sudanese border was not an option either, as the border had remained closed since the assassination attempt on President Hosni Mubarak in 1995. That, and there were no roads. Apparently neither of those two reasons was enough to stop insurgent groups from crossing, but Jim and I weren’t about to try ducking around the border into Egypt without the proper papers.

Jim, being Jim, was not deterred. “We’ll find a boat and a barge, Paige. Don’t worry.”

I wondered if he was trying to convince me, or himself. I was worried, remembering all too clearly the four days it took in Gabon to orchestrate our nautical exit around the closed Congo border. And I was right to worry. Every day in Wadi Halfa found us hitting the dock in the early morning to wait for a fishing boat to relay word up the Nile that two crazy Americans with a weird car needed to float to Egypt. 

By night we slept in the town’s only hotel, complete with sand floors, eight squat toilets, no running water, sporadic electricity, bugs and cobwebs. The hotel owner had given us one of the few tin rooms complete with four walls, ceiling, two cots and a door missing a lock and handle. Many of the other guests stayed on the desert floor in a roofless communal sleeping area. 

The packed hotel never got quiet, the laughter, praying and talking bouncing off the tin walls in an endless volley. Babies cried non-stop. After almost a week, Jim returned from the dock one afternoon with news that a boat was expected on Sunday. A boat, he told me, that they’d never loaded a car on before.

“Are you kidding me? Sunday? Four more days? And how long until it takes off again? And even then, who knows if it will even work? It’s too dangerous, Jim.”

“It’s our only shot. And if you think you can do better, then by all means, go ahead.”

The days grew even longer, the heat nearly intolerable. A capacity crowd had left the common area littered with used diapers, crusty Maxi Pads and human excrement. I spent my days devouring books in the dusty foyer, snacking on pomegranates, savouring each seed to pass the time. Each night, while listening to the BBC on the radio, I’d hang my legs over the cot’s metal frame to rinse my feet with beige water from a pink plastic jug. 

With no boat in sight, my spirits sunk lower than the Titanic. Feeling stuck made me crazy, the thought that I couldn’t escape and flee back home even if I wanted to filling me with dread. And even if I could walk away from it all, how would that go down? I’d pack up my meagre, filthy belongings and kiss Jim goodbye, tell him I’d see him back home and wish him a nice time? Or would the end of my journey be the end of us? Either way was not good. And what would I be saying by giving up? What would happen to Jim’s respect for me? What would happen to my respect for myself? And how much, I had to wonder, would I miss out on? 

Jim tried his best to indulge my attempts at distraction. One afternoon, as I sat playing Solitaire on my cot, I heard a whistle from outside.

“Madame! Your chariot has arrived!”

I found him outside the hotel with a very old man, and an even older donkey attached to a homemade cart. I hopped on, and we set off for Black Town, so called since southern Sudanese squatted there, on land protruding into the Nile. There we met up with Raja, the woman who gave me sweet tea every morning from her improvised stand by the hotel, who proudly showed us her church. 

Jim also accompanied me on a visit to a girls’ school in the centre of Wadi Halfa. 

“Twenty girls went to university in Khartoum last year to study pharmacy, medicine and agriculture,” the headmaster told me, standing tall in his white robe and turban. “I will send another twenty this year,” he claimed. 

“What happens after university?” I asked. 

“They become smart mothers.” 

In a geography class with a couple dozen eager students crammed into too-small desks, I tried to keep up with the barrage of questions firing from the curious girls’ lips. When I sent Jim to the car to get our map, the headmaster hurried to wrap things up, ushering me out the door behind my husband. Clearly he didn’t want it known just how far a woman had travelled. “He’s scared of what a woman might say, armed with a map,” I whispered to Jim. 

When I awoke the following morning, Jim’s cot sat empty. Already he was off working on our departure. I silently prayed to any and all: Dear God, Allah, Buddha, sun god and any others who could be listening, let news come that a boat will arrive soon, and will leave just as quickly. Three days, perhaps. Jim’s birthday. Is that too much to ask? I then went to drink more tea with Raja. Jim found me sometime later reading on a blanket on the dirt floor of our hotel room. 

“They say we will leave in three more days,” he shared. A toothy grin, absent recently, crossed his unshaven, sunburned face. We kissed and fell onto a cot, cradling each other, giddy, lustful with hope.

Three days later Jim woke to the room decorated with cutout hearts and homemade “Happy Birthday” signs. I serenaded him and offered presents of Super Glue, Tiger Balm and plastic flip-flops from the market. But the best gift of all? News that the boat and barge had arrived. We rushed to the dock to check out the decrepit, overloaded vessel that would be our ticket out of the tedium and torpor of Wadi Halfa.

Back at the hotel, Midhat stopped by to take our Carnet de Passages to customs for the stamps needed before loading the barge. Yet two hours later, Jim found the dock empty, the boat still packed with vats of rugs and food. Midhat was nowhere to be seen. He rushed back to the hotel.

“It is Friday,” Midhat explained as he sat relaxing with a Pepsi. “The boat will be unloaded tomorrow. You will leave by the afternoon.”

I could practically see the steam coming from Jim’s ears. I left the two of them talking and walked back to my favourite outdoor restaurant and prepared myself for one more big, greasy bowl of ful, topped with tomatoes I’d brought from the market. When I look back now at our photos, it strikes me how the only thing remotely thin about me at that time was my patience. Having to consume whatever is put in front of you can do that.

I chatted with the restaurant’s owner while I ate, filling him in on the latest in our escape attempt from Wadi Halfa. 

“That’s how business is done in Sudan,” he told me. “Things take forever. You will die if you are impatient.”

I nodded.

“It’s going to be quiet without you walking by every day. Maybe you and Mr Jim will come back.”

I chuckled as I watched him stir an enormous tub of beans. “Maybe we will, Mr Yassar. Maybe we will.”

Jim returned from the dock, his mouth set in a grim line. “We’ll go when the captain is ready to go,” he said with a sigh.

I took his arm. “Let’s go back to the store where we found the cold 7Up,” I suggested.

We sat on the stones outside the dark supply store sipping half-frozen sodas. Two teenage boys stopped to watch, and Jim bought drinks for everyone.

“To you,” I said, lifting my dripping can into the air. “Happy birthday.”

Jim’s face broke out in a smile, his blue eyes sparkling in the afternoon sun. “Best birthday ever,” he said with a laugh. 

After lunchtime the following day, Jim returned from the dock triumphant. “We’re leaving!”

I nearly knocked him over as I leapt into the air and wrapped all four of my limbs around him in a hug. The kiss we shared was almost as long and hard as the one on our wedding day.

We loaded the car, and some food, onto the metal barge. There was no kitchen, no toilet other than the buckets I’d brought, and nowhere to sleep other than the open deck. It would be home for the next four nights. 

 I took Jim’s hand in mine. “Thanks. I’ve always dreamed of a cruise up the Nile,” I said as we floated through the sticky, thick air towards Egypt, watching Wadi Halfa grow smaller and smaller in the distance.
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Egypt to Saudi Arabia
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I’ve always tried to be respectful of other cultures and traditions, a mindset that had only deepened from the first-hand encounters on the road. I was there to observe, to learn—not to judge. I never saw myself as a “white saviour”—rushing in to impose my ideas on others in the name of charity—but was aware that it could look that way. I was also aware that at times, my patience wore as thin as the threadbare socks I’d been relying on for 105,000 kilometres.

Aswan was charming, from the flock of sailboats floating along the Nile to the markets teeming with silver. I swooned over the newsstands selling English-language magazines and newspapers, and relished my mornings swimming laps in the pool of the Old Cataract Hotel, made famous by Agatha Christie’s Death on the Nile. It was only the armed trucks and soldiers carrying automatic rifles, surrounding the Old Cataract, and nearly all the tourist spots, that gave me pause. 

Since the 1997 massacre of tourists at Luxor Temple, reportedly by Islamic extremists, the Egyptian government had taken steps to protect its lucrative tourist industry. One of those measures required tourists to travel via military convoy for the two-hundred-fifty-kilometre stretch between Aswan and Luxor. When Jim and I pulled up to the Officers Club to join the convoy, the soldiers’ heads turned in unison, all eyes wide. We were the only ones in a private car. Four enormous, filled-to-capacity tourist buses followed us when we departed on schedule at 1.30pm. 

“Wouldn’t we be safer without them?” I asked Jim. 

Anyone wanting to kill foreigners knew of the sitting ducks moving daily in either the 8am or 1.30pm convoy. And the car escorting us, our supposed protector? It was a small pick-up truck with a lone soldier holding a rifle. What good would he be against an ambush? 

The convoy stopped about halfway between the cities, allowing a police minibus, again with a single, rifle-armed officer, to take the lead. Soon after, we sat by the highway for twenty minutes—at the same exact spot where the convoy halted every day—as tourists from the buses visited an overpriced shop selling food and drinks. 

I threw up my arms in disbelief. “Really?” I said to Jim. “As if this wouldn’t be the best spot for a bomb or a surprise attack? Please. They could just mosey on down from the desert hills and massacre us all.” 

Once moving again, the lead police vehicle sped away, leaving the rest of us far behind. 

“This really is dangerous,” Jim agreed as we tore towards Luxor.

After stops at the Temple of Luxor and Temple of Karnak, the Valley of Kings and Queens, and a night at a Red Sea resort, we arrived in Cairo. We successfully acquired our visas for Saudi Arabia at the embassy (Jim had worked unbelievably hard over the past few months to make this feat happen), then toured the Sphinx and pyramids of Giza, the medieval Citadel of Cairo, and the beautiful Sultan Hassan Mosque. Then we began our preparations for entry into the Middle East.

The Tio Pepe sherry we’d promised our friends in Spain to carry around the world was shipped ahead by air. We searched through our bags, car and trailer for anything else that might offend the border officials. I tossed a handful of fashion magazines, their pages filled with exposed female flesh, and Jim threw out several forgotten bottles of booze, gifts we’d been given along the way. 
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With my head and body draped in black, we approached Saudi Arabia by overnight ferry. Not one man looked me in the eye. On land, officials dressed in thobes, traditional Saudi robes, searched for hours through our belongings. Out came my tampons, perfume, panties and bras, spread out on a table for review by all. As I stood next to my belongings, fuming, I scanned the surrounding travellers waiting to cross, and saw only two other women, both obediently remaining seated in their cars. 

“What is this?” scowled one of the officials, his thick eyebrows squeezed into one. He held up a two-litre bottle like a trophy.

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. We’d forgotten about the vodka a London doctor had given us for disinfectant and to ease pain. Jim scrambled to explain, pointing to the medical supplies in the sack where the vodka had been.

I kept my head low until he was done. “What he says is the truth,” I added.

The officers walked away to discuss the matter. Jim was taken to a room to sign forms. A crowd of forty officials had gathered. Finally, one picked up the bottle and held it high in the air, upturning it slowly until every last drop of the clear liquid hit the ground. The empty bottle was placed on display, as a token of our depravity.

“Continue,” he said, pointing towards the crossing.

We drove off with our eyes glued to the rear-view mirror, not stopping until, dying with thirst, we spied a strip mall. We found water, but what struck me was that there was not one woman in sight. During the next two days in the countryside, I would see only two. Where was everybody? Later I learned that except in the two major cities, Jeddah and Riyadh, women rarely went outside. They did not shop for groceries, nor did they pick up children from school. They seemed prisoners in their own homes. 

After a hundred sixty kilometres of travel on the first day, we settled into a decent hotel in the small town of Al Wajh. A nearby restaurant sold lamb, chicken and beef. Again, no women were anywhere to be seen. Jim approached the counter, ordered lamb and progressed down the cafeteria-style line. I was next, and stood waiting to be asked what I wanted. I stood quietly for a few minutes, and then a few minutes more. The other customers averted their eyes, sneaking only occasional glances. 

“Lamb,” I finally said, just as Jim had. None of the workers reacted. 

I repeated, “Lamb, please.” 

Again nothing happened. 

 “Jim,” I sighed, “please order for me. Otherwise I’ll starve to death.” 
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“Congratulations,” a Western-educated Saudi man told me a couple of nights later in Riyadh. “You are probably the first, and the only, woman to ever to be served in that restaurant. Women do not eat in many restaurants here, and if they do, it is in a place that has a separate, shielded family section, where they are allowed to eat with their husbands or fathers.” 

I found little solace in his words. Never had I felt so much like a stranger in a strange land. It must have been how men felt wandering onto the campus of my all-girls college, only worse. At least heads turned at the sight of a guy crossing the quad. Here, I was invisible. Here, I was a pariah.

In Saudi Arabia, a monarchy operating as an Islamic republic, the kingdom adhered to gender separation in restaurants, public transportation and in the workplace, where separate elevators and entrances were required in offices. Buses, trains and ferries had women’s and family sections. Hospitals and medical offices had separate waiting rooms. The countless McDonald’s across the country were packed with two long queues, one for men and one for women. Inside restaurants, the partitioned family sections—usually windowless rooms in the rear—separated the female customers from male and non-family members. Every table was shrouded by dark fabric, a tent of sorts, to conceal women. 

They adhered to Islamic dress, wearing abayas, although I was told that a headscarf, worn by nearly every Saudi woman when outside the home, was optional. Try telling that to the religious police, the mutawwa, part of the Commission for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, who accosted women, locals and foreigners alike, for not covering properly. A Saudi woman was listed on her husband’s passport, and a husband had to grant permission for his wife to claim her own. Most women were forced to accept arranged marriages. They could not own property, and needed an appropriate male escort to walk the streets. Expatriate men had to give written permission for wives to travel without them outside the approved living zone. And at the time, no women, including foreigners like me, armed with international driver’s licences, could drive in the kingdom. 

Some things I learned the hard way. One morning, as Jim and I were headed out with a local, Jim opened a taxi’s front door for me. The driver waved his hand in a panic, motioning me to the back. Turns out a married woman was allowed to ride in the front seat only if the driver was her husband or a close male relative, and even then he had to be close enough as to not be marriage material. Another time, in the hotel’s elevator, two Saudi businessmen froze and refused to enter when the door opened to reveal my presence. I knew this was their way, but I felt plagued—and pissed. 

Behind closed doors, things could be quite different. Enjoying drinks on the patio of a German couple’s home in a guarded expatriate compound, I watched as a bare-chested man in a Speedo ran by, followed by a woman power-walking, her elbows pumping back and forth, dressed only in a running bra and shorts. 

Later, when our friends took us to a Saudi party in a palatial mansion behind a guarded gate, I had to stop myself from gawking. The estate was covered in trees and flowing fountains—revered status symbols in the desert. The inside was filled with marble and gilt, and the fragrant smell of lilies and roses. We were welcomed in by an English butler, who offered me a choice of wine, Champagne or a cocktail. 

“She’ll have Champagne,” my German friend answered for me. Not knowing the protocol, I must have had discomfort written all over my face. 

“May I take your abaya, Madame?” The butler’s question took me by surprise. Again I froze, until I remembered the worn, long black skirt and T-shirt hidden under the shroud, and quickly declined. I entered the party to the sight of all the other women dressed in the latest Oscar de la Renta, Christian Lacroix, Gucci and Prada. 

After a tour of the spectacular home, including a dining room that sat forty under a curved ceiling reaching to the heavens, and an air-conditioned garden courtyard that could handle an additional sixty guests, our host’s wife pulled me aside with a perfectly manicured hand. 

“Ah, Paige. Why do you wear the abaya? Saudi women detest them.”

I laughed a little at her teasing, taking in the slender woman’s pale coral linen dress, worn with a black sweater draped around her shoulders, her Manolo Blahnik kitten heels, her multicoloured gemstone bracelets and her diamond-studded choker. 

A servant entered with a massive sterling tray, big enough to cover the entire coffee table. In the centre sat an enormous bowl overflowing with beluga caviar. Another servant followed with iced glasses of Russian vodka.

But not many Saudi women lived in a bubble like that. In Jeddah, on a visit to a local newspaper, I met three female reporters. 

“Nice office,” I said in an effort to make conversation.

“Maybe,” replied the most outspoken of the group. “But we do not have as good equipment as the men.”

The women, all in their twenties, worked in a separate building from their male colleagues, covering “light news of children and women”. Wearing pants and fitted tops, they discarded their abayas immediately upon entering the women’s workplace, and two of them insisted I shed mine. 

Nura, the third, quickly explained. “I don’t mind wearing the abaya outside. I think westerners make a far bigger deal of our dress than they should. I like walking the streets concealed, without men staring. It makes me invisible.”

Each expressed fear of the growing fundamentalism in the kingdom. 

Lina, a Palestinian and Jordanian like her husband—whom she married “for love”, as opposed to commonly arranged marriages—stated, “The strict way of life under sharia is a form of control, not religion. I hope my children will not live this way.” 

Hayah, who had red highlights and smoked Marlboro Lights, added, “The Koran does not mandate a head scarf, yet the religious police call for such. I will not wear one and I am attacked every time the religious men see me. My father knows I will not wear one. He says it is my choice, but my father is different. 

“Most men force their wives and daughters to cover their heads, and faces even. In fact, most won’t allow daughters to work. We here,” she said, pointing to the others, “are different.” As she tossed her long hair back over a shoulder, she looked at the other two nodding, agreeing. 

Nura explained, “You must understand that she has very liberal parents. They let her date a man. This is never, never allowed. Her father says, ‘She is smart. She can make her own decisions.’ That mentality is far from normal or accepted in our kingdom.” 

“But we are paving the way for future women,” Hayah insisted. “Our mothers weren’t allowed to work. We can. When we have children, then more of those females will work. Slowly, slowly we will break this system.”

They all agreed on their biggest concern. “Not being able to drive is the worst. This ensures we are entirely dependent upon men,” Hayah continued. “And although they enforce this rule, they resent us for it. My father has three daughters, and he has to leave work often to chauffeur us around.”

“So why do you not protest?” I asked. “Why don’t women join together and force a change?” 

“Actually,” Lina said, “some in Riyadh did try a few years ago. Women stole car keys of their husbands or brothers and took to the streets.” 

I smiled, encouraged, but she looked back at me with sad eyes. 

“Do you know what happened? The men associated with these women lost their jobs, contacts and government connections. Here, to be without contacts and connections, a man is useless. Some of these revolutionary women were beaten, others muzzled and controlled tighter than before, and all were made to exist in shame because they dared to take a stand.”

Saudi Arabia remains the most gender-segregated nation on earth. But perhaps a brighter future is on the horizon for women in the kingdom. In 2018, it issued the first driving licences to women. It was a form of liberation for many. And women are now allowed to attend sport matches, though they must enter through separate gates and sit in special “family” sections. 
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With virtually no cultural or entertainment offerings in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, there was little to occupy the mind other than prayer. That, and glitzy shopping malls. But even those were not sanctioned by the extremely religious. In fact, the mutawwa, in their long ceremonial robes, regularly travelled the malls in small groups, with uniformed officials, to detain or humiliate lawbreakers, such as women exposing too much skin or those not entering the mall mosque or prayer room at prayer time. 

Inside Riyadh’s largest mall, the only women I saw working were the non-Saudi nationals cleaning toilets in the restroom. There were none employed at the cosmetics counters or shoe sections or lingerie stores, where racy red panties and brassieres rested on satin hangers. The male employees knew little of the merchandise they were selling. I made a point of quizzing them on products to show their ignorance. They didn’t care, talking to one another, carrying on and laughing instead of helping potential buyers or taking money from eager, mostly female customers. 

And in trendy Zara, I was floored to learn that I could not try on a thing. 

“We do not have dressing rooms,” a male clerk explained. They didn’t exist because the male staff could not interact with the teenage girls who flocked to the store, always with their mothers. 

Frustrated, I asked the salesman, “How will I know if this fits if I cannot try it on?” 

“You must buy it, then go upstairs to the ladies’ room where you may try it on. If it doesn’t fit, then you can return the merchandise within three days,” he replied. 

Rambling through the mall, absorbed by the window displays of the fancy shops, I was suddenly startled by the most feared noise of all. The religious police were moving closer, chanting, “Allah, Allah”, as they stopped to berate both men and women. I watched as young girls automatically ducked their heads, pulling headscarves forward over hairlines. Mothers did the same. Every eye, male or female, lowered, frightened. 

When I stopped at the food court to buy a frozen yogurt, I heard the chanting increasing in volume. It was coming at me! My heart raced as I looked over my shoulder to see the mutawwa standing directly behind, accosting me in Arabic. My hand, accepting change from a wide-eyed employee, shook visibly. I turned to face the loud group. A woman and daughter standing behind the religious police made a motion for me to pull my scarf lower, cover all of my hair. As I stood there, panic stricken, the men shouting my way, my eyes lit on a lingerie store in the background. These men were scolding me for showing too much hair, yet a few metres away, I could buy panties that would barely cover my lady bits.

Something snapped. Since entering the kingdom, I’d obediently followed the rules, but now I was angry. I tried to control myself and walk away, but the men spread out, not allowing me to pass. Sick of the cat and mouse game, I stood firm, speaking directly to the oldest of the group, a stony-faced man, “Sir, I am wearing an abaya. I have my head covered. I am respecting your religion, although I am not a Muslim. Let me be.” 

I looked around at the crowd that had gathered to watch my drama. Some looked aghast, others seemed to be willing me with their eyes to acquiesce. Maybe, I thought as I stood there seething, just maybe I’ll inspire someone to take a stand someday. But for now, I was trapped, as irate as the zealots, who were now chanting even louder at me. 

The salesman behind the frozen yogurt counter pled, “They say you must cover your hair. You must honour our Islamic faith.” 

“Tell them I respect your faith and my hair is covered,” I replied. 

Time seemed to stop as the religious police continued to shout my way. This experience was as horrifying as the one in Angola’s war zone, but here I feared the fanatical men would handcuff me and whisk me off. I could be taken into custody, rightly or wrongly, in a country where an individual’s rights, particularly a woman’s, were almost non-existent. 

Then I heard the crackling, off-key melody blaring from the mall’s PA system. The call to prayer! As the religious crew turned to take leave of me, I darted the other way, running down the mall corridor in my long black dress. When I reached a women’s restroom, I leapt to safety within a stall, where I sank down onto a toilet seat, the automatic flusher repeating again and again as I sat trembling and fighting to keep tears at bay.
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In Riyadh, I refused to be sidelined from exercising when I learned that the hotel gym barred women. So I found one that would take me, I’d thought, in a local magazine.

When I called, a man answered, “Obagi Plastic Surgery and Dermatology Hospital.” 

I hung up and tried again, this time asking for the health club. “One moment please,” I heard before a woman came on and explained that this was a “rehabilitation centre, not a health club”, but perhaps I could “come by and use the equipment”. 

The unmarked Obagi Health Club, in the basement of the clinic, turned out to be a top-notch facility, with large dressing rooms, sauna, steam bath, showers, spa, juice bar, modern exercise equipment, a dozen television monitors and an aerobics room with a Bose stereo system. A young woman at the front desk said, “Health clubs for women really aren’t approved in Saudi, but a couple of clinics and hospitals offer exercise equipment, which we call rehabilitation equipment.” 

“That’s smart. I’m surprised that there’s much demand,” I said.

“Oh, there’s definitely demand. We want good figures when our abayas are discarded,” she laughed.

Another woman, dressed in a white nurse’s uniform, quietly spoke. “Obagi has practices in New York City and Lebanon. Dr Obagi is the man who made Michael Jackson white.”

I chuckled a little. “Do many women come in for plastic surgery?” 

“Oh, you wouldn’t believe how many Arab and Saudi women have nose jobs, breast implants, liposuction, facelifts and eyelifts. The enforced covering of our bodies makes us more consumed by our features,” the nurse replied.

Once on a stationary bike, I flipped through the latest issue of Emirates Woman magazine, loaded with advertisements for shops and malls in Dubai. As I continued to turn the pages, I noticed a black smear on an ad, and figured something had gone amiss at the printer. Then I found another black spot, then another and another. This was censorship. Someone had flipped through the publication and used a black marker to conceal every kissing couple, naked shoulder, thigh and bare midriff. Although this was far from a risqué magazine, I found entire pages missing. Then, while reading an article on Japan’s youth in the International Herald Tribune, I saw the same black mark over a young woman’s thighs, and a Homes and Gardens magazine had more black spots, this time concealing nude statues. 

I returned to Obagi Health Club for the next three days. On my third visit, two of the friendly staff sheepishly approached me as I climbed onto an exercise bike. “Will you please teach the class? We need you.” 

“Me? Oh, no. I’m not a teacher,” I explained. 

“They don’t know that,” said one as she pointed to the nine women standing in the aerobics room waiting for a no-show instructor. 

I thought about it for a second. “Okay. Why not? I’ll do it,” I said and jumped off the bike to applause. I’d taken countless dance and exercise classes, what did I have to lose? Plus, I was so inspired by these women, who lived such restricted lives, here in the gym. I didn’t want to let them down.

Standing at the front, encircled by mirrors, with the women following my stretches, squats, plies, presses and jogs, I focused on their movements, although a constant flood of wonderment filled my head. The women kicked, sang to Madonna and exercised with abandon. I loved how these nine were finding ways around a hurdle, albeit small. 

Afterward, all thanked me. “We’ve never worked that hard in class before. It was great,” I heard from one. 

As I left, an employee tried to pay me, but I refused. The door behind me swung shut, and I heard her say, “Will you teach again tomorrow?” 

I returned to the hotel glowing. “I don’t know why the hell they thought I could do that,” I said to Jim, “but the class gave me hope.” I was buoyed by the thought that women could be a catalyst for change in this country. A country where—as I was told by a father shopping for his eldest daughter in the gold market in Jeddah—“a woman is equal only to the amount of the gold she claims”.

“It was only nine women, Paige. There’s a long road ahead,” Jim reminded me. “There’s a long road ahead.”
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Dubai to Karachi
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Our second Thanksgiving on the road had passed. This one ended with chicken pitas at a Turkish restaurant despite Jim’s attempt at placating me by driving in circles for two hours in seach of a real turkey dinner in western Saudi Arabia. He was fine with the pitas. I was lost in memories of my grandmother’s homemade vegetable soup, her special corn and butterbeans, the collard greens dressed with my granddaddy’s pepper vinegar. They were all dancing in my head and doing cartwheels in my belly. 

These were the times I missed home the most, the times I had a real itch to get back to normal. But unbeknownst to me, this Thanksgiving as well as the one the year before, in that faux Texan restaurant in Monte Carlo, were becoming the new normal. Perhaps I should have recognised our Thanksgivings on the road as a foreshadowing of things to come. These days, in Singapore, our turkey day celebrations are pretty much non-existent, which I sometimes feel is a major Mom-fail for me. Although my daughters are American, they don’t feel it at all, reciting the Singapore pledge often and their mother country’s pledge seldom, if ever. 
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Through tiny Qatar and into the United Arab Emirates towards Dubai, I was surprised to see the lush trees and shrubs lining the highway irrigated by endless pipes, a sharp contrast to the vast desert stretching out in all directions. Once in Dubai, the blaring display of wealth was equally remarkable. 

As I sorted through my suitcase in our swanky hotel, I was disgusted by every discoloured and frayed article of clothing I touched—victims of too much wear and too many sink washings. What better place than Dubai, with its famed shopping malls, to replenish and refresh? First stop: the shops at BurJuman. It was a fashion magnet, a monument to every high-end designer imaginable. I combed through the racks, drooling at the fine silks and creamy cashmeres, none of which came even close to being appropriate for life on the road. Even the hunt for a treat to ship home ended in disappointment. I left the overpriced and under-stocked stores empty-handed. 

Jim’s hopes in Dubai were for the Iranian visas to come through. Perhaps once we got to Oman, he thought. But after being burned in Baku, Azerbaijian, he suggested we go from Dubai to Kish Island, a part of Iran 16 kilometres from the mainland. It required no visas of anyone, including Americans. 

I raised an eyebrow. “But that’s not really Iran, right?”

“Close enough, if it’s all we can get. We’ll get a glimpse of the playground of the former shah. And the island is supposed to be a real tourist destination.”

Two days later, as the small, old plane approached the island, I watched six heavily made-up women onboard cover their bodies with dark manteaus, similar to long overcoats, and their long hair with patterned scarves. Thinking Kish Island a progressive neighbour of the mainland, I had not brought my abaya. I’d not worn it since Saudi Arabia, opting instead for a floor-length black skirt and boxy black tops. 

Although my shape was unrecognisable, apparently I could not set foot on the island without “proper covering”. So I waited. A woman, not in uniform—for whom she worked I’d no idea—brought me a stained beige abaya and matching headscarf. I cringed at the many Iranian eyes upon me. 

The entry to the five-star Shayan Hotel, the island’s best, was flanked by a large sign depicting two men—one in slacks and one in shorts, the latter obliterated by a huge red “X”. Our room was a step back into the 1970s, from its red shag carpet to the spiraling Plexiglas and chrome staircase leading to the loft bed. The view was of a decaying empty swimming pool, and beyond, the foamy gulf. In the nearby park, teenagers roller-bladed over broken concrete, and the shah’s casino next door reeked of cigarette smoke and hummed of decades-old slot machines. Farther in town, a fast-food restaurant named Hadee’s, a play on Hardee’s—my favourite fast-food chain as a child—sold flame-broiled burgers. Mosques and shopping centres, adorned with photos of leading clerics and the president, lined paved streets. A car sat idle inside a mall, the dealership hopeful its products might become Ramadan purchases. 

In a tiny shop in the same mall, a young mother with a small girl resting on her hip caught my attention. Her eyes were smiling through round hippie glasses, her eyelashes thick with mascara, her lips lined in red. The woman’s fitted dark manteau, fastened with large brass buttons, stopped just below her knees, appearing stylish over pants tapered at the ankles. Her headscarf rested far back on her head, allowing tendrils and loose bangs to fall into her thin face. We began talking, and I complimented her on her appearance.

 “We are lucky on Kish,” she explained. “It’s more lenient than the mainland. We can let our hair hang out and wear fitted clothes as long as we do not show uncovered legs!” 

We both laughed. 

Then she stroked her daughter’s arm. “But lest you think we live like you, our husbands must grant permission for us to work and travel.” 

The following day, on a tour of the oval-shaped island, about 16 kilometres wide and surrounded by coral reefs, I visited the Exclusive Ladies Beach, which was exactly as it sounds, complete with a cement wall and security guard to keep all men at bay. 

A few kilometres away, again behind a protective wall, Jim and I found the empty Exclusive Beach for Foreigners, about two hundred metres wide, where men and women—westerners only—could swim together after obtaining special permission and paying a fee to the Tourist Office. 

“Are you glad you went?” I asked Jim when we returned to Dubai.

He shrugged his shoulders. “So my feet touched Iran. But Kish as a future tourist destination? I think not.”
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Jim still yearned to see the “real” Iran, so once we entered Oman we stayed in Muscat hoping for our Iranian visas to arrive, as he was still certain they would. We settled into a Hyatt hotel and wandered the souqs, the mosques, the restaurants. Oman was friendly and comfortable, its wealth displayed tastefully and its traditions kept alive with pride. The sultan’s yacht, a beautiful wooden dhow bobbing in the harbour in front of the Muttrah Souq, took my breath away. 

But after almost two weeks I found myself urging Jim to move on, to give up on the Iranians, and before I knew it I was drifting in the Indian Ocean on our own dhow, one that held absolutely no resemblance to that of the sultan. This dhow carried bags of onions from Karachi to Muscat, usually returning empty except for the reeking remnants layering the deck. With our land route to Iran forbidden, Jim and I decided Pakistan to be the next best option, but no ferry service ran between the countries. Jim, after a few days of hanging out at the port, convinced the dhow operator to let us board for the return leg back to Pakistan. We had to hire a crane to place our car onto the boat. The captain said our journey would take three days, two nights. He lied.
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After sleeping one night in the Indian Ocean, I woke to a perfect sunrise stretching across an endless body of water. Savouring a red grapefruit, I respectfully turned my back to the crew of five who were fasting for Ramadan. Jim and I read for the entire day, seated in white plastic chairs bought from a makeshift food stall at the port just minutes before we had departed. I looked out often, mesmerised by the lapis-blue waves moving back and forth, up and down, spouting white-capped creations, each unique in form. The heat was tolerable thanks to a constant breeze, which tousled my stringy loose hair and rustled the pages of my paperback. 

By the time the sun sank below the horizon, I had nearly finished Crime and Punishment. I closed the book and watched as the crew broke their fast with fish caught earlier from the choppy waters. 

Not long after, on the damp deck and tucked low in my sleeping bag, I peered up into the billions of twinkling stars and connected the dots into dippers and Orion’s Belt. The sweet voices of the King’s College Boys Choir of Cambridge emitted from the shortwave radio. 

“You’d barely even know it, right, Jim?” I sighed, squeezing my eyelids close together to blur the pin lights of the vast Milky Way in the same way I used to squint at the bulbs of our shining Christmas tree back home in Rocky Mount. It was midnight.

“Merry Christmas, Baby Lamb.”

My eyes filled with tears, thick as glue.

“Oh, come, all ye faithful…” Jim’s voice spilled out into the empty sea. “I’m sorry, Paige. I wish we could be someplace else for you on this day. I really do.”

I took his hand in mine, missing my parents, missing home. Then I shifted my focus across the deep black water and up into the endless sky above. No limits, no end to the possibilities of what lay beyond. My skin tingled with anticipation of adventures to come.

“Jim, I’ll take Christmas anywhere in the world I can get it with you.”

And, for that moment, I truly meant it.
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In Gwadar, a small port town in Balochistan Province, we docked for five hours, awaiting customs to grant us onward passage. I sat behind sunglasses in my plastic deck chair, ignoring the curious looks that the boat, the car and my presence were eliciting from men gathered on the pier. Once moving again, we cruised slowly, as if dragging the heaviest anchor. I leaned back in the chair, my feet against the wooden rail of the dhow, my dirty, tangled hair blowing in the breeze. 

A shout from Jim jolted me. He held our shortwave to his ear.

“Two bombs exploded in Pakistan today.” He went on to explain the details.

“Huh. Well, at the rate we’re travelling, the country will be at peace by the time we arrive,” I said with a nervous laugh. I looked down to see a pod of dolphins suddenly appear beside the boat, flipping and splashing through the waves like Disney creatures arriving to escort us to shore. 

The following day around 3pm, the crew insisted we’d reach Karachi within an hour, but land, unfortunately, remained out of sight. Though it was an experience I’d never forget, another night on the dhow was unthinkable. My bottom, elbows, knees and neck ached from sleeping on the deck. I smelled as if I’d followed up a day of hard manual labour with a dip in a vat of onion broth, my oily hair was sticking to the scalp, I’d worn the same clothes for five days, and unshaven Jim looked like a pirate. 

“If I could have anything in the world right now, it would be an ice-cold Pellegrino and some salty chips. You?”

Jim, poring over a map, didn’t answer.

“And,” I added, my mind drifting off into fantasy land, “I’d soak in a lukewarm bath of lavender bubbles, with cucumber slices cooling my eyes and a string quartet playing in the background.”

“Uh-huh,” Jim answered.

“What about you?” I asked, trying once more to get Jim to play my game.

“What about me what?”

“What would you have? What would you want to be doing right now?”

Jim laughed. “I’m doing it, Paige.”

I was beginning to learn just how focused Jim was. He appeared to never relax—except in that instant, deep sleep I envied him for—and he certainly never daydreamed. Jim’s dreams seemed to all be based in reality, and it was becoming quite clear that nothing could stop him from making them come true.

By the following day, I felt a prisoner on the wretched boat. In the evening, when we arrived too late to enter the harbour, it was another night sleeping on the dhow. 

Finally arriving midday, we waited for a sign to disembark. After an hour, no one had budged. When Jim and I looked to the captain for an answer, he crossed his arms in front of his body, then held up three fingers into the air. 

“What? It’s closed? There’s no way I’m spending another three nights on this damn boat!” I shouted out before I could stop myself. 

The best we determined from the crew was that all government offices were closed for Eid holidays, the culmination of Ramadan. I wanted to strangle the officials back in Muscat who’d promised Karachi was an international, 24-hour-a-day, seven-days-a-week port. 

As Jim set off to find help, the captain warned, “Your passport is not stamped. You may not stand on Pakistani land.” 

I sat stewing inside the car, still on deck, thankful for a padded seat for my aching bones. As the sun disappeared, swarms of mosquitoes arrived. I pulled down the sun visor to look into the dusty mirror. I was not a pretty sight. “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked aloud before slamming the mirror shut.

Jim returned two hours later. “Customs might come tonight, or perhaps tomorrow morning.” Frustrated and angry, I remained silent. 

In preparation for night five on the dhow, I pitched our musty tent to shield us from the dampness, as well as from flying and crawling critters. I itched terribly, but had no lotion. My hair felt as though it had been combed through with a bucket of sesame oil. The bliss of Christmas Eve on the Indian Ocean was a thing long past. I could have penned a country song from my woes, but neither Jim nor I had died or come to blows—yet. 

As I tried to sleep, the dock came alive: water spurted from drains on boats, men spit, cleared throats and belched deeply, unashamed. A breeze spread the smell of sewage. This was not a good night.

Jim headed off early the next morning to find anyone who might help. Because I was a woman, it made things easier for everyone, but me, if I stayed behind, which I did—sitting and stewing. 

It was early afternoon when Jim returned. “They will let us off the boat, but we won’t be able to get our car for several days, when the holidays are over.” 

I didn’t care how long we’d have to leave the car, as long as I could get off the damn dhow. 
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Several hours later and checked in at the Pearl Continental Hotel, I showered using a fancy soap that I’d saved for exactly a moment such as this. 

In Karachi, I came across a shop selling traditional Pakistani clothing, the shalwar kameez, a long, full tunic and trousers. I fell for a light blue one, the colour of the morning sea. 

“Try them,” the Kashmiri clerk demanded. 

When I emerged from the dressing room to check the mirror, the man approached and tugged at the elastic waistband, shifting the bunched cotton fabric around my centre. He pushed my sweater higher as he worked, pulling and smoothing the fabric. Then I felt something bumping against me from behind. Really? This couldn’t be happening, I told myself. But he continued to press into me, and in an instant his penis sat against the crack of my buttocks. As I turned, about to slap the man, a woman entered. She talked and he answered as if nothing were wrong, continuing to reach around me gathering material from the front to the back. Was I imagining things? No. When I saw his hand trembling like a leaf, I swatted it hard, and as the woman continued talking, I stormed off to the dressing room, where I pulled on my floor-length skirt. 

“Go to hell, you pervert,” I hissed before slamming the shop door. 

Once inside the hotel room, Jim saw that I was shaken. 

“What happened? Are you okay?” 

After describing the incident, he suggested reporting the man, but I was hesitant. “Do you really think he intended to harass me?”

“What do you think, Paige? Of course he did. To him, you’re just an easy Western woman.”

He left to find the shop owner, who listened sympathetically and promised to “take care of it”. 

In recent years, the abuse of women in Pakistan and India has made international headlines, repeatedly. Surprisingly real actions have been taken against the offenders, although the countries are far from being stars in the #MeToo social movement.

As we travelled through Islamic countries, we met plenty of people of all ages who had a much clearer perception of Americans. Some, though, did question American policy, as with a group of twentysomethings I met in a store selling lovely Pashmina shawls. “How can America befriend Saudi Arabia, who treats women worse than animals, and try to sanction our government whenever possible?” one girl asked. 

A 46-year-old Karachi businessman named Mahmood, whom I met while standing in a bakery queue, told me, as others quieted to listen, “Bin Laden was a CIA agent and your country trained him. I blame the US for supporting Afghanistan during the Russian war and creating the madness and fundamentalism that is becoming prevalent there now. The US used radical Islam to unite the Afghanis, but then stopped supporting them as soon as the Russians fell. American interest in the country disappeared—poof!—but now your guns are held by extremists hell-bent on destruction.” 

I ordered my coffee and croissant, no way of knowing that nine months later Osama Bin Laden would become a hated, household name in the United States.
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On 1 January 2001, Jim and I read the Karachi newspaper. 

“Let’s go to the horse race,” he suggested. 

“Do you think women are allowed?” 

“Sure, why not?”

At the ticket gate, a male worker said, “Women do not pay.” 

How generous, I thought. But inside, I understood. Thousands of male faces filled the metal stands. Once seated, I sat up straight, feeling countless eyes upon me, the only woman in sight. 

With the holiday over and customs once again open, Jim and I were eager to pick up our car and head towards Lahore before driving south to India. When we reached the Karachi port, we found the car and crew still aboard the dhow, the captain no doubt by now fed up with us for wasting so much of his time. Jim, once again, went into “Jim” mode, storming ahead to locate a crane and the necessary people to assist with the unloading. 

By the time he returned, a crowd had gathered dockside, all eyes upon the yellow Mercedes as it was swung through the air and set down on terra firma in the dockyard. 

“I’ll drive,” I said to Jim as I held out my palm for the keys.

“I’ve got it, Paige,” he said as he reached for the door handle.

He suddenly found my hand firmly clasped atop his. “But I insist.”

Jim’s eyes went from mine to the crowd of men crowding the dock, a hint of a smile curling his lips upward. He handed me the keys with a little bow. “She’s all yours, Baby Lamb.”

And as we drove away towards customs, I revelled in the sight of all those heads turning practically backwards on their necks as I, a mere woman, commandeered our great beast of a car down the dock as if it were a puppy on the end of a short leash. 


[image: ]Jaipur, India, may be known for the Gem Palace, but I will always recall this playful elephant placing his trunk in my seat!
 

[image: ]On our way to the Taj Mahal, we met a few locals. The man with the moustache was friendly—and then groped me when he thought he could get away with it.
 


[image: ]We drove with a mandatory military convoy in Tripura State.
 

[image: ]The ninety-metre reclining Buddha in Myanmar’s Alantaye Paya was another reminder we are mere mortals.
 


[image: ]Jasmine flowers in my hair in Bagan, Myanmar.
 

[image: ]While wandering Australia, we saw Uluru at sunset.
 


[image: ]Jim surprised me with dinner on a cable car in Singapore.
 

[image: ]My mother overseeing payoff with a bookie at the Adelaide Cup.
 

[image: ]Corn on the cob with Dad, at The Rocks, Sydney—just like home!
 


[image: ]With the ubiquitous sheep on the South Island of New Zealand.
 

[image: ]Shearing my first (and only) ewe at Wharekauhau Country Estate, where I vow to return with Jim and our girls.
 

[image: ]Archaeologists on Easter Island point out differences in the moai, since each bears the likeness of the person buried in the rock platform in front.
 


[image: ]The end of the world—Tierra del Fuego in South America.
 

[image: ]I was in awe of Patagonia’s Perito Moreno glacier.
 


[image: ]Morning life in our farmyard quarters in Gutiérrez, Bolivia.
 

[image: ]At the Festival of Santa Rosa in Bolivia, Jim’s phone was stolen and my bag was slit with a knife, but fortunately my additional interior pocket left the knife-wielding thief empty-handed.
 


[image: ]We had to be on good behaviour almost all of the time, but especially in Belize.
 

[image: ]In Honduras, a stele’s pose signified, to me, “I believe in myself”.
 

[image: ]Harvest season approaching in Canada.
 

[image: ]Alaska Highway—what a feat to get here!
 

[image: ]Watson Lake, Canada, is home to Sign Post Forest, started by a homesick soldier in 1942. Today over 70,000 signs make up the forest. It’s 11,828km away from Singapore; I’ll definitely add my hometown sign when I return.
 


[image: ]Hello, USA! I felt such satisfaction when we crossed the US border.
 

[image: ]Rocky Mount, I’m back.
 


[image: ]Home again, on Riverside Drive in New York, after 1,101 days on the road.
 

[image: ]Marking the last entry on our map that we had mounted in our trailer—116 countries, done and dusted!
 


[image: ]Proud parents with Happy and Bee, who performed on a CCTV Chinese New Year show in Beijing. Happy and Bee skilfully use their second language, Mandarin, when they don’t want us to follow their conversations!
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Pakistan to India
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The absolute worst drivers in the world, hands down, are in Pakistan. Specifically between Karachi and Lahore. Put that together with terrible driving conditions, and you’ve got a recipe for disaster. Imagine a shoddy, old two-lane tar highway riddled with cracks and potholes large enough to swallow an elephant. Add ancient buses and trucks teeming with crops and animals and people, and throw in some banged-up motor scooters with no rear-view mirrors, a handful of daydreaming bicyclists, an army of overloaded tractors crawling along at five kilometres per hour and a bunch of passenger cars making their own rules. And now toss in the homemade carts pulled by swaggering donkeys and gangly camels, adding percussion to the cacophony with the jangling bells tied around their necks. 

Then pause and rest. Because suddenly the highway has led you smack into the middle of a village, where men lean on donkey carts parked right in the centre of a lane, selling produce, or sipping tea while sitting and relaxing on the tar surface. It’s as though the road is invisible to their eyes.

Leaving town you might be tempted to breathe a sigh of relief and step on the gas, spying the rare stretch of two-way lanes ahead. But suddenly a car approaches, heading straight at you from the wrong side of the road. Why? Because yours is the most recently surfaced lane, and even a round of frantic honking will not clear the way. Our route was 1,300 harrowing kilometres of having to expect the unexpected, a real-life metaphor for our journey together if I ever saw one.

Once safely parked in Lahore, we walked the streets and toured the sights. I devoured the local papers, where the news ranged from the recent deaths of Pakistani soldiers in Kashmir to the grumbling about potholes. The business section told of a growing number of illiterate adults, and an increase of those living in poverty, and the vast disparities between genders. The literacy rate for women in the Punjab district—more developed than any other—was less than half that of men. “It is not surprising,” the author of the piece wrote, “that so many people are either turning to suicide or to religious rituals as an escape from the problems in their lives, which appear to be becoming insurmountable.” 

While in Lahore, Jim felt a little tired and worn down. He never got sick. I often joked that he was too mean to get sick. But when he agreed to pop the thermometer into his mouth, I knew something was wrong. I was worried about malaria, which can hit after up to one year of being in a danger zone. Jim insisted it was something he ate. Against his better wishes, the hotel physician was called.

“Not malaria,” the doctor said after a brief examination. 

“Well, then, what is it?” I asked as I scratched at a persistent itch at my ankle.

“Perhaps it was something he ate,” the doctor said. Jim shot me an “I told you so” look. The doctor packed up her bag. “But do you mind if I have a look at that rash on your leg?” 

Bed bugs. I had been bitten by bed bugs. I was disgusted, but not surprised. Jim just laughed.
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It took us four-and-a-half hours to exit Pakistan and enter India, mostly due to the fighting between the two countries over Kashmir, which meant officials on both sides thoroughly inspected contents and the frame of every car and demanded forms be filled out in quadruplicate. 

We spent our first night near the border, in Amritsar, famed for the Golden Temple, a spiritual centre as important to Sikhs as Mecca for Muslims. After passing through an enormous gate, checking our shoes and socks, and wading through a heated ankle-high pool, we entered the Temple Complex. 

I was awed. We followed a marble promenade that ringed the gilt-covered temple sitting in the middle of a man-made lake, and entered. Inside, worshippers listened to a guru reading from the holy book, the Adi Granth. It would take 72 hours to read the entire work. Holy men would alternate the reading, which never stopped, nor did the chanting and singing, all broadcast on large screens throughout the complex. 

But the beauty of the temple soon faded in memory as my mind became filled with images of the wretched poverty of New Delhi, particularly the skinny, filthy children pleading for money. I heard stories of mothers disfiguring their offspring hoping for a higher take. Others took less drastic measures, like tying an arm around a child’s back and leaving an empty shirtsleeve dangling. The more hopeless they looked, the more money they would collect. 

India’s capital city was jam-packed. Sluggish traffic coupled with lengthy waits at traffic lights meant beggars had ample time to tap incessantly on car windows, the desperate children and women mobbing anyone generous enough to offer a rupee. It tore me apart.

While in New Delhi, I pored through The Times of India, where every Sunday, a bulky marriage section listed men and women looking for mates. More men advertised, as they far outnumbered women in northern India, as in China and South Korea, due to preferences for sons. In Delhi, the ratio was 821 women to 1,000 men. Today, it’s slightly better.

Nearly every ad requested an astrological chart, a photo and a biography, while some added, “Caste is not a barrier.” When talking with young people in town, many mentioned a desire for a “love” marriage, as opposed to an arranged one, but parents, wielding tremendous influence, most often did not share this belief in love. 

One night, at the home of an affluent couple who had four educated children, we heard about the challenges of finding a proper mate, particularly for Muslims, who were 12 per cent of India’s population at the time. 

 “You cannot imagine how hard it is to do right by our children,” the mother explained. “The one chosen for each child must be of the same caste and the same social, economic and intellectual level, and they must be Muslim. This is impossible in India!” 

The caste system, dating back to 1500BC, when the Aryans arrived in India, remained embedded in the culture. 

“Isn’t the government taking steps to ban caste discrimination?” I asked. 

“Oh, that will take generations. They can say it is illegal, but it is a way of life. It won’t go away overnight.”

“What about a love marriage for your children? Would you allow this?” 

“Love marriages always end up alienating people from both families. Someone will always be against it and problems will follow for a lifetime.”

“What about finding your children an American spouse of Indian ancestry?” 

“Arranged marriages between Indian-born Indians and American-born Indians don’t work. They are destined to fail because each brings different values to the marriage.”

“American-born women demand more independence than Indian-born men allow,” the husband added. 

The whole thing made me wonder what would have become of me had my parents chosen whom I was to marry. My mother would have looked for a good Christian man with similar interests to mine. My father would have insisted on a good provider, someone who would stay close to home and be handy around the house and a whiz with the lawnmower. They would agree on a well-educated man, someone driven, but also kind and respectful. And they both would, for sure, seek someone close to my age, who had never been married before. Oh well. I guess five out of 11 ain’t bad.
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After reading about the Kumbh Mela in Allahabad, Jim and I agreed we had to join, and two days later we were there at the monthlong celebration, said to be one of the largest peaceful gatherings in the world. That year, more than seven million people per day would visit, this sacrament as important to Hindus as the Hajj is to Muslims. It was here that Hindus came to wade and bathe in the Ganges to cleanse their sins.

On the eve of one of the three primary bathing days, Jim and I slept on two cots in the Hare Krishna camp, lulled to sleep by the repetitive chants of the followers. We woke at sunrise to watch holy men and gurus, wearing little or nothing, take to the icy river in a prearranged order to avoid fights among sects, all desiring to enter first. Other men and boys, allowed to wash after the holy men, wore trunks or cloths. Little girls wore panties, and women remained covered by their saris as they waded in.

Some chanted and sang prior to entering the purifying water, while others prayed once immersed in the murky liquid. I watched devout ancient men, without an ounce of fat on their frames, praying to the sky, and smiled at the sight of two young, giddy girls experiencing their first Ganges cleansing. A plump middle-aged woman and a skinny old lady held their noses before dropping below the water’s surface as three men tore past them into the river. Mothers and daughters washed fabrics in the sacred river, and a chubby man and frumpy woman, arms held high and palms together, looked up to the sky, prayers bubbling from their lips. Others carried away revered Ganges water in small brass cups and plastic bottles. Higher on the bank, women stood in pairs like clothesline anchors, allowing their recently bathed fabric—never to be washed again—to billow and dry. 

I can safely say it was a once-in-a-lifetime experience, and one that I would certainly never have had the joy of experiencing had I been forced to marry that down-home guy riding the lawnmower out back.
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By the time we reached Jaipur, I found myself suffering from extreme neck and shoulder tension from so many hours in the car. When I saw an ad posted on a telephone pole for an Ayurvedic health centre, I urged Jim to join me for some relief.

Our pulses were taken and Jim was whisked away for treatment. I was led into a room with a long, narrow, bare wooden table. A warped hot plate held a dented metal pot filled with oil. A female attendant asked me to disrobe. Once on my back, two women kneaded my body with oil for thirty minutes before administering Njavarakizhi therapy, where heated oil-soaked cotton pouches filled with herbs were stroked vigorously against my neck, shoulders and back. Then, a third woman entered the now steamy room to heat even more oil, this one smelling of camphor, which was poured and massaged over my front and back. Heated towels dripping oil covered my body. As soon as one lost warmth, the third woman offered another fiery towel against my skin. For nearly half an hour more, four magical hands worked knots, kneaded tight spots and rubbed rigid muscles. I felt like an overcooked noodle floating in a sea of oil. 

Completing the treatment, the two women who massaged me wiped at the oil on my body with more steaming towels, while another combed my oily hair. 

“Feeling better?” Jim asked, a goofy grin spread across his unusually placid face.

“I’m so good,” I mumbled, mustering up whatever energy was left inside.

We took each other’s greasy hand and blissfully walked off in search of dinner.
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In a village south of Dausa, on our way to Agra’s Taj Mahal, things grew a little ugly. We had pulled over to photograph a teenage girl balancing pots on her head. She smiled, and thanked Jim when he offered a Polaroid. A crowd gathered to check out the picture. Suddenly I felt a hand cupped around my bum. I slowly turned to face the culprit, a man in his late twenties. Then I snapped, grabbing his collar and smacking him, over and over, my blows retribution for every mistreated woman and girl I’d seen or heard or read about, and even those I knew nothing about, until someone pulled him away. The crowd had grown silent. Nobody moved. Finally, the man darted down a dirt road, humiliated in a village where women were no better than servants. 

In India at that time, almost 90 per cent of women in Uttar Pradesh and 80 per cent in Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Haryana did not have freedom of movement, meaning that they needed permission to leave home, even if it was just for the market or to visit a friend. Nearly two hundred fifty million Indian women could not read and write. Wife-beating and wife-burning were still practised, and rural women had little say over their sexuality and reproductive systems. It was not until 2016 that India’s Supreme Court ruled that Hindu women could be considered the head of their family, a right that had always been reserved for the eldest male. But women in India continue to face violence and victimisation, through rape, acid attacks, honour killings and forced prostitution of young girls, among other horrors. The freedoms you and I take for granted, like visiting a health clinic, going to the market, choosing a husband remain forbidden for many women in the country. 

 I looked at the teenager Jim had photographed. She watched me with enormous brown eyes, into which I projected glee over my response, although this was likely my fantasy. But right then and there, I realised I no longer wanted to simply observe the world. I wanted to be a force for change. The words I had heard attributed to Gandhi rang loud and clear: Be the change you want to see in the world. 

Later I learned what Gandhi really said. But the meaning, to me, is the same. 

We but mirror the world. All the tendencies present in the outer world are to be found in the world of our body. If we could change ourselves, the tendencies in the world would also change.

Real change must start from within.
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Mumbai to Kolkata
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I have to admit that these days my bucket list is not all that long. The gift of a three-year world tour at such a young age put me ahead of the curve. After all, I’ve been to Timbuktu, sailed the Nile, seen the Taj Mahal, and all before I was 31 years old! Today what I yearn for more than anything else is for my daughters to see the places I’ve seen, to do the things I have done. Maybe not exactly in the same way Jim and I did it, but sometimes I do have the urge to replicate a bit of the road trip experience for them, just to toughen them up a little. I want my girls to share the strength I gained from enduring so long under such challenging circumstances—circumstances that, at the time, I’d sometimes rather have avoided. 

Unfortunately, those moments on the road, when I thought I would crack, never did go away. Heading to Mumbai (then still known as Bombay), I could feel the familiar pangs of weariness and frustration creeping in like a thief in the night. The part of me that was numbed by the poverty, tired of the delays, fed up with my husband and sick of roughing it took over, leaving me sad, depleted and lonely. Jim would never have understood, and had I shared my misery with my parents, they would only have worried. So I was left to silently bitch over even the most trivial and ordinary things with the version of me I despised most. The one who whined at the absence of fruit in the middle of an orange grove, the one who cursed when a simple request for yogurt meant a forty-minute wait, the one who actually swatted away a small boy who had attached himself to my leg. 

Luckily, our arrival in Mumbai was enough to snap me out of my torpor. As we sat in the bumper-to-bumper traffic, I breathed in the energy of the dusty, warm, narrow streets, marvelling at the billboards, high rises, shops, rickshaws and swarms of people going about their daily routines. 

We immediately set off to explore on foot, finding the restaurant Khyber, where we dove into spicy chicken tikka masala and tandoori prawns, sopping up the last drops of sauce with fresh onion kulcha. Walking it off afterward, we were driven by the sound of music to a park near the artists’ district, where I joined the locals swaying to the soothing acoustic rhythms. Beggars wove their way through the churning crowd, babies in their arms and children hugging their legs. But when a little boy lingered, a garland of gulchadi flowers held out in his hands, I had to stop. The sweet odour practically made me swoon. 

“How much?” Jim asked the shoeless boy.

“One rupee,” he responded, stumbling over his words before quickly correcting himself. “One hundred.” 

He excitedly grabbed the money from Jim’s hand, nearly dropping the necklace as he ran off to his mother. I slipped the flowers around my neck and inhaled the scent of India. 

The next day, I passed a blind man missing his right hand and left arm below the elbow. I turned my head in sorrow, overwhelmed by his affliction. But my own attempt at blindness did not stop him from entering my dreams for the next three nights. 

“Jim, I can’t get him out of my mind. What’s wrong with me? Why didn’t I give him something?” I said after waking fitfully. 

“Go back to him. I bet he stands in the same spot every day.” 

Four days after first seeing him, I returned to find the blind man standing again in the middle of a median at a busy intersection. I dodged traffic to reach him and placed 500 rupees into the pail hanging from a rope around his neck, and silently prayed to God that it wouldn’t be stolen. It seemed I often got religion when I truly wanted something.

There are other moments I witnessed that I’ll never forget. Like standing on a bridge overlooking Dhobi Ghat, Mumbai’s open-air laundromat. As I walked downstairs towards the entrance, a man issued a warning. “Be careful, white girl,” he hissed. But I wasn’t scared. I was too enthralled by the spectacle of hundreds of men and boys at work, stirring countless pieces of clothing in soapy water, then rinsing them by lifting the items overhead and thrashing them against the short cement walls. Some men cleaned only whites, while others concentrated only on green or blue items. A few dipped clothes into enormous bleaching vats, and still others stood on the outskirts ironing shirts, using coal to heat metal flatteners. When they completed their work, the men washed themselves. Extras stood around awaiting a role in the highly organised production that facilitated thousands of clean garments delivered to the proper owner’s address by evening. 

While still in Mumbai, I returned to the hotel from a doctor’s visit (Low hemoglobin! Worms!) to find Jim oddly subdued.

“It’s my mother,” he confided. “She’s been hospitalised with high blood pressure and difficulty breathing.” He coughed into his hand to mask the quiver in his voice.

“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” I said, without knowing whether to believe it or not. I’d never seen Jim this upset in all the time I’d known him. I understood. Being so far away from family at times like this was the absolute hardest part of our trip. And had I known this was to be the beginning of a lifetime living oceans apart from my own parents, I’m not so sure I would have signed up for it. 

Mrs Rogers—the kindest woman in the world and without an enemy to her name—did survive this episode, and lived to the ripe old age of 93. On the day she died, we hopped on a plane from Singapore to Demopolis, Alabama, where our daughters met their kin and heard their memories of a woman with whom they’d spent way too little time. 
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In Mumbai, Jim and I used his apprehension over his mother’s setback as an opportunity to reflect and restore before the five-day route to Kolkata. After the first several days of driving, we began one morning in Kendujhargarh. I woke with an enormous appetite, and as I scarfed down a fried egg sandwich at a street restaurant, a holy man passed, draped in a dingy white robe, his long sun-whitened hair matted down his back. He stopped in front of me and blessed the food stand before moseying to our car, which he blessed as well, waving pungent incense and chanting at the top of his lungs. As townspeople flocked to this scene, I, yet again, felt a hand grab me from behind. I turned to find a man with whom I’d joked at the roadside restaurant. He started to back away and pretended to draw a blank as he saw my face turn to stone. 

This time I grabbed him by the shirt. “No! You cannot escape. And you cannot do that to women. Ever!” This one I wasn’t going to let go of, not like the last coward who ran away like a donkey with its tail between its legs.

The crowed fell quiet. Jim moved in. “You son of a bitch,” he said, nearly spitting in the man’s face before heading off to find an official to report the creep. 

When I relayed this story to a couple of Indian women in Kolkata a few days later, one said, “This is the way of the land. You’ll not change things by making a scene.” 

Maybe so, but who would? I thought back on that quote by Gandhi, and smiled at the image of the new me standing there eye to eye with that scoundrel firmly in my grasp. No one in Rocky Mount would have ever believed it.
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“Hello, I am Dr Moni Nag.” The message waiting for us at our hotel in Kolkata was from a professor who wanted to show us the city. More specifically, the underbelly of the city. Dr Nag had, for decades, worked with prostitutes (sex workers, as they preferred to be called) helping them organise a women’s cooperative, or sex union, with grants from international donors aimed at halting the spread of HIV/AIDS. The cooperative employed four hundred fifty sex workers, some of whom travelled West Bengal state educating other sex workers about HIV and lobbying them to fight for their rights. In particular they wanted the government to recognise them as professionals. 

Over tea at the home of Dr Nag and his wife, we were invited to tour Sonagachi, the hundred-year-old red light district, home to the sex industry of Kolkata.

“We have six thousand sex workers with only a 5.6 per cent AIDS rate compared to other parts of India, where it’s ten times higher,” Mrinal Kanti Dutta, the programme director, whose own mother had been a sex worker, told us. “Women are taught that condoms can keep them alive. They learn to stand together and demand that all customers wear condoms. This means the men, mostly truck drivers, know they won’t find another woman who’ll consent to sex without a condom. The women of Sonagachi,” he explained, “understand their power. They pay half a rupee for five condoms.” 

On the following evening, Jim and I returned on our own to walk the streets of Sonagachi, where non-brothel homes displayed large signs proclaiming “Private House”. Standing along alley paths and hanging out of doorways, most sex workers appeared to be in their early twenties to mid-thirties. It was early, before 9pm, and customers were scarce.

“We never make less than sixty rupees (about US$1) for fifteen minutes, and the expensive, pretty, dancing girls make up to eight hundred rupees for an hour. I might get three or four men a night. I don’t get rich, but I can feed my three sons,” offered a sex worker with a long scar across her left cheek, who had no association with a brothel nor a pimp.

A brothel could be a simple house with tiny bedrooms, large enough to hold only a mattress, or a larger, plain home with music blaring and girls swaying to entice customers. Inside one, I walked as if on eggshells. When a truck driver, a regular “who doesn’t mind using condoms any more”, smiled after talking, I could see that he had few teeth, and they were dirty, as were his clothes and hands. The sex workers we passed mostly giggled as Jim and I peeked into rooms and closets holding beds. I watched as three men drank beer from bottles and laughed with a woman. “They will orgy,” a nearby woman said with a laugh. Seeing a sex worker I’d met the day before, I asked to see her workspace. It was the tiniest hole, about the size of a coffin, just large enough for two people to recline—one on top of the other, without rolling over. 

We walked down more dark paths, all polluted, trash resting in puddles, before I saw a street littered with young girls. One in particular, no older than 13, gripped my attention. She was astonishingly beautiful, with Kelly-green eyes, striking enough to win a beauty pageant or sign a lucrative modelling contract if she’d been born in another place. Instead she was born here, and thus stood awaiting a man to pick her as his sexual partner, “probably for less than ten dollars since she is so young”, one of the women whispered when she saw my crestfallen face. “Parents force children out here every night. If they go home empty-handed, then they are beaten. Of course, we don’t want them here. They are competition,” she continued.

“The younger the better,” added a man who was eavesdropping. 

My head felt like a ping-pong ball being batted back and forth across the net. Before I’d left the States, I’d been admittedly closed-minded about sex workers and their chosen career path. My naïve, homespun views had been softened through encounters with women like Vitalia in Kazakhstan and Svetlana in Siberia, and from our visit to the orderly Yab Yum brothel in Amsterdam, experiences that made it clear just how much I didn’t understand. 

Seeing the work done by Dr Nag and his crew gave me some hope for a certain level of empowerment for these women. But now, looking at this child, with her shiny dark hair framing a perfect oval face, her petite body barely dressed in soiled clothes, my blood began to boil. In a few years, she would be worn out, a hag. Her beauty faded, opportunities scarce. I overheard one of the sex workers walking with us say to Jim, “This can be a killer for the young.” 

Seven hundred and eighty days on the road had taught me volumes about the nature of fate, about just how much of my path had been determined by where, when and to whom I was born. It had been made abundantly clear to me just how far from the norm my cushy suburban life had been, how my most basic privileges were not a given, and that my daily concerns were light years apart from those of the rest of the world. 

By now I’d witnessed countless women in countless villages agonising over genuine problems: Would she live through childbirth? Would the baby survive? Would she be beaten again? Was there enough food for the family? How many kilometres would have to be walked to find firewood? Would there be enough wood to cook supper? How would she ever get dinner cooked when the new baby was sick, screaming, the two-year-old had unexplained, painful bumps, and the husband demanded tea be brought out for five of his buddies? 

And I now knew this: The imbalance among the world’s women was shameful. And, I thought, just as many women in the developed world were paving the way in business and politics and society for others like them, they must also turn their attention to those not so much like them. The improvements in our own lives, for the most part, did not come from the kindness or good deeds of men. We were the ones to fight for our own right to vote, who pushed for the Equal Rights Amendment, who advocated for accessible birth control. 

To me, it wasn’t a matter of imposing our values, or rushing in as the great saviours. I’d witnessed incredible strength in the women I’d met all around the world. It just seemed right that we should use our own growing strength to bolster that of others. As we hear in the rallying cry of today, the future is female.
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Dhaka, Bangladesh, to Northeast India
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The rest of our drive through India was relatively uneventful, if you can call facing violent strikes, searching for invisible border crossings, driving under the mandated protection of armed soldiers, passing through villages famous for kidnappings and killings, spending days pleading with bureaucrats to allow passage though places deemed unsafe, uneventful. The truth was, the new “norm” for me was anything but. 

I can’t pinpoint exactly when it had happened, but I had changed. I’d grown a spine to rival that of a giraffe. At least it felt that way to me. A detour through Bangladesh had us staying for almost a week in the dusty, foggy, smoggy capital, Dhaka, packed with innumerable rickshaws. Our windshield, left clean at nightfall, would be pitch black by morning. 

Our visit coincided with two days of the hartals, or strikes, from 6am until 6pm, organised by the government’s opposition. A man in the hotel said of his colleague: “He goes to work at 5am and leaves after 7pm. No one is safe during the hartals. They are causing damage to production and industry, but with elections coming in four months, the opposition feels the need to show its power.”

People in the capital city lived in various kinds of housing, from poorly made, shanty wooden creations to high rises with doormen. Outside the national stadium, where men left frustrated over a loss to India in cricket, we strolled by stalls stocked with carrots, mixed salad, cucumbers and ice cream. At the National Mosque, peering in from the street, I saw men rise from prayers. As soon as I pulled out my camera, I heard, “Stop.” I turned to see twenty policemen in bulletproof vests holding rifles. Where had they come from? 

Just off Rajak Avenue, a line of men with electric and manual typewriters completed forms and wrote letters for paying customers, and by an enormous cork board, where a local Bengal newspaper was posted, eight men stood reading. We even happened on generous folks who invited us to a wedding and then to a beauty pageant.

On our last morning there, I confronted the desk clerk with an inflated bill. 

“No,” he insisted. “This is what you must pay.”

“No,” I insisted back. “This is not what I was quoted when we checked in.”

“No,” he repeated. “This is what you must pay.”

“Stop intimidating this woman right now” came an Irish accent behind me. I turned to see who was coming to the rescue of this “intimidated” woman, not sure whether to be grateful or insulted. When he introduced himself as the director of corruption and fraud investigations for the World Bank, I had to laugh.

“You must be very busy,” I said with a little smile.

“Yes, indeed,” he agreed as we stood and watched the clerk correct my bill. 
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The newer, tougher me had apparently also gained some patience. Just a little, but still. Jim and I had planned to cross the border at Camila, but no one in the Bangladeshi town knew of such a crossing. After an entire morning of trying, Jim, armed with a roadside map, began to scour the local businesses for help, eventually returning with a bank president, who led us through more than sixty kilometres of slender dirt paths to the border.

Once at the crossing, I stood by quietly while Jim offered him money for his time and help.

The man refused. “This was my national duty.”

Jim insisted, “For your mother.” 

The man shook his head no. 

“For your wife.”

The man smiled, refusing again. 

“For your children.”

Still the man wouldn’t accept the gift. 

Then Jim uttered, “For your mosque.” 

With this, the bank man accepted the takas. “Thank you.”

At the nearly deserted border post, Jim and I sat in the heat politely sipping hot tea while we waited for an official to tell us which documents he needed. Finally we were led into another room with more officials, who waded through our visas and car papers word by word. I dug my toes into the rubber soles of my sandals, determined not to explode. 

A man spoke. “I do not know what to do since you are going out a different border than you entered. Your passports do not indicate this.” 

Out of nowhere, a breeze drifted inside, cooling my neck as I rolled my eyes and bit down on my lower lip.

“We always leave from a different border,” Jim explained. “We’re travelling around the world.”

Finally it was onward into India’s northeastern corridor, which would lead us to Myanmar.

I woke the next morning bug-bitten and wet with sweat. The air-conditioner had died during the night, as had the mosquito coil Jim lit at bedtime. But there was no time to worry about any of that, nor about what we might be facing next. We had an early morning convoy to catch for the journey through insurgent-riddled Tripura state. 
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Among the queue of cars and trucks awaiting departure were soldiers with rifles, sitting in the backs of trucks that held mounted machine guns—the most serious of any required procession we’d travelled. Then we were off, the camouflaged soldiers hanging out of the Jeeps leading the way, an armed vehicle inserted among every five or six cars. We crept along for nearly eighty kilometres—trucks carrying goods first, then buses, then cars following—through tree-covered hills dotted with armed men.

I should note that the northeast states in India have seen insurgents demanding independence and special rights for various ethnic groups since the country’s independence. The insurgents fight the government and each other, and there are several dozen insurgent movements at any given moment. I don’t envy the politicians in Dehli trying to deal with this region from over two thousand kilometres away, since I see no hint of a fix, except to let them be.

From Silchar in Assam state, we would head to Myanmar, but not before crossing Manipur state, where the insurgents were reputedly even more brutal than those in Tripura. And where, I can say first hand, the border police were even more pig-headed. We’d left our hotel before dawn prepared for a long day, only to be stopped right off the bat by a nail in the rear tyre. Fortunately for us, those terrible roads meant there was always an open tyre repair shop to be found nearby. When we reached the Manipur border at 9am, an unshaven officer refused our request to pass. We showed him our visas, and pulled out newspaper clippings detailing our trip. No dice. I took a deep breath and went through my entire playbook of persuasion: sadness, tears, anger. Nothing fazed this man. So we decided to wait him out. 

I drummed my fingers against my leg as Jim and I stood side by side in the tiny metal hut, its shelves crammed with files dating back to the 1950s. The officer continued to work at his desk as if we weren’t there, until finally he looked up and repeated, “You must gain permission from the Home Office to drive through Manipur state or I will not allow you to pass.”

Jim had a few choice words to share with the man before we stormed back to the car. We had already been told by the Home Office that permission was no longer needed to enter Manipur. A new road linking India to Myanmar had been built, and the goal was to increase visitors, not shut them out. But apparently no one had been told.

 Back in Silchar, the head of police handed us cups of hot tea as we sat in his enormous but stuffy office. “That officer was only doing his job. It’s not safe in Manipur. No one will drive from Jiribam to Imphal since extremists killed nine police there last week,” he told us while puffing on a stinky brown cigarette. 

“I hear what you’re saying,” Jim said. “We know it’s dangerous, but we’ve made it more than halfway around the world. We must continue our travels to Myanmar. And we need to drive through Manipur state to get there. 

“Help us,” Jim urged. “Please.”

“What about you?” the police chief said, looking at me. 

I was stunned. As a woman, my opinion hadn’t been relevant for ages. Had I been asked, I’m sure there were times when I might have blurted out my apprehensions and expressed my reluctance. But now, as I thought back on all the sticky situations we’d survived, the road ahead didn’t seem quite so scary. Jim’s pleading blue eyes sealed the deal. “I’m prepared,” I told the man. “Will you help us?”

 “I cannot make it possible, but I will pass you forward. You must see the deputy commissioner.” 

Before the day was done, we met with the deputy commissioner, who wrote us a letter allowing us to pass through Manipur. We sat with magistrates, a major and a colonel, who spent three hours making calls on our behalf. In the end, he said, “That letter will hold no weight at the border. The deputy commissioner isn’t in control of the Jiribam border. You must gain permission from the Home Office in Delhi.” 

We would end up stuck in Silchar for nearly a week. But, to my surprise, I quickly came to terms with it, accepting the fact that we weren’t in control and trying to make the best of the situation. 

Thus, I found myself in a small hotel room, barely larger than the double bed it held, listening to the mutters of the lopsided fan as it spun around and around, to the running water in the bathroom as Jim shaved, and to the buses, scooters and cars tooting too-loud horns beyond my unsafe balcony. The broken television made no noise, nor did the ancient air-conditioner, which I kept off because it produced more roar than cool air. Yet the sheets were clean! It was only the roaches, nearly the size of my hand, and the pesky mosquitoes that caused any unease. And those I could handle. 

In Silchar we made the acquaintance of a couple, both executive magistrates, whom I invited out to dinner. Twenty-eight-year-old Hemashri, who specialised in women’s issues, chatted beside me as we waited for her husband to arrive. 

A friend of hers approached the table. “I have not seen you in so long!” Hemashri greeted him. “You’ve put on weight. You look more mature now.”

I nearly choked trying to suppress my laughter. 

“What’s funny?” Hemashri asked.

“In our country,” I explained, “we’d never comment on someone’s age or weight, even if they’d dried up like a prune and blown up like a whale!”

She smiled. “Yes, I think Americans are uptight about those things. Here, a little extra weight means you have plenty to eat. When I got married, my husband made me promise never to lose weight or people might think he wasn’t taking care of me.” 

She quizzed me on what women wear to parties in the West, explaining, “A sari is required here.” She asked about wedding engagements and the significance of diamond rings. “You all live such fairy-tale lives in the West. It doesn’t seem real to us.” 

I didn’t mention that it no longer seemed very real to me, either.

After five days in Silchar, waiting around while Jim called every person he knew in Delhi, I began to think back on other times we’d been held in place by bureaucratic nonsense. In Muscat we had the luxury of another well-appointed Hyatt, with a state-of-the-art gym to bide our time. I’d thought it was heaven, but it now felt sort of bizarre to me. In this place, the mere thought of a gym seemed silly. In Wadi Halfa, we were stuck with no electricity, running water or proper toilet, which made Silchar look like paradise. 

After we heard talk in the market of 15 ambushed soldiers on the Tripura to Assam convoy—the very same one we’d taken a few days before—paradise was suddenly simply being alive. 

The following morning we departed Silchar at 5.30, stopping for a breakfast of cookies and bananas, and reached the Jiribam border before 7pm. Permission for us to pass had been faxed from Delhi. This time the inspector waved us through. 

“Now, all we need to survive is our drive through Manipur,” I said to Jim, wondering if I hadn’t been just a wee bit taken by my new confidence back there with the police chief in Silchar. I gripped the sides of my seat, my eyes peeled as we entered the mountains, through a curtain of billowing bamboo, towards Imphal. 

Luckily my gut had been right. No insurgents, no bandits, no military. The only signs of human life were women bathing by the roadside, where water ran down the mountain before spilling into bamboo drains. That night I would enjoy one of my best sleeps in months. 
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On our drive to the Indian and Myanmar border, we passed through several police checkpoints without being stopped. Beside the road, a convoy of trucks was being organised to drive the dangerous pass. 

“I think we’re safer on our own, Jim,” I offered. 

“You’re right,” he said. But I could hear the uncertainty in his voice. 

I reached for his hand on the gearshift. “It’s so quiet and glorious out here. It’s hard to believe that there’s any fighting going on,” I continued, the reassuring words coming from a woman I wasn’t sure I knew. 

At the next checkpoint, we were halted by an officer. Though our visas were checked, he never once asked for proof of the Home Office permission to cross into his state. 

At Moreh, the border town opposite Tamu on the Myanmar side, once again another officer told us to wait. “I must check with my superior over your affairs.” 

But my husband wasn’t about to take any chances. The minute the man entered his shack, Jim stepped on the gas.

 I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “What on earth are you doing? We can’t just skip a border exit.” 

“That man doesn’t know what to do with us. We can’t wait. He’ll come up with some excuse to keep us from exiting,” he replied.

 Barely a kilometre later, when we reached Customs, yet another officer stopped us.

 “Sir, we are on our way to Myanmar. We have visas and the proper paperwork,” Jim said with the look of a man on a mission.

“Okay,” the guy answered as he gestured us forward.

“May we not live to regret this,” I muttered, packing away the passports and carnets that were missing the requisite exit stamps. 

As we neared the deserted Myanmar border, two men suddenly ran from a wooden building, waving. 

“Welcome, welcome!” they shouted. “You are the first foreigners to drive across since the Second World War!” 

We pulled over to check out another welcoming sign, a border plaque that read:


MYANMA (sic) SPIRIT

The simple-minded Myanmars have

No envy against those having fair complexions; 

Nor hatred for the browns;

Nor differentiate with the blacks; 

Nor hostile to those of different faiths. 

They have brethren love and affection and respect equally for all. 

Irrespective of the above all, if the affairs of our country, nation, land, history, culture, religion & preaching are interfered with a foxy-trick to implicate national politics, it would be dealt with severely however great or small, black or white and so on with all the might but without a single word to finish to the end even if we are left by a single person with full of injuries lying in a pool of blood. 
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Myanmar to Singapore to Indonesia
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The menacing half of that welcome mat at the border crossing into Myanmar was no joke. Sadly, the country today seems to be showing more of its dark side, with violent religious conflicts driving tens of thousands to flee. 

At the time we were there, things were quiet, and we sailed through Myanmar without a hitch, without drawing any unwanted attention. That’s not to say we didn’t attract any attention. On the contrary. 

Visiting the enormous reclining Buddha at Alantaye Pagoda on our way to Mandalay, our car was like a magnet for dozens of young novice monks draped in crimson robes, their bare heads glistening in the midday sun. “Wow” seemed to be the only English word in their vocabulary. I smiled watching these boys, whose possessions included only a razor, a cup, a water filter, an umbrella and an alms bowl, as they stroked the flanks of our shiny yellow machine as if it were a fine racehorse, and wondered just how many of them would choose to continue with the monastic life after their rite of passage was over. 

In Yangon (formerly Rangoon), I was taken to a place where a dozen young teenage girls stood rolling cheroots, small cigars that sold in stores for about 30 US cents a piece. Each worker produced somewhere between four hundred and six hundred cigars a day, earning the equivalent of about US$1 plus a free lunch before being released in the afternoon in time to go help out at home. 

“Shouldn’t these girls be in school?” I asked, ever the worrier. 

“If these girls did not have the cheroot-rolling jobs, then their families would force them to find other work, perhaps farmwork or manual labour,” our guide explained. “These girls are envied. They work inside, away from the sun, making a decent wage.”

“But how will they get better lives, without education?”

The guide sighed a little. “That is a nice idea, but we are different from you. What will they do if they go to middle and high school? Wash laundry better? Cook better? We lead simple lives with little industry and mechanisation. We are not like you.” He paused. “Do not force us to be.”

As if on cue, we exited the small, wooden house to find a group of teenage boys and girls armed with sharp handmade tools, swinging and pounding them down into stones, which were then broken into pieces that would fill the cracked streets of a town somewhere else.

I bit my tongue.

“See?” our guide continued. “There is worse work. If we shut down the cheroot house, then those girls will come here to break stones, and they will make less money. They won’t head to school.” He shook his head. “Idealists in your world don’t understand.” 

His comment stung a little. I had prided myself with the changes that had overcome me since going on the road. I knew I was bolder, was clearly more patient. And I had truly believed I had become less judgemental. Of course I’d learned not to hold everything up to my own homegrown standards, but where do you draw the line? Child labour was a tough one for me to swallow. I vowed to try to keep my opinions to myself, and to also try to be more accepting. To a point. 

There was one brush with the underbelly of Myanmar that left both Jim and me a little shaky. In Yangon we were invited out to dinner with a couple of brothers who were fans of Jim’s. They both imported cars from Japan. And they also, we learned over dinner, supplied kyats, local currency, to the black market, which supplied US dollars to the Japanese, who then put cars on a boat headed to Myanmar. The way they explained things, what they did wasn’t exactly legal. “The government turns a blind eye,” we were told. 

When I asked who was behind the black market, one of the brothers replied, “We don’t know, but they’re important.” He added, “We’ll never know and shouldn’t. Somebody at a lower level will catch all the blame if something goes wrong. The man at the top won’t fall.” 

Jim and I rushed through our sashimi and hightailed it back to the hotel.

“In America, they’d be mafia,” he said as he stood scrubbing his hands over the bathroom sink. “I sure hope that restaurant wasn’t bugged.”
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The next leg of our trip was to Thailand’s west coast. Jim’s plan was to travel by boat from Yangon through the Andaman Sea past Myeik to Thailand’s port city of Ranong, near Phuket. The mere thought of another boat odyssey made my skin crawl. I jumped at the chance for a much needed break, and booked a room in Bangkok, a place Jim had visited many times, and one I was dying to see. While he sat on a boat, I explored the capital city’s temples, markets, shops and street restaurants with tasty soups, walking so much that I used half a box of Band-Aids to soothe my soles. 

Jim and I met up again in Phuket, where we devoured stir-fried lobster and steamed rice, with plenty of chilli sauce, and sipped too many ice-cold Singha Gold beers, before driving to Malaysia. There, we found modern infrastructure, restaurants, shopping malls and hotels. 

“At least some of Mahathir’s excessive borrowing has not been squandered,” Jim noted. I even found the Cartier Love wedding band of my dreams in Kuala Lumpur, home to the two tallest buildings in the world at that time. An agricultural country that became among the fastest growing in Asia, Malaysia was too short of a trip for us, but very sweet. With Mahathir  Mohamad back in power in 2018, many are forecasting a sweeter, better future for the country as well.
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If someone had told me, back when we were spending an excruciating three hours wading through a river of bureaucracy to cross into Singapore, that I was about to set foot into my future home, I would have said they were flat out crazy. Even if I had somehow time-travelled and transported myself 16 years into the future—where I now sit at my desk looking out the window over the city’s famed tropical Botanic Gardens after having dropped off my girls at school with a kiss and a quick zai jian, goodbye, watching their blonde heads disappear into an ocean of black—I still would not have believed my own eyes. I could never have imagined that I would become a fixture among the local artists, designers and fashionistas, a board member and patron of non-profits, a regular at school events and openings, that I’d have a boatload of friends from around the world and would feel as at home celebrating Chinese New Year as the Fourth of July. 

Of course, I pretty much loved Singapore the minute I saw it. Part of that, I admit, was the sheer luxury of it all. It was so modern, so sophisticated, so clean—a far cry from the way we’d been living on the road. “Asia lite” I like to call it now. 

A walk that first day down Orchard Road had me drooling at the shop windows, keeping me out way longer than I’d expected. 

“Put on your dress. I’m taking you out!” Jim exclaimed when I finally returned, exhausted from the long walk back to the hotel. 

I could tell by the twinkle in his eyes that he had something special up his sleeve—something thoughtfully romantic perhaps—a rare occurrence, and one that I wasn’t about to say no to. After a quick shower, I pulled on my one and only “dressy” outfit; white sleeveless top, black skirt, with an aqua-blue sweater thrown over my shoulders as an attempt at accessorising. Jim was enjoying his little surprise, refusing to reveal our destination even as the taxi pulled up to a port. 

Great, I thought. All this just so he can show me the boat that’s going to carry our car to Indonesia. But instead he took my hand and led me into a cable car that lifted us high over the treetops and skyscrapers of the southern tip of the island. 

Our first stop was a restaurant at Mount Faber. I struggled to hear as Jim whispered to the hostess, his hands gesturing something I couldn’t quite decipher. Then we settled in to drink in the view, with glasses of chilled Champagne as a chaser. I was kind of loving it.

“Mr and Mrs Rogers? Everything is prepared.” I raised one eyebrow at Jim as the hostess led us to yet another cable car, this one with an impeccably-set dining table smack in the middle of the dangling carriage. For one hour we drifted above the harbour, from Faber Peak to Sentosa and back, floating in the golden sunset as we feasted on grilled prawns and Chilean sea bass, sipped a perfectly chilled Puligny-Montrachet, and basked in one another’s company. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been wined and dined like this.

“So what’s up, Jim?” I asked as we circled back towards the skyline. 

“What do you mean ‘what’s up’?” He reached across and placed his hand on my knee.

“This.” I gestured with one arm. “All this. Why?” 

“Aw, Baby Lamb. Don’t be so suspicious. I just wanted to thank you.”

“Thank me? For what?” I asked, suddenly feeling small.

“What do you think? For putting up with me!”

I moved over to the side of the car where he sat. “You’re welcome,” I said as I nuzzled under his arm, the lights below twinkling their applause.

We spent ten days in Singapore. I was curious about the island nation’s reputation of being a sterile, soulless place, a place where jaywalking could get you arrested, and perhaps caned. I read books and articles, talked to locals and westerners. Many were critical of the Nanny State, yet it was also clear that all the rules and regulations were what made Singapore such a uniquely safe, efficient and clean place to live. I left still a little divided in my opinion, never dreaming that I’d one day be that person extolling the virtues of my adopted Asian home, rhapsodising to anyone who would listen about its beauty, culture, sophistication and diversity.
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There were no ferries to carry cars from Singapore to Indonesia. “Why would anyone take a car there?” a Singaporean asked me. And by law, neither of us could travel the route on a cargo ship with our car. “Sea bandits and potential pirates are rampant in the Strait of Malacca,” an official explained, but somehow—without a payoff—Jim persuaded the man to let him go with the car. I boarded a passenger ferry for Indonesia’s port town, Dumai, where I planned to meet up with Jim in a couple of days. 

I found him at Customs. When he turned and saw me, his face lit up. My stomach somersaulted. From love pangs no less. I’d missed him. We hugged, a warmth inside filling me with the feeling that we’d somehow crossed a line, in the good way. We’d survived ninety countries together, and the spark was still there. Now all we had to do was keep it lit through a couple dozen more.

Quickly though, as soon as our arms dropped back to our sides, we turned our focus to the task at hand. The day wouldn’t end for another ten hours. 

Our boat agent, organised in Singapore, never appeared. Thus, we found two slick local dudes who spoke a bit of English. They led us through vicious circles of immigration, back to customs, immigration again and customs, where we learned we needed a “permission letter” from the police to bring our car into the country. By noon at the main police office, Jim was convincing the lieutenant to let us in. I sat waiting in a room of haze—every man smoked—as two officers questioned my nationality, age, marital status and children. 

“Why don’t you have children with him? Is something wrong with you inside?” The female official—28, one of nine children and the mother of three—had a lot of questions. 

By early evening, we thought the officials were satisfied that we’d jumped through enough hoops, but unexpectedly, the now friendly lieutenant, who made 700,000 rupiah a month, about US$66, asked Jim for a million rupiah to provide us with an escort from the dock to our hotel. 

“We don’t need an escort, sir, but thank you all the same,” Jim replied. 

“Yes, you do,” said the lieutenant, who had supplied our “required” entry letter. 

“That’s a lot for an escort. How about 450,000 rupiah? Then, we call it even,” Jim countered.

“Fine, sir. Nice doing business with you,” the man beamed, and Jim and I finally entered our 91st country. 
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While making plans for our car to travel on a Panalpina container ship from Indonesia to Australia, I badgered Jim to join me for a visit to Bali, one of more than 17,000 islands in Indonesia, of which only six thousand were inhabited. 

“It’ll be magical, romantic, heaven on earth,” I promised. 

I could not have been more wrong. Bali felt like a tourist trap with mega hotels and resorts stuffed with thousands of conference attendees, many of whom never left their compounds. However, we did savour the slower pace, swaying in hammocks, walking the beach and riding bikes into areas where locals lived. But we quickly decided Bali, at least commercial Bali, wasn’t for us. 

Indonesia has more than two hundred fifty ethnic groups. As expected, the diverse people and outlaying islands created a political hotbed with economic woes. Unrest festered.

During our visit, rebels fought government troops for independence in the northern Sumatra area called Aceh. Over five thousand people on both sides had died in the last twenty years. On the islands of Maluku, fighting between Muslims and Christians continued, with the government doing little to halt hostility. The lost war in East Timor had taken a toll on the government’s resources, making it more aware—and scared—of the fragile nature of the incongruent country. Corruption and cronyism, ways of life, were leading to increased vigilante justice by civilians, who no longer believed the police would bring justice. 

Worsening matters, Muslims were calling for jihad if then-President Abdurrahman Wahid was impeached. Three hundred thousand threatened to storm Jakarta, still suffering from the late-1990s Asian financial collapse that left oodles of unfinished see-through buildings, with rusted cranes still attached, occupying land. Much money had fled the country, along with wealthy Chinese businessmen, who, I’d been told, made up 3 per cent of the population, yet controlled more than 70 per cent of the wealth. 

The good news is Indonesia today is doing better than what we experienced, at least partly because it continues to open to the outside world. 
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Charred remnants of buildings—the post office, hospital, banks and hotels, all torched during the war—greeted us in the East Timor capital of Dili. A handful of shops operated in the burned-out structures. There was little repair work underway, beyond hotel development, restaurants and UN buildings, all of it for westerners there to lead the country’s transition into independence.

 The UN headquarters was magnificent and freshly painted, with shiny four-wheel-drive vehicles appearing on nearly every block. A few kilometres outside Dili, we found a stunning cove, its bank cluttered with a dozen more UN vehicles. UN workers swam and snorkelled in the clean, blue water under a small mountain’s peak that was topped with a statue of Christ, arms outstretched, an obvious remainder from the Portuguese past. 

After more exploring, we found the only Timorese restaurant in town, since most were serving Western cuisine geared to the UN presence. Products—pepper, napkins, beer and sauces—were all imported from Australia.

Walking home to our absurdly expensive hotel—the out-of-whack rate due to the UN presence—I noticed lights beaming from restaurants, hotels and homes for foreign workers. While locals did not have electricity, foreigners assisting them did not share in the darkness. Generators powered the lights and warmed the water for the haves, while candles lit the homes of the have-nots. Jim was more optimistic than I was, looking to the day when the UN handed over the reins to the locals as a new beginning for the oil-rich island. It would take 11 more years for the UN to finally end their peacekeeping missions in East Timor.
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Reunited with our car in Perth, I felt like I had been dropped onto another planet altogether. Finally, a country recognisably Western and English speaking! We explored by bicycle, slurped oysters and sipped local wines—it was like being on vacation from our vacation. Then we took off across the endless, scrubby plains of Western Australia with not much in sight, save for the roadkill dotting the highway. 

“We don’t feel a thing when we smash ’em,” a “truckie” we met at a roadhouse said of the poor kangaroos. Most met their demise at night, he explained, when road trains—trucks at least twice the length of an 18-wheeler—barrelled along at no less than a hundred ten kilometres per hour. 

We paused at a bar to inquire about the lodging ahead. Inside, I was greeted by a dozen unshaven men straddling stools, swigging beer and watching Australian football, all catered to by one bleached-blonde barmaid in a black bikini top and shorts short enough to reveal her butt cheeks. I wanted to grab a blanket and tie it around her. I later learned she was one of the “skimpies”, notorious in these parts, sent in from so-called modelling agencies in Perth to serve booze to the miners—of opal, iron ore and manganese.

Once in the tiny town of Cue, we settled into the lone bar/restaurant/hotel, where the clerk/waitress/barmaid claimed she had a big juicy steak with our name on it. Standing on the dirty hardwood floors, scanning the massive bar, scattered tables and chairs, three booths, a pool table and a couple of televisions blaring a football match, I could have been in any small town in North Carolina. When Jim went to refuel, I unpacked our belongings into a spotless room with two towels, two bars of soap, clean cotton sheets, a kettle with instant coffee, tea and sugar, a working air-conditioner and hot water. I was a happy camper.

We dined that night with Trish, a mother of a 13-year-old daughter, who was an ex-miner turned city worker for the shire of Cue. She told tales of the local mine, Big Bell, which paid well, and Argyle Diamond Mine, farther down the road, that offered even better. 

“The workers are paid a ton, with laundry, food, housing and booze included. They work two weeks. Then the company flies them home for two weeks. But the mining communities are drying up because the plants are being mechanised, and the workers have to move to bigger cities to look for jobs.” 

I asked her about the skimpies. 

“Oh, I used to be one of them, too. Before I was a miner. I quit when a guy asked me to take off my top.” She sipped at her beer. “The skimpies at the Grand Hotel were famous for dipping their boobs in beer mugs to get fatter tips,” she explained after wiping her mouth. “But that’s all been outlawed now.” 

Trish was trying to concoct a way to send her daughter off to boarding school. I sympathised with her, knowing how hard it must be to find a proper education in such a small town.

“She must get away,” Trish claimed, “since the dark children here don’t have discipline. They run wild. Those Aborigines are drunkards.” 

I nearly choked on my steak. Luckily, Jim piped in. “What do you do for fun around here?”

“Y’all are it!” she laughed. “It’s hard living here. We don’t have nothing. Everything has to be ordered or trucked in. Not much to do, either. Six months ago, a woman moved to Cue and opened a pizza parlour across the street. It was great, but the town couldn’t keep her in business. She moved on like most.”

All of us were finishing our steaks by now. Trish yelled for another round of beers. 

“So what keeps people going?” I asked.

“Craziness,” she replied, opening her eyes too wide and tilting her head to the side. 

After another laugh, she continued, “In the summer when the terrorists—I mean tourists—arrive to view the wildflowers, Cue’s population might grow by eighty people and it’s too much. The people are good for business, but we’re all real happy when the terrorists depart.” 

We drank from our sweating beer mugs. Before the night ended, Jim bought a yellow-gold nugget from a tipsy Trish. As we left through swinging wooden doors, just like those in old Westerns, she shouted, “Really, you two are welcome here any time. You’re not terrorists, or even tourists. You’re friends.” 

Trish’s derisive comments about the Aboriginals weren’t the last we heard while in Australia. In search for batteries one evening in Kununurra, Jim and I entered the Quick Stop convenient market, where a sign read: No walk-ins after 7pm. The manager explained that the restriction was to reduce public-street drunkenness, “aimed at the Aboriginals”, he added with a nod of the head. 

Later, when we went for fuel, a sign at the station stated: Pay before pumping, no exceptions. Yet when the clerk saw Jim, he yelled out the door, “No worries, pump and then pay.” 

“What about the sign?” I inquired. 

“That’s for the darkies.” 

Graham, a taxi driver whom we used several times in Broome, was of “European ancestry”. About Jim’s age, he was married to Paddy, an Aborigine, and he talked candidly about the government’s “paying off the natives”. 

“The government’s money ends up going to white lawyers and doctors hired by Aboriginal communities for guidance. In South Australia, not up here, there are many more mixed Aboriginals, but honestly, there are few hundred per cent Aboriginals remaining. Intermarrying, rape and mistresses took place when the white settlers arrived. Now white men even marry Aboriginal women to reap government benefits. School for their children is free, including uniforms, trips and books. Low-cost housing and loans go to them, too.”

“Did you marry your wife for the government assistance?” I asked, on our final ride together.

He looked into the rear-view mirror at me. “A man has to do what a man has to do.” 

I remained silent. 

“But the money and giveaways haven’t worked. The Aussies gave Ayers Rock back to the indigenous people, but the natives won’t live there since they say it’s an ancient, sacred site. And the government now thinks the darkies are blemishes to tourist towns, and the authorities don’t want foreigners seeing the dark people get drunk. Everyone knows they can’t handle drink.”

“So what is the answer?”

“Give ’em more drink.” And he laughed.
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Days later, waist deep in lapping waves and churning foam, I stood next to Jim as he tossed a message in a bottle into the Timor Sea. It was the tenth time he’d done that on our trip, and he had yet to receive any response. 

“Perhaps you should try a different message,” I offered.

“What do you mean?” he asked as he rolled down his pants legs on shore.

“You know, maybe something a little more personal than just your website and email address.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” 

“Well,” he asked, “what would you say?”

I skipped ahead a little before turning around to face him. “I’d say ‘SOS!!’” I yelled back. “‘Being slowly dragged around the world by a madman! Send help!’”

Jim laughed. “Who’s dragging who, Paige? Sometimes I wonder!”

Driving to Darwin, we passed six cowboys mounted high on horses, dressed in chaps and felt Aussie hats. The sight of real cowboys in the Outback thrilled me. Darwin, located in the Northern Territory, had 82,000 people and almost 30 per cent were of Aboriginal descent, the largest percentage in any state or territory in Australia. Although the group was relatively small, it was not, or had not, integrated into the modern world. The Australian government gave money and property rights to the indigenous: a few had bought stations—massive cattle farms—with the money, and many received ongoing royalties from national parks that were once their homelands. Most, though, appeared downtrodden. Drinking did appear to be a problem. One Aboriginal community near Turkey Creek “passed laws and turned dry” when elders decided they had to rectify the mounting alcoholism. Nationwide, indigenous life expectancy was fifty, compared with 77 for nonindigenous Australians. 

Aboriginal women today are the fastest growing segment of the prison population. They are 21 times more likely to be imprisoned than nonindigenous women, facing double discrimination—gender and race. In early 2018, there was talk in the federal government of overhauling the decade-old targets from the Closing the Gap policy that aimed yet failed to improve the lives of Indigenous Australians. 

My wanderer husband continued to relish our time alone on the road. But I was lonely. So when my parents agreed to meet us in Alice Springs I was beside myself with joy. I threw my arms around them and held tight after finding them in the airport. “I never want to be away from you this long again.” It had been almost a year and a half since I’d seen them. 

Together we watched the sunrise from a hot-air balloon, visited Ayers Rock, now known by the native name Uluru, to see the terracotta-coloured monolith, then headed to the opal capital of the world, Coober Pedy. In Adelaide, Mom and I boarded a tram to go to the races. She won US$20 on Apache King, double the net on my own bet on Bel Air. My parents, Jim and I had a grand time in Melbourne, but our visit to Sydney was clouded by the thought of their looming departure. Jim went ahead to New Zealand and after a tearful goodbye, I lingered a few extra days alone in the vibrant, welcoming city, clinging to the sweet aftermath of their presence. 
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After my parents flew home from Sydney, I reunited with Jim in Auckland via a quick flight and we headed to the dock to pick up our car. From the North Island, we headed to the South, through Blenheim, in the heart of the wine-growing Marlborough region, then onward past the fertile coastal town of Ward, through pastoral meadows and valleys spotted with the ubiquitous sheep. There began the ocean road, with the deceivingly unglamorous name of State Road One. It was gorgeous, all the way from Ward to Christchurch, with hairpin curves revealing amazing views of ocean and rocks, and fat, clumsy seals flopping and dropping down into the sea. 

When I discovered a place where I could learn to shear a sheep, I lobbied Jim to stay there. Wharekauhau Country Estate, a working sheep farm since the 1840s, would turn out to be one of my favourite stops on our three-year journey. 

Jim and I dropped our bags in a sweet cottage and immediately set out on bicycles to check the place out. We met the farm manager and followed him to the shearing shed, where men were dagging the sheep. I held my sleeve to my nose to block the outhouse smell. 

 “Dagging,” he explained, “is clipping the back-end of the animal to keep it clean.” He laughed. “We remove the poo!” 

This process occurred several times a year before shearing, scheduled for the next day. After dagging each animal, a worker threw them down a chute that led to an outside pen, where hundreds of the fluff balls gathered, awaiting their return to pasture. 

In the shed, a young woman swept leftover wool into piles.

“Are you a shearer?” I asked. 

“No, I’m sorting the wool,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Shearing is too dirty.” 

Cindy stood a good 15 centimetres over me. This no-nonsense woman, 27, with a round face framed by long, sun-bleached hair, had lived and worked on a farm all of her life, except while studying agriculture at university. 

“So you really wanna shear a sheep?” she asked.

“I do. If it’s okay.”

“All right then. Let’s go.” Cindy grabbed the nearest animal and held it firmly against her knee as she pulled down the electric clipper hanging from above. “This one’s carrying twins!”

I gulped and backed away a little. “Aren’t you worried you’ll cut her?” I yelled over the whine of the shears. 

“They get nicked all the time!”

On my first attempt, I pushed the clippers gently in short little strokes as Cindy held the sheep. The wool fell to the ground. 

“Come on, now. Do it on your own.” 

My hands were shaking a little. 

“Remember to put your knee beside her leg, so she can’t pull away,” she reminded me. 

With renewed calm, and the pregnant ewe planted against my left knee, I sheared, my left hand grabbing the oily, heavy animal, and the other stroking the buzzing clippers across her body, removing one line of wool, then another. Suddenly I felt the ghost of my granddaddy Hilton looking over my shoulder. My mind went straight back to how soft the baby piglets on his farm were when they were first born, and to memories of riding in his mammoth tractor, at times wallowing behind in a huge vat of cotton bolls as he pulled it across the fields. I thought of the night when he took me with him to check on the tobacco barns, where the crop was curing in the intense heat. The smell was intoxicating, almost magical. 

“Paige, sweetheart, do ya’ smell that?” he asked. We both inhaled deeply. “That,” he decreed, “is the smell of money.”

Now I looked down at the layer of wool I’d left on the animal, the equivalent to tossing cash out the window. I carefully sheared the area again, this time trimming closer to the skin, with no nicks. I’ve got this, I thought, turning my eyes for a second to make sure Jim was watching. How I wished my old friends back in Rocky Mount could see me now. Then my hold slackened for a quick second and my half-naked ewe jerked in my arms. I heaved the clippers to Cindy, who produced a bare, cleanly shaven creature in two minutes flat.
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Chile to Bolivia
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While our car sailed from New Zealand to cross the Pacific, we boarded a plane and headed to Chile, with a quick stop in Tahiti (me dragging Jim) and Easter Island along the way. In Tahiti, I marvelled at the symphony of colours revealed by the low tides, while Jim went native, prancing buck naked around the balcony of our overwater hut, perhaps inspired by the topless French women scattered across the sandy beach.

On the mysterious Easter Island (or Rapa Nui), we wandered around the tremendous stone carvings called moais. No one knows conclusively the origin of the Rapa Nui people or the rationale for their stone giants, which number nearly a thousand on the isolated island, all 63 kilometres of it. 

When we visited the busiest and most bustling spot on Easter Island—the supermarket—we met Juan and learned that the packed market was run by a Chilean couple, not Rapa Nui people. “But they rent the building and own what is inside. We can accept this,” Juan explained. By law only the Rapa Nui can own land, but Chile, which annexed it in 1888, sees differently, especially since Chile supports the tiny island with paved roads, schools, army, police, airport and airline, which shuttles in tourists that account for 80 per cent of the livelihood of the Rapa Nui.

The supermercado was truly a sight, its aisles barely wide enough for two people to pass and full of canned goods, cereals, milk and cheeses, Cokes, coolers full of beer, Chilean wines, freshly baked bread, vegetables and even old shoes. No credit cards accepted. A large delivery truck blocked the entryway and exit, and a lone deliveryman attempted to push in carts of food. Crowded chaos at its finest.
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A vastly different, nearly utopian view met us when we woke in Santiago: sunrise over the snow-capped Andes. 

Reunited with our car, we crossed from Chile into Argentina, on a road that began in slush but quickly turned into a sheet of ice, then deep, packed snow as we climbed the Andes. My fingers clutched tightly at the steering wheel with knuckles as white as the snow below. It was thirty kilometres of slippery peril, yet even at several hundred metres, I felt none of the panic I’d had way back when we’d first taken to the road in Iceland, some thirty months earlier. I breathed deeply and enjoyed the shimmering sun bouncing off the glassy wonderland.

Our snow-covered odyssey continued as we drove south to Bariloche for skiing. Then it was all the way down to Tierra del Fuego National Park, where Jim surprised me with a bottle of bubbly to celebrate reaching South America’s southern tip.

“Nice touch,” I said as we clinked glasses in a toast. 

After a sip, he patted my back. “Let’s go. It’s more than ten thousand miles from here to Alaska.”

I downed my glass. “Piece of cake.”

Heading towards the Argentinian capital, we stayed in mostly serviceable hotels, save for one, a “gas worker” hotel with three damp, smelly rooms holding five bunk beds covered with dirty spreads. I cringed and shivered at the same time, with the inside temperature not much higher than the eight degrees outside. In the chilly hotel restaurant, a waiter incongruously dressed in jacket and tie served slabs of beef to a handful of gruff gas workers who watched TV while they ate. I overheard one grumbling about a woman “living in their quarters”, a comment I answered with a steely glare.

Then Jim insisted on dragging me on a four-day round-trip diversion over wretched roads, just to see a block of ice. 

“I cannot believe we are doing this,” I complained the whole way. He remained silent, and when I finally descended the slick footpath to our destination, I understood. Patagonia’s Perito Moreno Glacier, a five-kilometre wide, 74-metre tall mammoth towering above the turquoise waters of Lake Argentina, took my breath away. It was spectacular, magical even, spewing lifelike sounds—a growling stomach, a slamming door, slapping ocean waves, short rounds of gunfire or exploding fireworks—as ice fractured, soared and plummeted into the deep. The glacier was alive, its cold breath lightly brushing against my skin. By the time darkness fell, Jim had a tough time pulling me away.
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A few days later, an accident left us with a frozen gearbox. We were lucky it wasn’t worse. Our car had hit an icy patch and skidded across the road before spinning 360 degrees and landing on the edge of a ditch, the trailer coming to a stop directly beside us. We were also lucky that one of us, unlike the other, seemed to thrive in crisis situations. 

So with Jim off to Buenos Aires to oversee repairs, I stayed behind in Puerto Madryn, home of the famed southern right whales. I watched in awe as they exhaled columns of air visible from far away. I’d read that the rare sea creatures have extremely strong connections with the locations in which they were born, and that the calving females were known to return to their birthplace every three years, sometimes sooner. 

I counted the months before our own planned return home and sighed, somewhat envious of those in the pod who were on a more imminent cycle. I’d also read that these were polygamous animals, and that females may have as many as seven partners. Imagine. One man for every day of the week. Could come in handy, I thought as I sat by myself on the shore. 

So much time alone with only each other for company made me worry about my relationship with Jim. What happens after living with that level of intensity, after seeing the absolute best, and worst, in each other so early in the game? Would we be able to sustain a healthy union after all this? Would our adventures together be enough to ground us for a lifetime? Had we peaked, or had we just begun? Would love conquer all, in the long run, if there were to be a long run? And why, I had to think, did I have so many more questions about it all than ever before? 
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In Buenos Aires, Jim and I met up with his mother, Ernestine, and his niece, Katie Bee. Jim’s father had passed away just a few months earlier, while we were in New Zealand. We had not seen either of Jim’s parents since our wedding the year before. 

Together we travelled to Iguazú Falls, a spectacular chain of hundreds of waterfalls at the border of Argentina and Brazil. It was here that I was struck by the frailty in Mrs Rogers. We’d had to buy her a wheelchair after she’d taken a few falls even under our watchful eyes, and she tired easily. Jim doted on his mother as if she were a child. Where, I wondered, had he been hiding this incredible patience? I stored this image of Jim away, clinging on to it like a mental vision board for our future. As we said goodbye to Mrs Rogers and Katie Bee after a couple of weeks together, I stood and watched as tears rolled slowly down my husband’s cheeks. 

We drove on through Uruguay to beautiful Punta del Este, South America’s Riviera, where I wish we’d bought a little plot, and on to bustling Porto Alegre, the largest city in the most southernmost state of Brazil. Over dinner I lamented over the faded beauty of some of the sights we’d seen, cities and towns we’d visited. What makes one place vibrant, another leaving its better days behind? 

Even Brazilians are famous for saying, “Brazil, the country of the future”, and Charles de Gaulle reportedly added, “and will always be so” because the successes have rarely been carried forward when commodities have declined. 

“It’s history, Paige,” Jim claimed. “Nothing lasts forever.”

I sat back and picked at my penne, hoping the adage wasn’t part of his vision board for our future. 
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One thing Jim and I did have in common was our mastery of foreign languages, or rather our lack thereof. Back on the road after Porto Alegre, we attempted to practise our Spanish, prepping for the leg ahead, via cassettes popped into a player. Jim had taught himself enough of the language to read it pretty well, yet his accent stunk. I wasn’t bad at languages, but unwisely had opted out of French classes the minute I finished the one freshman semester required of me. Though we were obviously able to get by on the road, I couldn’t help but wish I could communicate with everyone I met in their own native tongue. 

Today I marvel at our daughters, two Americans who can rattle off in Mandarin as good as the Asian-born kids in their classes. And that’s not just a mother bragging—both girls have the awards to prove their prowess, and even CCTV, the mothership of Mandarin-speaking television, has showcased the girls a time or two. 

As a baby, Happy had started learning Mandarin and English at the same time, while we were still living in New York. We had hired a full-time Chinese lao shi, teacher, to live with us. Forgoing the high-tone New York nanny agencies, we had placed an ad in the Chinese newspapers and found a delightful woman, Shirley Ni, who was from Fuzhou. Shirley spoke solely Mandarin, engaging Happy in Chinese history, culture, writing and conversation. “Some spend their money on whiskey, wine, women, horses, houses, men, but we shall spend on Mandarin,” Jim liked to say.

For Singapore-born Bee, her first word was baba, or father. Jim and I try our best to keep up with them, but it’s not easy. Jim is so tone-deaf he can’t even keep a simple rhythmic beat, let alone hear the nuances in a language as complex as Mandarin. Though I can speak and understand enough to follow simple conversations with my daughters, I’m sure they have a lot of fun cooking up mischief right under our noses, and saying things they wouldn’t dare utter in front of us in English.

 Our own language lessons kept us distracted and mostly sane during more of the same—self-important border officers; a glut of checkpoints; unmarked, unpaved roads—as we crossed from Brazil to Argentina to Paraguay and into Bolivia. We checked out the two hotels in Gutiérrez when we arrived at nightfall. The first was an enormous open space with hanging sheets dividing the “rooms”. The one across the street was similar—just a couple of dirt-floor sheds in the backyard of Señora Lucha’s kitchen and restaurant. Our room had a chair, small table, a single and double bed with springs bounding out of the bare mattresses. A single window with a nailed-on screen provided a view straight into Señora Lucha’s outdoor kitchen.

The señora came through the unlocked door with sheets and pillows, and together we made the bed. When I requested agua to wash my hands and face, she yelled for a sullen son to fetch it. She also pointed to the communal bucket near the outhouses, next to the pens holding pigs, ducks, chickens and dogs. 

After washing, I met Jim for a fried chicken dinner. We sat on uneven metal chairs around a wobbly table, sipping ice-cold beer from the señora’s icebox, one of a few in town. A handful of trucks sped through the square spreading dust and leaving us just as dirty as everyone else around, including the toddler balanced on the hip of the 15-year-old who had cooked our chicken. Jim pulled out his Polaroid and began snapping pictures of the mother and son. A small crowd gathered to eye the photographs, the first the boy had seen of himself.

I slept well until 3am when nature called. Dreading the walk to the outhouse through the chilly courtyard, I stared into the blackness for a long time. I cracked the shed door open, and then quickly slammed it shut again against two tall, snarling, underfed dogs charging at me in the darkness. Then I tried again, this time swinging open only the top half of the barn-like door, only to be greeted by the sight of the dogs foaming at the mouth as they staggered back and forth, barking nonstop. 

“Cállate! Shut up!” came a shout in the night. 

They stopped, but continued pacing frantically, looking eager to attack.

“Señorita, señorita!” Jim called out, using the diminutive as a form of flattery.

Señora Lucha appeared in a flash, her arrival turning the raging dogs into pussycats. Jim and I, armed with flashlights, scurried together to the outhouse. With the sunrise approaching and roosters beginning to stir, it was clear that more sleep would be impossible. 

While in Bolivia’s largest city, Santa Cruz, a young television reporter requested an interview. Most of her questions were directed at Jim. At the end of the session, she finally turned to me. “Wives are to support their husbands,” she said. “How do you support yours on his trip?” 

It took everything I had not to scream. A million possible answers flew through my head, all of them too sarcastic or snarky to be said out loud. Instead I answered her politely, just as I was brought up to do. 

“This is an exciting, but tough journey,” I said through clenched teeth. “We both play different, but important roles. We each need the other in order to be successful.”

Later, I let out my hostility in private, in front of Jim. “What would she have done if I’d said what I was really thinking? I wonder what she’d have written then!” 

Jim insisted the reporter meant no disrespect. Perhaps he was right, but if the tables had been turned, I’d loved to have seen how Jim dealt with being in the number two seat. My guess? Not well. 

It all made me worry about how I was going to live the rest of my life this way, perceived as an addendum to a man whose star shone brighter than mine. It had happened before, and I knew it would happen again, and again. Yet I loved him for his strength, one that inevitably overshadowed mine.

 

[image: ]

 

By 8 o’clock, when we finally reached Cochabamba, Bolivia’s third-largest city, we were exhausted and ornery. We’d found a couple of hotels, but they lacked parking. The safety of our car took precedence, always. She was like a child. We took care of her, then ourselves. That was why I felt the thrill of victory when we turned a corner and I spotted The Diplomat, a hotel offering parking.

At the entrance, Jim halted the car for me to unload our essentials for the night. As I was juggling the two computers, he unknowingly began to drive off to park. 

“Stop!” I shouted. “Stop. Stop. The computer!” 

He jumped from the car, screaming, “Stupid! Stupid bitch!” 

I stood there with my mouth wide open, wanting to disappear. Several locals who’d been admiring the car looked at me, then dropped their eyes. Furious and humiliated, I darted into the hotel, got my own room and flopped down on a single bed shaking, crying, hating myself, hating this life. If I’d been able to think rationally, I might have been able to chalk up his behaviour to the sheer stress of two people spending way too much time together, under abnormally challenging circumstances. But rational thought was, at the time, buried deep below a thick layer of emotional detritus.

Some minutes later, Jim knocked, then began pounding on the door, making another scene. He insisted I move into his room. When I refused, he grabbed my suitcase. 

“Give me my computer!” he yelled furiously.

“Your computer! I have as much as you do on that computer.” 

“Everything on it is mine. Read the contract.” 

Yes, I’d signed a contract, back in Iceland. It was a worker’s contract, detailing that all content for the website belonged to him. Why that didn’t raise a red flag for me at the time I’ll never know. 

Jim stormed away in search of dinner, and I remained behind copying my personal writing onto discs that I would send to my mother in a few days. 

When he returned, I looked up from the screen at him with moist, red eyes. “What are we going to do, Jim? This isn’t right. We’re just not healthy together.” 

He didn’t have an answer.

And I didn’t either. I probably would have left him that night had there been an easy way out. But there wasn’t. And, in retrospect, I think being “stranded” with Jim was probably what saved our marriage. How many people give up when things get ugly? Yet I couldn’t give up. At least not without a lot of work to get out.

Of course, Jim awoke the next morning acting as if nothing had happened, as usual. That did not, by any means, make me feel at all better.
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We continued on together towards La Paz, climbing 3,600 metres of hairpin turns to reach the sky-high city. In the cobblestone street market, we met a dark-haired beauty—a cholita, an indigenous woman, also a witch—who offered us a variety of cures for an assortment of ills and the promise for a better life. We passed on the llama foetuses and stuffed cats, which were a sure thing for protecting the home, she claimed. After all, we had no home to protect at the moment. The dried frogs and owl feathers, the dozens of candles and charms and ointments guaranteed to increase intelligence, insure prosperity, ward off evil? We shook our heads at those. Then she held up a little bottle of clear liquid. 

“What’s that?” I asked, reaching out my hand for a better look. 

“Magic potion,” she responded.

“What does it do?” 

The cholita’s eyes darted from me to Jim and back again. “It is for love,” she said, with the hint of a question mark at the end of her response.

“We’ll take it,” we said in unison, racing each other for our wallets.
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Bolivia to Peru to Nicaragua
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There were inevitably things we experienced during our journey that were disappointing, unsettling and sobering. And sometimes, even downright earth-shattering. When your great escape lasts for three years, there’s really no such thing as escaping it all.

The reality of daily life in much of landlocked Bolivia was grim. Back then the country was the second poorest in South America. Today 60 per cent of the population still live in poverty. Potosi, the former silver capital of the world, lies at the base of what is known as Cerro Rico, named for the silver ore deposits inside, which were the major source of silver for Spain during the New World Spanish Empire. Unfortunately after five hundred years of mining, the rich mountain is tired and depressed. 

We drove to Sucre, rich with history and colonial architecture dating back to the 18th and 19th centuries. While sipping coffee at an outdoor café, we heard talk of the Festival of Santa Rosa, just 16 kilometres away. There, we blended into the crowd of thousands who shopped, strolled and socialised among stalls selling produce and crafts, eating roasted pork and drinking chicha, a drink made from corn. 

As we jostled our way through the packed square towards the main event—a bullfight—I noticed a woman with short brown hair and tan pants, who’d positioned herself in front of me twice already, within just a few minutes. Then a man tapped my shoulder and pointed to a thick, gooey stain on my black sweater sleeve. As I rubbed at the gunk with Jim’s handkerchief, I spied the same goo splashed across the back of his jacket, and the same woman, who remained planted in front of me. 

“Jim, it’s a scam,” I hissed as I dug through my handbag. He quickly checked his pockets. 

Then I again noticed the woman with the short hair just ahead of where we walked, a voluminous shawl draped over her body, covering her hands. I grabbed her, certain I’d find something of ours, or at least some evidence of that sticky stuff. When her hands held nothing, I cringed. 

“Siento, siento,” I apologised, eager to disappear into the swelling crowd. 

Once inside the arena, Jim pulled out his phone to make a call.

“Don’t advertise it!” I gasped.

“Paige, it’s business. What do you want me to do?”

We approached the mob gathering along the fence. “Just stay back,” I warned. “I still think that woman is up to something.”

Jim shook his head and moved into the crowd, just as the matador began tempting the bull. I kept watch, pivoting my head from left to right, my eyes peeled. 

In an instant, the short-haired woman was standing to my left. I had just inched closer to stare directly into her eyes when I heard Jim’s yell behind me. “My phone’s been stolen!”

I quickly dialled Jim’s number, straining to hear his familiar “Ode to Joy” ring. When I lifted my eyes, the woman had vanished. 

With sinking hearts, we exited the arena, navigating the crammed walkways. I held my bag close to my belly, one hand combing the insides, taking inventory. When I discovered a 15-centimetre gash in the leather, my heart sunk even further. Seriously? Robbery with a knife? Fortunately my tiny camera and a few valuables were zipped inside an interior pocket. The thief had gotten away with nothing but our sense of well-being. That, and Jim’s phone. 
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In Peru, we boarded the tourist train in Cusco for three hours of zigzagging up the mountains to Machu Picchu. I was astounded by the thought of all that stone, including the over three thousand steps linking the various levels of the Incan ruins, hauled from nearby quarries up two thousand metres above sea level without use of a wheel, a horse or an ox. Much of the carved stone still stood, despite the lack of mortar, and despite earthquakes.

But the truth was, I was not as impressed as I thought I would be. I’d seen stone churches in Ethiopia that I’d found to exhibit an even more extraordinary range of carving.

Jim agreed. “Definitely. But you also had great expectations coming to Machu Picchu. You’d heard it would be marvellous, yet you didn’t know much about the churches in Ethiopia before you got there. One has to learn to manage expectations, Paige, or run the risk of being constantly disappointed.” 

Jim’s words stayed with me over the next few days as we explored the town of Cusco. Of course, I took it that he was commenting on things in the broader sense, like life, and not just on tourism. I thought about what my expectations had been of Jim, of marriage. It was hard to remember what I’d imagined, way back then, before we’d taken off on our odyssey. I must have pictured the best, or I wouldn’t have said yes to Jim, or to the trip. Really, how does a person do anything if they picture the worst, and how do they even have a clue what that worst might be? 

But I knew there was truth in his words, and still today remain fairly cautious when it comes to painting a too-rosy picture for my girls. Though I desperately want them to embrace the confidence in mankind that I was gaining back then, I also bear in mind the budding challenges to my beliefs that kept my head overloaded during all those hours on the road, the consequences of seeing the world through wider eyes. Like trying to recognise that grey area between black and white, accepting the coexistence of good and evil, and honouring the delicate balance of life itself. 

And then, as if to put my inner growth to the test in the worst possible way, 9/11 happened. We were in Peru’s southeastern corner, in a town called Puno, checking out of our hotel on Lake Titicaca. The manager rushed over and began to pat my back. “I’m so sorry. I am so, so sorry,” he kept saying. My initial thought was that someone had smashed into our car. 

Moments later on a TV in the manager’s office, Jim and I sat speechless as we watched a second plane collide into the World Trade Center. We spent the next eight hours in a daze, crossing mountainous countryside where a signal for the shortwave radio was impossible to find. The unknowns over what had happened back in New York were overwhelming. Jim and I talked little, our silence heavy, full of dread. 

We’d witnessed plenty of anti-American sentiment during our travels—aimed not towards our people, but towards our foreign policy. In Turkey, we saw riots after the capture of the PKK leader Abdullah Öcalan. In Beijing, marchers tossed stones at the American Embassy following the US-led bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Yugoslavia. In Pakistan, I was asked why the US imposed sanctions on their country while befriending Saudi Arabia. Was this the ugly, inevitable outcome of those types of sentiments? Then my fears shifted in another direction. 

“What if the attack sends America into an isolationist mode? What if all Muslims become a target? Will basic freedoms be stripped from those who look a certain way? We will never be the same, Jim,” I sighed. “It will be a new America.”

Jim, for once, had no answers. Little did either of us know how spot-on my speculations would turn out to be. 

It wasn’t until evening that we began to receive a radio signal and learned the horrific details of that fateful day. I cried. Jim was pale. My desire to rush back home to help was as strong as the pull from a full moon.

A few days later as we flew over Colca Canyon in southern Peru, I found my eyes glued to the people below, the size of ants from on high. I envied their sanctuary, their secluded lives tucked away in a gorge 3,400 metres at its deepest point. There, the pre-Colombian terraced fields continued to support human life, and melted snow from the jagged Andean peaks provided water to villagers, worshippers of the mountain god, Apu. A part of me longed to get off that plane right then and there, to escape into this peaceful, innocent existence, far from the confusion, alarm and despair sweeping my own nation at the time.

For days I felt as if I were operating on automatic, numb and in shock. We were headed north towards Ecuador, crossing through desert into rainforests across battered roads into yet another chaotic border crossing that, for once, failed to rouse my ire. 
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In the city of Cuenca, I was heartened by the sight of soaring steeples reaching into an azure sky. We wandered the cobblestone streets hand in hand, pausing at an air-conditioned ice-cream parlour for a treat. Through the window, I watched as a pickup truck pulled up with six plump nuns perched in the rear bed. Four of them waited silently as the other two jumped out to get scoops for all. A group of children helped carry the cones out to the kerb. 

Next to me, a teenage girl shrugged her shoulders and explained, “It doesn’t matter who you are. Here in Cuenca, there is nothing else to do on a Sunday afternoon except eat ice-cream.” I found myself smiling at this innocent scene, my heart opening up just a crack to let in a little hope for the things that lay ahead.

We had been on the road for a thousand days. A thousand days! Wars are won and lost in less time than that. A woman could, theoretically, give birth three times in that span. Marriages begin and end quicker than that. A thousand days is a very long time for one to be living outside their comfort zone. Sometimes it can feel as though you’re existing in suspended animation, carrying on in some sort of parallel universe, dealing only with whatever challenge is right in front of you while a whole other life goes on back home.

One of those challenges reared its ugly head once again as we approached Colombia. Concerns over our safety had arrived via email, and on the ground we heard warnings. A local back in Trujillo, in northern Peru, had told us they’d heard that non-Colombians were being prohibited from driving across the border because of increased fighting. Guerrilla groups—now funded heavily by drug cartels—had been vying to overthrow the government for the last four decades. Assassinations and kidnappings were commonplace all over the country, particularly along the Darién Gap—the lone missing link of the Pan-American Highway. 

The border was, indeed, closed. Not wanting to forgo Colombia altogether, we flew to Bogotá as our car headed, via container ship, to Panama. As we toured the famous Gold Museum and strolled through the peaceful Parque Santander, thoughts of anyone being snatched for ransom were the furthest thing from my mind. It was only when I spied the uniformed officers in bulletproof vests, sniffer dogs at their sides, that I snapped back into reality. 

We explored the city, taking in the Emerald Exchange, Old Bogotá’s Plaza Bolívar, the spectacular Church of Maria del Carmen, all without incident. In the evenings, we passed soldiers with machine guns posted every five to ten metres along a main boulevard. 

One night at a restaurant, I asked a lifetime Bogotá resident, a beautifully well-turned-out older woman in a peach-coloured linen suit, how she dealt with potential danger and rebels in the capital city. 

She smiled. “If you’re not too rich, or a politician, you can live a safe life here.” 

Today the war has ended after a historic peace agreement, and Colombia is one of the world’s most promising countries. Jim jokes of moving to Medellín, the former drug capital, because the weather gives it a natural advantage. Marijuana is legal there, corporate taxation has been reduced and new infrastructure projects abound, so Colombia looks to have an exciting future after fifty years of deadly civil war.

Over the border, in Caracas, the dinner conversation with our hosts turned to talk of a coup. “Chavez’s wife left him a month ago,” said an American woman who had worked in Venezuela’s oil industry for twenty years. “She’s going to come out and say he’s not mentally all there. I’m convinced she’s on the US payroll.”

As it turned out, Hugo Chavez would remain in power until his death, 12 years later, in 2013.
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We arrived at the Panama Canal just in time to watch two tremendous cargo ships pass, moving sluggishly through the Miraflores Locks with mere centimetres to spare. From there it was on to Costa Rica. 

In the afternoon, as we neared San José, Jim turned a corner and nearly plowed into an old truck travelling less than nine kilometres per hour in a hundred-kilometre-per-hour zone, avoiding collision only by swerving around the heap. We were abruptly flagged down for passing on a double yellow line. Jim tried defending himself first in Spanish, then English. We got only as far as the next police stop. Forty other cars must have passed the checkpoint without being stopped while an agent methodically searched the contents of our trunk. “How many of those guys do you think are carrying drugs?” I grumbled, a little too loudly judging by the look on Jim’s face. 

Sometimes the memories that last aren’t of things like the towering, curvaceous mountains or the mist-covered lakes one sees in Costa Rica, but rather of the times when one is out of step with a particular culture. Like in San José, while dining with locals, when I picked up a soup bowl and drank from it. It was an action acceptable in many parts of the world, but judging from the dropping jaws around me, definitely not in Costa Rica. My heart still melts at the sweetness Jim showed at the moment, by picking up his own bowl and bringing it to his lips. The rest of the table lowered their eyes, and stuck with the spoons.
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Over a thousand days down, and only around 75 or so more to go. But who was counting?

I was. As transformative, as wondrous as this journey had been, I was tired. 

Entering Nicaragua was right up there with some of the most difficult crossings we’d faced—a maze of offices, bundles of forms, countless fees, endless inspections and too many men with too much time on their hands. And leaving was not any better. I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take. By now I was simply jumping through hoops, hoping not to break. I’d just need to keep jumping a little higher, I told myself, and landing a little lighter, until we finally touched down at home. 

The excitement and relief I felt with home so near, I understood. It was the anxiety and, frankly, the dread that nagged at me. What would life be like without a new adventure every day, without the thrill that came from witnessing the spectacular and surviving the mundane? How would Jim adjust to a life without wheels? And who would we be, as husband and wife settled into one place, together?
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Honduras to Mexico to USA
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One thing that never got old was the sheer beauty of the natural world, especially in contrast to the increasing Americanisation of developing cities everywhere—the strip malls and chain stores that seemed to grow like weeds. 

On the way to Honduras’ Copán ruins, I looked out the car window through steady rain as men on horseback trotted beside the highway. Green pastures, palm trees and Brahma bulls dotted the countryside, with only the occasional power line or billboard to spoil the view. Goats wandered leisurely, uniformed students strolled on foot and men bicycled on frames too small, as teams of workers, 15 strong, cleared the tall grass lining the road, their machetes sweeping through the air at lightning speed. 

The Mayan ruins at Copán were astonishing. We were blown away by the gargoyles and sculptures, the altars and slabs of stone, or stalaes, covered with hieroglyphics, portraits, dates and animal figures. But there was a particular image that prompted me to turn back, alone, for one last look before leaving. It was the likeness of an ancient king holding his hands tightly to his chest, as if to say, “I believe in myself.” Inspired by his confidence, I stood before his stony face, balled my fists and clamped them against my own chest, just to try it out. It felt good! It felt bold! It felt right. It felt like a sign that I was headed home a different person, one who believed that her impressions were valid, her opinions ones that mattered. 

On the following day, heading towards El Salvador, we passed a boy—no older than four—struggling with a burlap sack as big as he was. He wrestled and tugged and poked at the thing, finally resigning himself to dragging it along the road. My heart sank at the sight of a boy expected to do a man’s work.

Less then three kilometres later a girl, about five, lugged a three-litre can of water. 

“Children should be allowed to be children,” I said out loud.

“They have to work” was Jim’s predictable answer. “It’s part of their life, those chores. They’ll play when there’s time.”

Soon after, we veered around a small group of children—mostly male, between four and eight—selling chopped firewood on the side of the highway. Horns honked wildly as cars swerved to avoid the piles protruding into the road. 

“Stop!” I shouted. 

Jim slammed on the brakes. “What’s wrong?” I heard him ask as I scrambled out the passenger door.

Five minutes later I returned, my arms stacked with wood.

Jim shook his head. “For those chilly nights in the car?” he teased.
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The countryside throughout Central America looked almost like a Disney cartoon. Blood-red and carrot-coloured birds of paradise thrived in the thick rainforest, alongside massive palms and sturdy cedar and mahogany trees. Every living thing appeared elongated, necks arched towards the sun. Tidy little pastel-coloured homes, topped with golden terracotta tiles, spoke of a simple existence living off the land. Along the stretch we were on, I saw no schools. Teenagers lounged by the highway, watching the world go by.

That evening, we dined on iguana and armadillo(!) on an outdoor patio in San Salvador. Guitar players roved the bustling street offering sultry songs, hoping for a drop in the hat in exchange. Along our route I’d seen an abundance of people hustling for a little change—taxi drivers, shoe shiners, money changers, men selling cheap junk on corners. Now I watched a guy at a busy traffic light squirt fluid into his mouth. With the flick of a lighter, he began shooting flames, as if he were a dragon. 

“Oh my God, Jim!” I gasped. “That’ll kill him!”

“He’s desperate, Paige. He needs the money.”

“Well, there’s something definitely wrong with a world where men have to resort to eating fire to earn a living.”

Jim didn’t answer.

“And where women turn to selling their bodies, for that matter,” I added, hoping to spark a debate. I knew by now that we wouldn’t agree. Perhaps we would have in the past, but Jim’s matter-of-fact, survival-of-the-fittest view of the world was no longer mine. I’d seen too much that had made me learn to question, to recognise the inequities, to have more empathy.
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After six days passing through Guatemala and Belize, we arrived in Mexico—the country that would, at last, lead us back into the United States. 

“So are you happy to be going home?” I asked Jim, confused about my own emotions. 

Jim looked at me as if I’d gone crazy. “I don’t ever want this to end.”

Of course, his reaction did nothing to ease my mind. 

In Cancún, we downed a couple of super-sized frozen margaritas, the saving grace of the tourist-trap town. Later, on the street, Jim stopped to dig through a trashcan.

“What are you doing?” I asked, eager to get back to the hotel for a nap.

“Looking for bottles,” he answered, holding up a couple of empty plastic soda containers in triumph.

After rinsing the bottles in the sink and drying them out with the hotel’s hairdryer, we headed down to the beach. Jim rolled up the slip of paper with his name and email address, and stuffed it inside his bottle before tossing it out to sea. “Well,” he said, “maybe the last one will be the lucky one.” He’d had no responses to any of his messages so far.

I paused to read my own note one more time before sending it off into the vast sea. Instead of a message, mine read more like a wish: 

May the world between us learn to exist with compassion, become rich in generosity, prosper from acceptance. And may we all discover what it means to believe, especially in ourselves.

In Los Mochis, a city along the Sea of Cortez, we stopped to clean out the trailer, preparing for re-entry into the States. We began by ridding ourselves of anything we’d need to declare, or anything that might be considered controversial. I rifled through the medical bag, finding those hypodermic needles we’d carried for so long, yet thankfully never needed. Out they went. No need to take chances. We’d heard reports of five-hour delays at the Nogales border, with security on the highest alert after the events of 9/11. Officers were searching everything. 

As I combed through the trailer for more unwanted clutter, I had a thought: If only we could rid ourselves of emotional detritus we’d picked up along the way in the same manner we jettisoned this stuff. All those arguments, name-calling, silences, tears—I’d toss them into the sea just like that bottle. We could start anew, I thought, holding onto only the best memories and most tender moments as we shifted into this next phase of our lives. 

I didn’t sleep well in Hermosillo: If all stayed on course, it would be our last stop before reentering the United States after almost three years of exploring 116 countries. It seemed almost unreal, like a dream—had I only been sleeping. Yet on day 1,048—13 November 2001—we crossed the Mexican border and I stood on American soil for the first time since 28 December 1998. I wanted to kiss the ground.

“We still aren’t home,” Jim reminded me. In true fashion, my husband had planned one final leg to keep us rolling as long as possible. We were to spend another couple of months exploring Canada to Alaska before a victory lap across the States towards home.
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Another Thanksgiving on the road. On this one, our third, I awoke with Jim snuggled near me. I tiptoed to the bathroom so as not to wake him. There, propped up against the mirror, was a card: Merci, grazie, danke, takk, shukran, xie xie. Thank you in a dozen languages. Inside the card Jim had written: I am thankful for my BL.

My heart did a little somersault. How long had it been since he had called me Baby Lamb? Too long, I thought as I readied myself for the day, showering and dressing for the holiday feast ahead.

By the end of the day, after driving through temperatures plummeting into the low teens, we halted in Whitecourt in Alberta. In the small town I spotted Ernie O’s, a chain restaurant perched under a towering neon sign offering a US$4.50 turkey dinner. Jim and I savoured every bite of the moulded rounds of mashed potatoes, white and dark meat, brown stuffing and thick, artery-clogging gravy, along with a cheap half-litre of house wine. It was as close to the real deal as we’d had in years. 

The short days—sunrise at 8.15 and dark by 4pm—made sleeping a pleasure. We began our days later. “But who cares?” Jim said. “I don’t ever want to go home.” Again I began to worry. How would I manage to keep my vagabond husband content under one roof? I tried to picture the two of us back in his townhouse in Manhattan. We’d wake up, have coffee, read the papers. Then what? What on earth would we do when our only options would be to turn either right or left once we walked out the front door? The predictability of it all felt a little daunting.

We started across the Alaskan Highway at the Mile 0 marker in Dawson Creek, stopping at a roadside motel at marker 175. There was absolutely nothing in between, save for the evergreens, the heavy-hanging skies and the majestic Rockies. It fell to minus-eight degrees that night. 

A few days later, we pulled over for breakfast at a truck stop outside Watson Lake. 

“Have you seen our Sign Post Forest?” asked a craggy local chewing on dry toast at the counter nearby. “It’s just about the most famous landmark along the highway.”

“Can’t say that we have,” said Jim. “But I guess we’ll have to.”

Sign Post Forest turned out to be just that—a couple of acres of street signs, road signs, welcome signs and licence plates, clustered together deep in the Yukon like a hodgepodge grove of mismatched trees. It was a riot. 

But it was the story behind Sign Post Forest that got to me. In 1942, a simple signpost, identifying the distances to various points along the road, was damaged by a bulldozer. Private Carl K. Lindley, assigned to light duty with the 341st Engineers while recovering from an injury, was ordered to repair the sign. The homesick GI took it upon himself to personalise the job by adding a sign pointing towards his own hometown of Danville, Illinois, 4,500 kilometres away. Others soon followed by adding directions to their own towns. I was searching through the thicket for any trace of Rocky Mount when I heard Jim calling impatiently from the car. 
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Like the spectacular stretches of British Columbia, legendary Alaska offered endless expanses left untouched by human hands—valleys shadowed by pink sunsets, ice-coated evergreens, frozen lakes and rivers, clumsy moose and gentle caribou moving across a white wonderland. Closer to civilisation, chimneys spouted nonstop, teenagers flew over the drifts in toboggans and on snowmobiles, bundled babies struggled in layers thicker than the width of their bodies, and coffee shops served steaming brews guaranteed to remedy the painful chill.	

In the historic Gold Rush town of Skagway, only one restaurant remained open in winter, and only until 7pm. After an early dinner of steak and mashed potatoes covered in gravy and canned corn floating in butter, we scurried down the deserted main street, back towards the hotel. Beneath the snow-covered peaks of the Klondikes, the few shops open at this time of year were paying full homage to the Christmas to come, packed with Santas and candy canes, boxes and bows. My eyes began to water, blurring the pinpoints of colour glowing from the lights adorning every window, shrub, bush and eave in sight. I thought about that homesick GI and his hometown sign, and cried a little more.

“What’s wrong?” Jim asked, pulling me closer as we walked.

I shook my head, the tears frozen to my cheeks. “Cold” was all I could manage to say, the one word uttered in a puff of vapour. 
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Rocky Mount to NYC
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“So what was your favourite country?”

I fought off the eye-rolling reaction to Pamela’s question, one that I’d been asked at least ten times already that afternoon. Around me, my parents’ living room was packed with friends and family and the blended scents of cinnamon and evergreen. My friend’s two-year-old had grown into a waist-high little boy with freckles splashed across his nose, a kindergartener now joined by a red-headed little brother who was perched on Pamela’s right hip, peacefully sucking on a candy cane. 

“Really, Pamela?” I took a sip of eggnog. “That’s kind of impossible to say. It would be like, well, like having to pick a favourite child.”

 Pamela shot a warning look at her older boy, busy chasing my parents’ dog around the tree. She turned her attention back to me. “And the problem with that being what, exactly?” she laughed.

After a few days back in Rocky Mount, basking in the attention of my mother and father, I should have been used to this. But the thing was, here I was brimming with travel stories, ready to share everything with anyone who would listen, and no one seemed to care for very long! Sure, they’d smile and nod at my tales of faraway lands, but I soon learned that all they wanted was the quick sound bite, the highlight reel. And then it was back to the small town chitchat. What was wrong with people? Here I’d been climbing Kilimanjaro, sailing the Indian Ocean, scaling the steps to Machu Picchu, and all they wanted to talk about was school pageant and the annual Main Street Christmas parade?

 In fairness, there was nothing wrong with embracing the holiday spirit, I reminded myself, knowing I would probably have reacted the same way were I in their shoes. I tried my best to feign more interest in their talk than they did in mine. But it wasn’t easy.

After a good 15 minutes of being cornered by Pamela, who seemed most intrigued by the fact that I had actually married Jim and that we were still married after three years in a car, I excused myself and snuck off down the hall to call my husband in Alabama. 

We’d agreed on parting ways to spend the holidays with our respective families. Unspoken in that agreement was our mutual need to have a little time apart before attempting life together on the ground. I was still deeply worried about how that might go. For now, I was enjoying having my space, and wondered if he might be as well. But deep down, I was also beginning to miss him. 

I stretched out my legs on the single bed, leaning back into the pillows and stuffed animals piled high against the white wrought-iron frame. Caesar, my parents’ dog, hopped up and settled in beside me, snuggling into the quilt my grandmother Anderson had made for me so many years before. 

After five rings I finally heard my husband’s honeyed voice coming loud and clear through the handset of my red princess phone. “Rogers residence. Jim speaking.”

“Merry Christmas,” I trilled cheerily. 

“Paige! And a merry Christmas to you, too!” he drawled, that deep Southern accent set free by the mere touch of a toe on native soil. 

I sunk deeper into the pillows. “How was the drive?”

“Good. But the car did feel a little empty.”

I could feel my heart as it skipped a beat. Did that mean he missed me? “How’s your mom?” I asked.

 “Mom’s swell. She’s thrilled to have me home. Trying her best to stuff me silly with ham and yams, biscuits and grits. You know the drill.”

“So who else is there?”

“Oh, you know. Broughton, John Cox. The usual.”

 “That’s nice.”

“It is, it is. Feels good to see everyone again.”

“That’s nice,” I repeated, my fingers caressing the outside of Caesar’s velvety ear.

“So how are you doing?” Jim asked, his words muffled by whatever he was apparently chewing on.

“I’m good,” I assured him.

“Just good?” 

“I’m fine,” I sighed. “It’s just that—”

“Just what?”

“It’s hard, Jim.”

“Hard being home?”

“No, I don’t mean that. I’m thrilled to be with Mom and Dad. And it is kind of nice having everything be so easy, at least for now.”

“So what is it?”

“It’s just that I feel like nobody gets it,” I blurted out, hoping my frustration didn’t come off as condescension. 

“I’m sure that if anyone spent enough time with you, they’d see how you’ve changed,” he offered.

“I know what you’re saying, but that’s not exactly what I mean.” My eyes drifted to the curio cabinet filled with porcelain ballerinas that had waited for me under the tree on prior Christmas mornings. 

“So what do you mean?”

I thought about it for a minute before speaking. “Well, maybe it’s that I find it hard to accept that what has been the most profound experience in my life fails to touch others in the same way.” 

“But there’s no way it can, Paige. They weren’t there.” 

“I know that, I guess. But that doesn’t stop me from wanting to shout it from the rooftops, let everyone know what I now know. I only wish everyone could see what I’ve seen.”

Jim chuckled a little. “It doesn’t work that way. It was your experience. Only someone who was right there with you could even come close to understanding.” 

 I shooed Caesar off the bed and leaned across to examine our wedding portrait, propped up in its gold frame against a lamp on the nightstand. “That would be you, Jim,” I said as I traced the lines of his face with my finger. 

I knew he was right. We’d seen so much, and been through so much together—good and bad. Probably more than the average couple would in a lifetime. And although our respective takeaways from the experience might be quite different, we’d been equally touched, equally affected in our own ways. How could we not be? 

But, I realised now, when all was said and done, the fact of the matter was that the outrageous, incredible, over-the-top, wild experience was ours to share—ours and ours alone—to carry around together for the rest of our lives. 

“I miss you, Baby Lamb.”

“Oh, I miss you too, Jim. So much,” I gushed. 
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I met up again with Jim in Charlotte, North Carolina, to celebrate New Year’s Eve with some of our closest friends, including Dr Wireman. He alone seemed to understand how much the journey had affected me. “You, my dear, will never be the same. That is a blessing. Now go forth and do good.”

On day 1,101 of our journey—5 January 2002—as we drove the final leg from Washington DC to New York City, butterflies danced a serious tango in my stomach. The twinkling lights of the George Washington Bridge beckoned from ahead. It was over, and I was overwhelmed, but desperately holding on to all I could with everything I had. 

“I just can’t fathom what our life will be like,” I said to Jim, who was being way more quiet than usual. “What on earth will we do once we reach home?”

Jim turned his sparkling blue eyes towards me and grinned. “Order out?”





Epilogue

 

“Let’s get a move on!” Jim yells up to the girls. “We don’t want to be late for school, do we?”

It’s now already the middle of 2018 and two bowls of steaming oatmeal are already on the table waiting for them at 6.20am, as usual. At 6.45 sharp, we all pile into the car. Although we live near enough to school for the girls to take the bus, they both still prefer Mom and Dad, when he’s in town, as chauffeurs. Bee is dropped off first, at Nanyang Primary School. She struggles out of the car with a backpack nearly as big as she is. The next stop is Nanyang Girls’ High, where we turn to say our goodbyes to Happy, who’s a speck in a sea of white uniforms. 

After delivering Jim back home, it’s to the gym or a walk in the Botanic Gardens for me, for a welcome early-morning workout in preparation for a full day ahead. What was on the agenda? A committee meeting for the National Gallery? Or was the advisory board for the Singapore Dance Theatre gathering today? The past week had been jam-packed with luncheons, interviews and fundraising activities for local theatre and arts groups, not to mention working sessions for the private members’ club Straits Clan we’ve just opened—a place for entrepreneurs, rising stars and social activists to gather, swap ideas and create positive change. But when I check my schedule, I see that my energy will go towards one of my favourite causes: the Singapore Committee for UN Women. Our annual benefit was just weeks away. I rush to shower and dress.

The meeting is a success. We’re confident we’ll meet our goal this year, excited for a new influx of funds to help with our initiatives—combatting trafficking, inspiring more girls to consider careers in science and technology, encouraging victims of violence and abuse to seek help, fighting exploitation of domestic workers. And I worried that I’d have nothing to do once our three-year around-the-world journey was complete. In Singapore, there seems to be more outlets for my hunger, curiosity and restlessness than I could plug into a lifetime of doing. 

I arrive home in time for a late lunch with Bee and Jim. Bee and I both appreciate having Jim as an audience for the rehashing of our mornings. And he is more than happy to lend an ear, when he’s not off to who-knows-where for one of his frequent speaking engagements or board meetings. Today we discuss American politics, which has gone from bad to worse.

After lunch, it’s time for Monday swim class for Bee. On Tuesday afternoons, it’s Mandarin; Wednesdays it’s maths; Thursdays it’s tennis; Fridays Chinese speech and drama; Saturdays voice, piano and Spanish; and Sundays it’s an “off” day. And let’s not forget the rehearsals for Wild Rice.

Her sister’s schedule is not any more forgiving. After a full day of classes, she heads to Chinese debate or Nanyang Television/Drama rehearsal. At school she does the morning announcements, and raises her hand high for any and all requests for volunteers. Today she is preparing for a two-week programme in Melbourne, after which she’ll accompany her father to Beijing as his translator, since she’ll be on a school break.

Their lives are not easy. It’s challenging, to say the least. But, as I check to make sure we have the proper food on hand for a dinner together at home, it’s all part of the deal. Well, at least it’s part of the deal that Jim and I signed them up for when we committed to living in Singapore, choosing an unconventional life largely for the sake of their futures.

By the time Happy was enrolled in the sole private Manhattan preschool that taught Mandarin, Jim and I were ready for a new adventure. So we decided to uproot—recognising that our future stood in Asia, not North America. We had done our homework by spending three summers in Shanghai, Hong Kong, Beijing, Singapore and even toyed with, via short visits, Hangzhou, Dalian and Qingdao—trying to find our Mandarin-speaking city.

Livability and China’s pollution put Singapore above all. Where else in Asia can one find top-notch health care, excellent public schools, sound infrastructure, rule of law, educated people, restaurants of every ilk in all price ranges, plenty of entertainment and culture, abundant green space, an international melting pot, a smart and engaged government, and a stable business community? It was a no-brainer, but today, as Singapore becomes more inward looking on economic and immigration policies, I do worry that the open door that welcomed us may be slowly closing. 

All in all, though, the decision seems to have been a win-win for everybody. I’m betting on the experience to help my daughters grow into accepting and resilient adults, though I do worry sometimes that, as “third-culture kids”, they feel as though they belong not only everywhere, but also nowhere.

I am glad that my girls are faced with high expectations, and they’re learning the rewards of hard work. I’m glad they are driven to take a pragmatic view of things. I often wonder what the dreamy me would have become, had I been brought up more this way. When I do wonder about that, I find myself doubling down on my commitment to being the Tiger Mom I sometimes seem to be. 

But tonight, as we gather as a family around the candlelit table over juicy tacos (Bee’s favourite), a different notion crosses my mind. I put down my fork and look around the cozy room, its leaf-print wallpaper and matching green chairs making it feel like a secret garden, the candlelight dancing off the chandelier prisms adding a touch of enchantment. As I bask in the warmth and laughter around me, I’m thinking about the serendipity that allowed me this moment, and the journey that helped me find my way. I’m thinking about what it took for me to realise that fairy tales aren’t just about sweetness and light and everybody finding true love. There are plenty of ogres and trolls, evil witches and scary giants to battle along the way to live happily ever after. When all is said and done, modern fairy tales are stories about strength and cunning, and challenges that must be overcome. 

And yes, I think, as my eyes meet Jim’s, his pink cheeks looking as though they’re about to burst with the pride and contentment he inhales from the presence of our daughters, there may not be such a thing as Prince Charming, but I do know it is possible to create my own happy ending.





Afterword by Jim Rogers

 

Hard to believe it’s been over twenty years since I said to Paige, “Something magic happened”, soon after we met in North Carolina at the Mint Museum. Of course, I had no way of foreseeing she would become my wife, travel partner and mother to my two daughters. At the time, I liked her spunk and the way she sashayed across the room.

Now, she’s as tough as I am (maybe tougher for putting up with me!), but it took her time to develop solid footing and the right rhythm that ultimately led her to make our adventure her journey—one she adored as much as I did. To witness her education by the world and her coming of age was to see a beautiful, intelligent naïf become the woman she is today: a smarter, focused woman with strong passions, eager to do good and bring change.

Paige’s story is one that will touch the hearts of boys, girls, women and men who thirst for adventure and learning. Our daughter Happy, a real bookworm, told me unabashedly, “It’s the best book I’ve ever read. Even better than yours, Daddy.” And Bee, when a little older, also will have great pride in the tales Paige has told with honesty and fire, which fortunately have remained steadfast.
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Packing List

 

Three years, one suitcase. We each had to travel with a small personal bag. As my clothes frayed, I replaced them. Jim, on the other hand, came home wearing the same jeans he set off in—although he had them patched many times.


BOTH


	several dozen millennium silk scarves for gifts

	various medicines

	various medical supplies including hypodermic needles

	sleeping bags

	tent

	camping supplies

	gas and water jerry cans

	200 Susan B. Anthony coins for gifts

	jack, car parts, tools and accessories

	extra tyre

	air compressor

	toilet seat

	3 water filters



MINE


	1 pair of jeans

	2 cotton long-sleeve shirts

	1 turtleneck

	2 cardigans

	1 black dress

	3 skirts

	1 pair of khaki pants

	1 tank top

	1 pair of running pants

	2 jogging bras

	1 sweat jacket

	2 pairs of exercise socks

	2 pairs of socks

	1 pair of pantyhose

	1 pair of loafers

	1 pair of heels

	1 pair of running shoes

	3 bras

	5 panties

	2 scarves

	necklaces collected along the way

	1 pair of earrings

	1 watch

	2 belts

	1 hat

	1 bathing suit

	1 coat

	1 Swiss Army knife



JIM'S


	1 pair of running shoes

	2 pairs of running socks

	1 pair of running shorts

	1 running shirt

	1 running watch

	3 pairs of underwear

	1 pair of khakis

	2 pairs of jeans

	1 pair of grey flannels

	1 blazer

	1 traveller’s jacket

	1 traveller’s shirt

	2 sweaters

	3 dress shirts

	3 polo shirts

	2 bow ties

	1 pair of loafers

	2 pairs of argyle socks

	1 pair of black socks

	toiletries

	2 shortwave radios

	1 money belt

	1 cap

	1 Swiss Army knife








Music List

 

These are the CDs that carried us around the world.

 

“Music gives a soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination and life to everything.” —Plato


OUR CHOICES



 

Beethoven New York Philharmonic

Symphony No. 9

 

Bob Dylan

Best of Bob Dylan

 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

Eine kleine Nachtmusik Berlin Philharmonic

 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

Symphony No. 39 in E-flat major, K. 543 New York Philharmonic

Symphony No. 41 in C major, K. 551

 

Willie Nelson

Greatest Hits (And Some That Will Be)

 

Richard Strauss

An Alpine Symphony, Op. 64

Berlin Philharmonic 

Concerto No. 1 for Horn & Orchestra, Op. 11

 

Sergei Rachmaninoff

Symphony No. 2 in E minor, Op. 27


MINE


 

Grateful Dead

Hundred Year Hall (two discs)

 

Aretha Franklin

Greatest Hits (two discs)

 

Lauryn Hill

The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill 

 

Hole

Celebrity Skin

 

Pretenders

The Singles

 

Sade

The Best of Sade

 

James Taylor

Greatest Hits


JIM’S


 

Johnny Cash and Willie Nelson

Storytellers

 

Patsy Cline

12 Greatest Hits
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	several dozen millennium silk scarves for gifts

	various medicines

	various medical supplies including hypodermic needles

	sleeping bags

	tent

	camping supplies

	gas and water jerry cans

	200 Susan B. Anthony coins for gifts

	jack, car parts, tools and accessories

	extra tyre

	air compressor

	toilet seat

	3 water filters








About the Author

[image: ]
 

 

Paige Parker moved from New York to Singapore more than a decade ago, and is a board member, patron and fundraiser for various organisations, including the Singapore Committee for UN Women, Singapore Symphony Orchestra, National Gallery of Singapore and Singapore Dance Theatre. 

She supports and promotes Singapore talent, be it in design, jewellery, the arts or fashion. She is a freelance writer and a graduate gemologist through the Gemological Institute of America. 

Paige is a member of the Circumnavigators Club and the Explorers Club. She and her husband, Jim Rogers, have two daughters, Happy and Bee. Singapore is their home by choice. Follow her on @iampaigeparker and @dontcallmemrsrogers.




OEBPS/image_24d_sg_cable_car_dinner.jpg





OEBPS/image_10b_sheep_car_Milton_Keynes_UK_Jan_2000.jpg





OEBPS/image_mainmap.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-02.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-12.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-20.jpg





OEBPS/image_12d_Gambia_dockwith_the_kids.jpg





OEBPS/image_24a_Jim_Paige_car_reclining_Buddha_at_Alantaye_Pagoda_Myanmar_May_2001.jpg





OEBPS/image_29c_home_5_Jan_2002.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-29.jpg





OEBPS/image_11a_wedding_cake.jpg





OEBPS/image_18a_one_of_my_fav_shots_girls_Sudan_2000.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




OEBPS/image_map-09.jpg





OEBPS/image_25a_optional_Paige_at_Uluru_sunset.jpg





OEBPS/image_13a_Douala_Cameroon_side_of_the_road_w_friends.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-27.jpg





OEBPS/image_00_prologue_IMG_3113.jpg





OEBPS/image_23_Tripura_India_convoy.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-14.jpg





OEBPS/image_11d_wedding_fullsizeoutput_9ae.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-24.jpg





OEBPS/image_21c_option3_Indian_elephant.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-07.jpg





OEBPS/image_25b_Paige_Mom_Adelaide_Cup_pay_off_with_bookie.jpg





OEBPS/image_19b_paige_abaya_saudi_arabia_nov_2000.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-16.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-18.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-05.jpg





OEBPS/image_kili_2018_Epic_bonding_trip.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-22.jpg





OEBPS/image_15_optional_Paige_rocks_lake_malawi_2.jpg





OEBPS/image_26d_Brushing_my_teeth_outhouse_ducks_and_chickens_in_background_La_Herradura_Bolivia_Aug_2001.jpg





OEBPS/image_12a_early_morn_military_convey_Mauritania_Paige_by_tent_March_2000.jpg





OEBPS/image_25e_maybe_Closeup_of_Paige_and_sheep_NZ_June_2001.jpg





OEBPS/image_14c_in_the_cockpit_Cabinda_May_2000.jpg





OEBPS/image_28d_Alaska_Highway_sign_Nov_2001.jpg
/"
)
P —
onLD FAMO,
SKA HIG Iy

aLASKAHIG "WAy






OEBPS/image_26b_Paige_Jim_end_of_the_world_Argentina.jpg





OEBPS/image_28c_Canada_Nov_2001_car_shadow_on_a_wheat_field.jpg





OEBPS/image_16b_Whiskey_Route_Kilimanjaro_August_2009_022.jpg





OEBPS/image_19d_paige_covered_female_reporters_for_the_Saudi_Gazette.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-11.jpg





OEBPS/image_12b_car_stuck_March_2000.jpg





OEBPS/image_24c_Jasmine_flowers_being_tied_in_my_hair_Myanmar.jpg





OEBPS/image_20d_onion_boat_christmas_2000.jpg





OEBPS/image_14d_Angola_soldiers.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-28.jpg





OEBPS/image_00b_fullsizeoutput_9b4.jpg





OEBPS/image_22b_man_with_mustache_grabbed_my_bottom_2nd_time_this_happened_in_India.jpg





OEBPS/image_18b_Khartoum_wedding_w_friend_October_2000.jpg





OEBPS/image_25f_Paige_with_sheep_after_shearing_NZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-03.jpg





OEBPS/image_16c_with_Happy_2018_epic_bonding_trip.jpg





OEBPS/image_26c_optional_Perito_Merino_Glacier_May_2001.jpg





OEBPS/image_8a_moscow_marathon.jpg
LI
", . ‘ p‘f(‘(}ﬁ






OEBPS/image_28a_honduras_I_believe_in_myself_statue.jpg





OEBPS/image_29a_Rocky_Mount_sign_Dec_2001.jpg





OEBPS/image_19a_camel_by_the_Pyramids.jpg





OEBPS/image_28f_USA_Immigration_and_Customs_sign_Nov_2001.jpg





OEBPS/image_7a_paige_car_sunflowers_siberia.jpg





OEBPS/image_30_beijing_alternative_IMG_6313.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-26.jpg





OEBPS/image_16a_setting_off_for_Kilimanjaro_Aug_2000.jpg
“DAILY PRE-CLIMB BRIE
ALL CLIMBING VISTORS IN






OEBPS/image_map-13.jpg





OEBPS/image_26a_Paige_standing_with_the_seven_warriors_moais_sent_by_King_Matu_to_Easter_Island.jpg





OEBPS/image_Whiskey_Route_Kilimanjaro_August_2009_036.jpg





OEBPS/image_14a_sunburned_and_seasick_May_2000_Gabon.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-01.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-08.jpg





OEBPS/image_20c_option_Christmas_2000_on_the_onion_boat_Indian_Ocean.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-15.jpg





OEBPS/image_19c_Saudia_Arabia_desert_Nov_2000.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-25.jpg





OEBPS/image_14b_angola_Russian_pilots.jpg





OEBPS/image_Paige-23028-bw.jpg





OEBPS/image_28b_Belize_good_behavior_sign_Oct_2001.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-21.jpg





OEBPS/image_17a_Ethiopia_monring_coffee.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-19.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-04.jpg





OEBPS/image_11e_wedding_fullsizeoutput_9b1.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-17.jpg





OEBPS/image_28e_Sign_Post_Forest_Alaska_Nov_2001.jpg
ENTERING

CITY oF

_

-
"ngnJoseAv

B HERE LIVED sieser
WARREN G: HARDING






OEBPS/image_map-06.jpg





OEBPS/image_25c_Eating_corn_with_Dad_at_The_Rocks_by_Circular_Quay_Sydney_April_2001.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-23.jpg





OEBPS/image_26e_DSC00037.jpg





OEBPS/image_12c_paige_fishing_in_mauritania.jpg





OEBPS/image_map-10.jpg





OEBPS/image_29d_final_marking_of_map_once_home_JAN_2002.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image_20b_loading_car_in_Oman_for_journey_to_Pakistan.jpg





