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Of course I should love to throw a toothbrush into a bag, and just go, quite vaguely, without any plans or even a real destination. It is the Wanderlust.

—VITA SACKVILLE-WEST, Letters




You never know when you’re making a memory.

—RICKIE LEE JONES, “Young Blood”
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The winter sun warms the cobblestones that pave the Plaza de Armas in Oaxaca, Mexico. Heavy colonial archways shade the café tables where travelers and people watchers and expatriates come to just sit. They sip their coffees and take in the scene: small boys hawking huge bunches of colorful balloons, musicians in worn suits and perfectly ironed shirts stopping off for a shoe shine, ancient-faced Indians carrying baskets of greens on their heads. Beyond the zócalo, the Sierra Madre mountain range rings the town. There is no hurry here.

The atmosphere is relaxed, but inside I’m buzzing like one of the bees at the fruit vendor’s cart. I glance around the plaza, eyes barely resting on the balconies, the bandstand, the laurel trees, the women with dark braids and bright embroidered tops perched on the edge of the fountain. I check my watch, and it isn’t even time yet.

I’ve come to Oaxaca to mark my fortieth birthday, the passing of the decade during which I probably should have gotten married (again) and had children but did not. It didn’t work out that way. But I am going to celebrate anyway, celebrate the fact that I have the freedom to run off and be in Mexico for my birthday; celebrate with someone—a friend? lover?—for whom all of life is a celebration if you just find the right spot in the sun to sit and take it all in.

I close my eyes to calm myself and sense the faint whiffs of chocolate, coffee, and chiles that perfume the thin air. When I open my eyes, I catch sight of him across the plaza: his soft denim jacket, thick silver bracelet, and chestnut curls that somehow, still, are not gray. I jump up and wave wildly, and he sees me—everyone sees me—and he drops his old leather suitcase and opens his arms wide.

In a moment, I am pressing my face against his, breathing in his familiar smell of cigars and sea, amazed, as always, to see him again. I met this man, the Professor, by chance over breakfast in a pensione on an Italian island four years ago, right after my husband left me. Over the course of those years, meeting every so often in a different city or island, he helped mend my heart. He has his life and I have mine, but every time we’re together, the scenery seems brighter and the flavors more intense.

“Professore,” I say, breaking our embrace to search his face.

“Laura,” he says, with the soft rolling Italian pronunciation, which could also be Spanish. I like my name, and maybe myself, better in a Latin country. It’s softer.

The Professor sits at the café, orders coffee, and moves his chair close, positioning his face in the sun. He squeezes my hand. “Bel posto,” he says. Beautiful place.

“Incantado,” I say, not sure, as often happens, if I am speaking Italian or Spanish. Enchanted.

“La bella vita continua,” he says.

He tells me that I look as good as ever, and I say he looks even better, something has changed. He seems energetic and expansive for his normally cool Parisian aesthetics professor self, less pale. He is brimming with a secret joy.

By the time we walk several blocks back to our hotel, opening the door onto a promiscuous jungle of a garden, he has spilled the whole story. He finally split up with the wife who didn’t love him, who had been in love with someone else for years. And he’s found an exciting new relationship.

We sit at a colorful little tile table on the patio outside our room, and he tells me everything. I’ve known there have been other women between our rendezvous, and there have been other men for me, too. But I’m not sure I want to hear all this. I don’t care to know, for instance, that she is Eastern European and a professor herself and teaches comparative literature. Even less that she probably spends more on her lingerie than her clothes. While he tells his story I stare at a banana tree, counting the leaves from the bottom, struggling to be able to say, by the time I reach the clear sky above, that I am happy for him instead of sorry for myself. It’s not as if I’d ever imagined that I would end up in Paris with the Professor. Well, not very often. I did start taking French.

“I’m happy for you,” I say finally, and I’m glad, at least, to see that adds to his joy. I’m trying not to think about how ironic it is that it is the Professor—the rogue, the adventurer, the Don Juan—who is happy to be settling down, while I, the one who has wanted a steady partner, a companion, a house and family, am sharing a hotel room with yet another man who likes me a lot and is not in love with me. If he says we can always be friends, I will lose it completely.

I turn the key to our whitewashed room, and he flops down on the carved wooden bed. I lie next to him, fighting tears, and he caresses my cheek. Then he strokes the small of my back.

I roll away and sit up. “Professor,” I finally say, “it’s too hard for me to be friends who tell each other everything about their love lives and still be lovers.”

“Not for me,” he says, sexy as ever.

I push his hand away and sigh. “Let’s go eat.”

I CHOSE OAXACA for my birthday and convinced the Professor to join me (before this new romance of his) because I happened across a book by Italo Calvino, Under the Jaguar Sun, in which each essay is devoted to one of the senses. Of all the cities in the world where Calvino had dined—and he was Italian, mind you—for him Oaxaca embodied the ultimate fulfillment of the sense of taste. Oaxacan cuisine, he wrote, mixes a cornucopia of native vegetables with spices and recipes brought over by the Spanish. Over the centuries, those cuisines were mingled, enhanced, and perfected by cloistered nuns (for whom cooking was one of the few earthly indulgences). Calvino called Oaxacan food “an elaborate and bold cuisine” with flavor notes that vibrate against one another in harmonies and dissonances to “a point of no return, an absolute possession exercised on the receptivity of all the senses.”

Ah, yes. For now, in Oaxaca, with the Professor, the food will have to do all the stirring of the senses.

And so we eat. We venture to a modest place near the hotel where a stout woman does wonders in the tiny kitchen. We try dishes that are familiar by name but taste unlike any Mexican food I’ve ever eaten. The guacamole is fresher, the tortillas sweeter and crisper. The dark sauce on the enchiladas and chiles rellenos seem concocted from an ancient, mysterious alchemy. For the French Professor, who has never set foot in this country before and has tried Mexican food only secondhand in San Francisco when he visited me there, every taste is new.

For the next few days, we explore Oaxaca’s cuisine, trying moles in different colors each day—from Amarillo, with tomatillos and chiles, to a black, chocolaty mole negro. Each sauce requires days to prepare, and each bite is a layered, earthy, mouth-warming experience. The Professor sighs, watching me in anticipation of the pleasure of my bite, and then I sigh with him, adding the layers and spices of our history and passion to each complicated mouthful.

Between meals, we visit Monte Alban, the Zapotec ruins, climbing to the top of the pyramids to take in the wide sky and view of the town below. You can see why Hernán Cortés, who was offered anywhere in Mexico for himself after his conquest, chose the Oaxaca Valley. Then we walk all the way back to town to find Aztec soup and chicken tamales wrapped in banana leaves. We wander around the neat cobblestone streets another day, peeking into brightly painted churches, admiring cactus gardens, browsing in art galleries—and then we order Anaheim and poblano chiles sautéed with fresh cheese, onions, and crème fraiche. We tour Oaxaca’s huge food market, pass stalls with hanging pigs, fresh chocolate, stacks of cactus, and basketfuls of corn, tomatoes, onions, exotic greens, and roasted grasshoppers. Tidy piles of chiles stand as tall as I. We discover the chocolate factory and drink creamy hot chocolate, looking into each other’s eyes, bittersweet.

“Qué rico,” I say to the server as I finish my chocolate. How delicious.

“How do you know Spanish?” the Professor asks.

I explain that my mother brought my three older sisters and me to live in Mexico for a summer when I was ten years old. We spent that time in San Miguel de Allende, a colonial town not unlike Oaxaca, at an age when I was unafraid to roam around and try to talk to everyone. It was when I got my first taste of the wide world and felt a hunger for its endless sights and flavors. It was also when I first understood that being able to speak another language, even the few phrases one can manage at ten, isn’t just a matter of translating familiar words; it’s a way of expanding your internal territory and venturing outside the borders of your culture and family. The fresh new sentences change the very nature of your thoughts, your usual reactions, and your sense of who you are. I learned, that summer, that I couldn’t speak a little Spanish without becoming a little Mexican. That exciting summer in San Miguel de Allende—discovering the pleasures of discovery—was when I first became a traveler.

“Intelligent mother,” says the Professor, pushing back from the table, content.

EVENTUALLY IT IS our last evening, and we have finished dinner down to the mescal, satiated with the place, cheeks warmed, and cheerful, for the moment, with our transition to friends.

“Happy birthday,” says the Professor, and he pulls out a necklace he bought from an Indian vendor, a lovely string of turquoise and amber. I try to remember if any man besides my father has ever bought me a piece of jewelry. Aside from my first boyfriend in college, who gave me an opal pendant as a parting gift, I can’t recall any. I was outraged once when my friend Giovanna told me her husband had never bought her any jewelry during their entire marriage, with all the toys he bought for himself, and maybe I was so mad because mine didn’t, either. So this gift, at forty, is a delightful surprise. The Professor clasps it, hands warm, on my neck. “What do you wish for?”

So many things. I wish we could stay in Oaxaca and be the lovers we used to be. I wish I could still fall in love or even believe I could. I wish for great food, adventure, and soul-scorching sex. Maybe a child, still. I wish for it all.

“Romance and adventure,” I say. I do not say what else I wish for, maybe what I wish for most, because it seems contrary to everything else, which is to be with one man or in one place, to have something settled in a life where nothing is settled.

“Do you think you can have both?” asks the Professor. “Who is the man who will let you roam around the world, meeting your old lovers?”

I shrug. “Maybe he’ll travel with me.”

“Good luck,” says the Professor, and he is sincere.

I twirl my glass between my fingers, sniff the smoky mescal, and wonder, as I always wonder, whether we will see each other again. I ask the Professor if he thinks we might travel together again.

“You never know,” he says. He reaches over and strokes my hand. “La vita è bella e lunga,” he says. Life is beautiful and long. We clink glasses.

After dinner, we go back to the hotel and snuggle together like contented old friends.

“Buenas noches,” I tell him, and he is already snoozing.

I can’t sleep. The moon is peeking through the wooden window frame, and I wonder about my wishes for romance and adventure. This man I have loved, off and on, is leaving tomorrow, and, as usual, I don’t know when or whether I’ll see him again. The men in my life are always like the countries I visit: I fall in love briefly and then move on. I visit, regard the wonders, delve into the history, taste the cooking, peer into dark corners, feel a few moments of excitement and maybe ecstasy and bliss, and then, though I am often sad to leave—or stung that no one insists that I stay—I am on my way.

Here on a sultry night in a foreign country, with a man sleeping next to me, casually throwing his skinny leg over my soft one, I realize I don’t have someone whom I can call home. I wonder if it’s possible to have everything I wished for on my fortieth birthday: adventure and romance, wanderlust and just plain lust.

I turn in the bed. Actually, it isn’t exactly romance and lust that I wish for. Finding a fascinating and attractive man on the road, going from being perfect strangers to holding hands, sharing stories and bites of dessert, gazing into each other’s eyes over dinner, and then stopping for a moment to stare at each other again in bed—that’s romance, that’s lust. That’s exciting and wonderful, but it’s all too brief, like a vacation. Of course, you can travel the world and find romance. What’s more elusive is real companionship, someone who’s always making the same dent on his side of the bed, who knows how you like your coffee in the morning. It’s much harder to find comfort and stability, to be held, to be secure in the knowledge that someone is taking care of you and even—old-fashioned as it sounds—protecting you.

You can’t grow old with someone if you’re always off searching for new experiences. And I’m not getting any younger.

I roll over again, facing the Professor, who echoes my disturbance with a few deep, skidding snores. I’m restless and agitated. I face the Professor and then turn toward the wall; I don’t feel comfortable anywhere. My desires—to be free and to belong, to be independent and to be inextricably loved, to be in motion and to be still—pull me back and forth. The Professor sleeps soundly while I wrestle with the two sides of myself until I am worn out and the moonlight dims, replaced by the cool light of dawn.
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Home from Oaxaca, I drop my bags in my San Francisco flat and suddenly everything seems urgent—sorting the mail, straightening the house, finding a man, having a kid.

For four years I’ve tabled the issue of settling down by having an affair with a romantic Frenchman who was available only for jaunts to Italian islands, British art museums, or Moroccan medinas, not for buying groceries or paying the gas bill. At the time, that suited me fine: he brought me back to myself after a painful divorce, made me feel desired again, and helped me experience the simple pleasures of the sunset, the sea, grilled calamari, reading on a hammock with someone, a midnight swim. He took care of me when we were together, and even apart, he let me know that someone on the other side of the world was always thinking of me. But now he, of all people, has settled down, leaving me—at forty—with only my independence for company, along with more wrinkles and severely decreased chances of fertility.

I suppose I knew all along that having a part-time international lover was a temporary solution. You can’t go on buying plane tickets forever, treating your life at home as if it’s dead time between vacations, always living in anticipation of being with somebody somewhere else. At a certain point you want to wake up with your head on your own pillow and have that somebody be snoozing right next to you.

That’s what I always assumed would happen, anyway, and it catches me by surprise to be alone at this age. In my twenties and thirties I figured I would find someone as full of wanderlust as I am, and we’d intersperse our forays into foreign cultures with intimate nights at home, making risotto and pulling out a special bottle of Italian wine on a regular Tuesday. Turning the corner of my twenties, I met a fellow journalist whose Italian grandparents made their own wine and who let me know from the start that tofu is no substitute for gnocchi. Our four-year relationship seemed to promise that it would always be possible to mix adventure and comfy domesticity. We were similar physical types—sturdy, energetic dirty blonds who love to eat just a smidge more than we love to exercise—and both game to take off for a train trip through Italy, to mountain bike in the red rock canyons of Utah, or hike in the high Colorado wilderness. We were just as happy to stay home, spending an evening rolling out homemade linguine, inviting friends over, or lounging around drinking beer and watching basketball. I might have been more interested in the hiking than the hoops, but it evened out.

That relationship ended during that odd phase women have in their early thirties when they think they have no time left but all the time in the world: I wanted to get married and have a child right away, yet, when Leo was more than ambivalent—my frustration pushed him further away—I also thought I still had plenty of years to run into someone even more exciting to settle down with. I believed that the balance of exotic travel and cozy home life I found living with Leo would always be easy to find. And though there’s little I regret about our relationship or breakup—we had a wonderful four years, parted amicably for good reasons, and always wish each other well—I only now appreciate that whatever else we had together, that balance was rare.

No sooner had Leo and I contemplated splitting up than I was off with another man, who dazzled me with his wit, intelligence, and brilliant smile. He was smitten, lavishing attention on me like a spotlight illuminating my best self. The fact that I loved to travel seemed to make me all that much more fascinating to him; my Italian friend Lucia couldn’t understand how we could love each other and be apart for an entire month while I studied in Florence, yet he seemed more ardent than ever when I returned, speaking better Italian. But when we set off into marriage, a journey for life, I didn’t realize he had a return ticket hidden in his back pocket. It turned out that all the qualities that had initially attracted him—my exuberance, my independence—were exactly the things, in the end, he admitted, that he’d wanted to extinguish. Then he turned that spotlight of his, that projection, onto someone else, someone he’d grown up with, who felt more like home to him.

Now I’ve been divorced for about four years, and it takes a good couple of years to get over losing the guy you thought you’d be holding hands with through old age and to rouse yourself from a crushing depression when you never thought you were the kind of person who could be depressed in the first place. Being with the Professor during that difficult time was like having a luxury liner float me over choppy seas, all the while sitting up on deck in lounge chairs drinking wine and watching the stars, impervious to the waves, then landing safely on the other shore.

But now on the other side is forty, the most foreign place I’ve ever visited, and suddenly I’m all by myself. They take your passport at the gate, confront you with a clipboard, and ask, “Where is your husband?” and “When, by the way, are you going to have kids?”

Consult the map. Get your bearings. I manage to change money, catch the bus, find a meal and a pensione by nightfall in most foreign countries. How hard can it be, finding a husband, a house, a family at forty? You just have to set out in the right direction. Who knows: for all the bleak wilderness here I might stumble across something unexpected and delightful, something I didn’t even know I was looking for.

So I take off walking. Right away, I realize I’m completely unprepared for this place; everyone else seems to have a house, spouse, children, and a retirement plan, and I’ve only thought to pack sunscreen, a water bottle, and a good book. I take in the sights, the new terrain, and over there I see the loss of youthful good looks that I can no longer afford to dress down. I wander in another direction, and I see my precociousness losing its early blossoms, flowers fading; I haven’t accomplished what my young, spectacular, A+ successes predicted. I look around at the houses, and I notice that I’m still renting; I haven’t managed to own one by now. Over there, I watch toddlers chasing butterflies at the playground, and—it’s something in the air here—my eyes well up with tears.

Which direction to go in? House, husband, child? I have no idea. Since I got divorced, friends have asked why I don’t go ahead and have a kid on my own, adopt a baby from one of those Third World countries I’m always visiting. But I’m not one of those people who always knew I had to have children. I always knew I wanted to be like Brenda Starr, ace reporter, traveling the world, having liaisons with the mysterious, one-eyed Basil St. John, playing gotcha with evil heads of corporations. If I found the right man, it would be a wonderful adventure to have kids; but if that guy didn’t show up, it wouldn’t be a tragedy, it would just be a different kind of adventure. Even if, deep down, I always assumed that I’d wake up one day with a baby bouncing on the bed, I can’t do it on my own—especially given my personality, which is not the most patient and stable one in the world—because it wouldn’t be fair to the child, who would deserve two parents. It wouldn’t be fair to me, either; I would wither without some help and a little taste of freedom now and then.

I’M STARING AT my suitcase, not yet unzipped, full of dirty sundresses and jungle pants, trying to figure out where to go next. I finger my turquoise-and-amber necklace, parting gift. The truth is that I don’t have the first clue where to look for a new man or a new life; I have so sense of direction whatsoever. I feel too fragile to try to meet anyone new. I don’t want to meet anyone new. I want to rewind, go back to Oaxaca, back to that Mexican garden, where the Professor would tell me in Italian that I’m the love of his life, I should come back to Paris, learn to speak French, and we could spend summers in a little house in southern Italy. I want my vacation to go on forever, to be my life. I wonder if the Professor ever suspected that’s what I wanted; I wonder if I ever let him know.

The last thing I can do is sit here with these feelings. I have to get up and go somewhere, or I’ll explode. I know I have a habit of running away from a broken heart and that it usually tags along. Maybe it’s an addiction. But buying a plane ticket is a lot healthier than binge eating or drinking for heartache, and sometimes you can even manage to outrun it on the road.

I think about the first time I flew away from a disappointment in love, just after college. I was enchanted with a guy named Edward, who told me—kissing in the rain in Little Italy—that he was sorry, he just didn’t love me. Crushed, I had to get away. I took an inheritance from my grandmother—$1,500—and left New York to travel around the Mediterranean by myself. My more practical older sisters used the money for a car or toward a down payment on a house, but I figured Grandma would’ve been tickled to know that I took the meager savings she’d been able to tuck away as a teacher and single mom and went off to Europe, the place where she’d had the jolliest time of her retirement, accompanied by her two best friends, dressing up in hats and gloves and big rhinestone earrings and taking tea in grand hotels as if they did it every day.

I flew to Greece and stayed as long as Grandma’s money lasted, which was nine months, ten countries, Liron in Israel, Antonio in Spain, and Julian in London. Each place presented new discoveries and passions, bright and fresh, that dulled the memory of that brief summer romance. I ate just-caught calamari grilled with ouzo, swam in hot springs after work on a kibbutz, went on a camel safari with Bedouins, climbed Mount Saint Catherine at sunset, danced flamenco in Seville, had a Turkish massage in Budapest, fell in love with Italy, and drove through sweet country villages in England. There, Julian was difficult to leave, tears streaming at the airport, but after living with him for a month in Hampstead Heath and getting a job waitressing in a pub, I realized I didn’t want to live in London forever, that the journey couldn’t stop there, not with him. (Recently I heard from Julian, who e-mailed to say he’d read a story I’d written about having an international affair: “We don’t really change much, do we?”)

That trip established my penchant for travel—with its endless art, food, languages, and people to explore—as a distraction from emotional pain. I also realized, publishing my first freelance feature article in the Jerusalem Post while I was living on a kibbutz, that you can justify the whole footloose business by writing a few stories along the way. And even when I don’t muster up any serious work, when my career is hardly careening along as fast as it should be, here in my prime, going on trips can be a handy diversion from that very fact. It strikes me that when I’m traveling, I have stories to tell and postcards to send, and I appear to be accomplishing something in life just by going to exotic places. My friends with their husbands and children and carpools and Tater Tot tantrums think I’m lucky, I’m free, my life is immeasurably more interesting than theirs. Maybe I’m not churning out books, but I’m writing articles published in glossy magazines that they’re happy to read when they finally get a chance to sit down to have their highlights done. It never crosses their minds that I might wish to have some of their cozy and boring stability.

At home, with my suitcase still unpacked, I’m afraid I’ve reached a point in my life where, despite all of my traveling, I am not moving at all.

I TALLY UP my frequent-flier miles and consider which friends I could stay with in foreign countries, then search around for tickets, but I can’t come up with anything right. I’m perplexed. If I’m trying to escape my feelings about the person I used to rely on to escape my feelings—or if I’m running off from the uncomfortable realization that I’m always trying to run off—it all sort of cancels itself out. The only thing that’s clear is that I need to go somewhere. But if I went to a foreign city with great museums and restaurants, I’d just miss the Professor.

The one place I could really lose him would be in the wilderness; he’d never find himself anywhere that doesn’t sell Gitanes and a good espresso.

That’s not such a bad idea. My parents used to send us kids off on character-building backpacking trips when we were in our teens, which—when we finally made it to the crest of a 14,000-foot Colorado peak, exhausted and exhilarated—really did improve our self-esteem. It’s not just the physical challenge that’s rejuvenating: in the mountains, you’re stripped down to the essentials of who you are, a friendly human being out there among the blue jays and deer, and you have no choice but to feel benevolent toward yourself and everyone else. Long before I had the habit of traveling to foreign countries to restore myself, I used to head to the wilderness.

I recall how healing it was once, when I was a sophomore at a sophisticated Eastern college—far from home and intimidated by fellow students who seemed so worldly to me—to send out a rescue mission for my lost happy self by spending a few days hiking around in the Rockies. Right away, I could breathe better. The thing about being out in the wild is that your angst seems so small when you’re surrounded by trees, rocks, and vast, sweeping views. Hiking around, I realized that deep down, just between me and the pine trees, I was absolutely fine. I might not be from New York City, but Colorado smells a lot fresher. There was a whole lot I didn’t know, socially and culturally, about sharp, monied people on the East Coast, but there’s a lot that everyone doesn’t know outside their realm, no matter how smart they may be—a realization that helped me later on as a journalist—and it’s better to admit to being naive and ask a lot of questions than to pretend to be someone you aren’t and end up acting like a jerk. In the woods, you can’t get away with being a jerk, especially to yourself, which is what I had been doing. So I went back to school and focused on what I wanted from college, not on what other people were thinking about me or whether I was sophisticated enough for them. When I returned to school after those days outdoors, I brought along my cowboy boots, and from then on, college was a great ride.

So that’s it, then: back to nature. I’ll leave it to the wide-open West to mend my heart. I need to find some sort of organized wilderness program, such as a yoga hiking retreat, with massages, hot tubs, and gourmet vegetarian food.

I wander around my apartment and pick up my favorite photo of my mother, sitting on a slick red rock in Canyonlands, sunning her legs, dabs of sunscreen on her cheeks. I recall that when she was in her forties, craving adventure and some kind of personal growth, she signed up for Outward Bound, a notoriously difficult mountaineering program designed to build character via challenging wilderness encounters. She went to Utah’s Capitol Reef National Park, a vast expanse of bloodred canyons and overlapping rock ledges, to backpack and rock climb with a group of women. Since hers was the first-ever Outward Bound course designed just for women, a magazine writer went along. The fact that someone got paid to tag along on Mom’s trip to write about it was not lost on me, even as a kid.

Curious, I discover that Outward Bound still exists and has a special one-week “Life and Career Renewal” course aimed at adults who feel stuck in their careers or relationships. Without thinking it through much further, I find a magazine to pay my way—to write a mother/daughter essay about challenging yourself at forty—and load up my backpack.

I FLY TO Grand Junction and am relieved to be back in familiar, wide-open territory, next to the Western Slope’s red mesas with massive violet mountain ranges in the distance. The sky is Colorado blue, the air fresh, my hiking boots oiled, my sleeping bag stuffed, and I feel giddy. I can’t wait to hike through narrow, smooth, terra-cotta canyons, scramble on rocks, crawl through arches, and forget about the fact that my heart feels as crumbly as sandstone.

Early the next morning, all the Outward Bound participants, most middle-aged and wearing fleece, gather outside the motel and climb aboard a school bus. I’ve nearly forgotten that this is a group experience, and seeing the others makes me nervous. I’m shy and awkward in small groups, especially when you are supposed to share your feelings. I almost always have the urge to bolt, say something too direct, or cry for no reason that anyone, including me, can fathom. My particular idea of hell is to spend eternity going around a circle in a small group to say who you are, where you’re from, and what you want out of this experience—and right now, I can feel that coming on.

After a couple of hours on the bus, we arrive at a staging area, a mesa above the Needles section of Utah’s magnificent Canyonlands National Park. On the ride, I’ve discovered that most of the others in my group—an institutional food company executive, a manager at a sock-manufacturing company, a venture capitalist, a Realtor, a computer programmer, and a timid, pale recent college graduate—have suffered the loss of a loved one, job, or relationship and are, like me, trying to work their way out of a serious funk. This Outward Bound trip seems like a desperately optimistic measure for just about everyone. A few in the group are in rather poor physical shape, and one gal seems to be verging on anorexia. There is no man in the group who I am going to fall in love with and tell the story of how we met on Outward Bound.

Our leader, Dennis, a thirty-two-year-old mountaineer who isn’t in great emotional shape himself—he lost some friends climbing Denali a couple years back, gained a hundred pounds, and hasn’t been back to the wilderness until now—has us, yes, go around in a circle and explain what we want from the experience. Fifty-year-old Tina, the socks manager, is struggling with the death of a close friend and trying to kick a thirty-year smoking habit, and says she came “in order to cry.” The fifty-two-year-old Midwestern CEO, Bob, tells us he needs to have more fun in his life. The three women in their thirties are variously battling heartbreak, stress, and depression, and the thirty-one-year-old guy has just seen his dot-com dreams fizzle, along with his love life.

Now it’s my turn. There’s no way I’m going to go into the story of being divorced, having a love affair end, already missing the Professor, feeling stuck at forty, uncertain where to turn, and caught between wanting to travel and settle down. I muster up something vague but acceptably group-sharing about having a midlife crisis and needing to rearrange my goals. I smile nervously at the end, and Tina the socks manager says, “When you smile, everything about you changes—you seemed so tough and reserved before, and now you’re warm and pretty,” which is exactly the kind of comment I fear from a stranger in a small group.

Just as my eyes tear, Dennis switches gears, announcing our first wilderness lesson. He demonstrates how to take care of our private business in the great outdoors. I didn’t expect this to be quite so Outdoors 101; I thought we’d be rappelling one another off of cliffs by now. Dennis amusingly picks a nice view and pantomimes digging a hole and wiping with a pinecone or a rock. Then he tells us that under no circumstances are we allowed to bring toilet paper along with us. He says he’s going to sort through our personal possessions, too, to make sure we aren’t carrying any other contraband—drugs, cigarettes, hair gel. I’m suddenly feeling less like a midcareer professional than a juvenile delinquent. There is no way a thirty-two-year-old guy is going to paw through my stuff or tell me I’m not going to use toilet paper. I’m a grown-up, I respect the wilderness, and I’ll gladly pack out what I pack in, I tell him pleasantly, with a look that says he can go fuck himself if he disagrees. Tina grabs her package of Wet Wipes in solidarity and stuffs it back into her pack. I give her a big, warm smile.

We load up our packs with what seems to be a huge amount of food, along with tents, ropes, first aid kits, and helmets. The packs are too heavy for any of us to put on without help, and we stagger to the top of the trail. As we begin to descend from the pine trees to the pink rocky canyon, I try to let go of my grumpy resistance: I have to be with these people for a week and should make the best of it. We stop to learn how to read a topographical map with a compass, something my dad taught me three decades ago, and then inexplicably head toward a place on that map that doesn’t have a trail or water. But I don’t argue the route. When Dennis transfers some of the weight from a lighter, weaker woman’s pack to mine, I don’t complain. I have more experience in the wilderness than any of the other participants, and I’m stronger than the other women, so I’ll shoulder more of the load.

We bushwhack our way to a campsite, brambles scratching our arms, legs trembling with each heavy step. Soon a couple of the women are crying from the exertion. I’m annoyed that we’ve left a perfectly nice and pretty trail to savage our way through a prickly gulley where no human should ever venture, but I’m determined to be cheerful because if someone isn’t cheerful—especially me—things are bound to get really ugly.

When we finally reach the campsite, a sloping piece of scrabbly ground, we’re exhausted. I go into action, firing up the stove, since I’m the only one who knows how to do it except Dennis, whose only advice is to learn to survive in the wilderness already. I’m inwardly cranky at the others for bursting into tears and kvetching about their packs and realize I’m missing a good party in the city tonight. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to come. I’m not sure when I got derailed from that yoga spa idea, doing morning sun salutations on a mountaintop, followed by water aerobics, deep-tissue massage, flirting with fit eco entrepreneurs over organic cuisine, and slipping into high-thread-count sheets at night.

Gretchen, the pale young recent college graduate, is watching me assemble a wind barrier, pump the gas, and light the stove, and she asks me how it works. We are all tired and hungry, and it would be a hell of a lot easier if I just did it myself, and how could she have signed up for Outward Bound without ever having lit a camp stove anyway? That’s like driving a car without knowing how to change a flat tire, nothing my dad would’ve ever let any of us do. I wipe my face with my bandanna and realize I’m sounding a lot like my über-competent dad, here in my brain, and one of the reasons Mom went on Outward Bound was so that she could learn to light the damn camp stove herself. I turn the stove off, disassemble it, and hand it to Gretchen. I explain it to her step by step, rubbing my mittens together to stay warm, and when she finally lights it and puts a pot of water on to boil, she’s thrilled and gives me a big hug.

Tina is still sniffling and counting the scratches on her arms when Gretchen and I pour a package of powdered potato soup into the boiling water, which turns the soup bright blue. Tina looks at the soup, the strangest thing, and her tears dissolve into laughter, which makes her tears flow faster. When Bob tells her, “You said you came here to cry,” she laughs even harder. After our neon blue dinner (someone remembers an elementary school experiment where iodine, which we used to purify the spring water, turns potato starch blue), Tina rubs my shoulders for having wrangled the stove, and I relax a little. At least I’m getting a massage.

It strikes me, as she digs deep into my shoulders, that Tina, Gretchen, and the other women here need an experience like Outward Bound to tap their inner reserves of strength, just as my mother had. They need the confidence that follows overcoming a tough challenge. My parents, on the other hand, raised me to carry a pack in the wilderness without complaining and to be competent in the outdoors and everywhere else. I spent a good part of my childhood playing the home version of Outward Bound. As a result, I’ve never been able to use the charming helpless card with men, to let them feel heroic or even useful, because I can manage almost anything perfectly well on my own. I’m sure I intimidate a lot of men with my competence, and I’m tired, among some women, of always being the strong and reliable one (which in my twenties tended to attract some really crazy friends, who always needed to be rescued; it took me years to realize that not only were they draining me, those energy vampires, but that only they could rescue themselves). The last thing I need right now is an experience that’s supposed to teach me to be tougher and more independent, developing my I-can-do-that-myself spirit. I have a strong suspicion, in fact, that those are the very qualities that will be the least helpful in getting me out of my private wilderness.

It’s easy for me to be a leader in an Outward Bound group. What’s harder is to sit back, let other people make mistakes and figure things out, and be patient while they stumble along. I probably need to spend this week in the outdoors more or less doing the opposite of what everyone else is doing, letting go of responsibility, resisting the urge to do everything myself, bringing up the rear on the trail. While I’m at it, I need not waste the entire time we’re hiking composing letters in my head to Outward Bound International about how the wilderness shouldn’t be difficult for the sake of difficulty, personal growth need not be puritanically punitive, and four plastic honey bears are way too many for seven adults to carry for a five-day trip. I’m going to have to make this my own Inward Bound and quietly work on being as patient and gentle as you can be with a seventy-five-pound pack on your back.

At dusk we manage to pitch our tents, fluff up our sleeping bags, and, stomping to keep warm, watch the sun set in a pink-streaked sky behind the hoodoo rocks.

On the third day, over instant coffee and oatmeal, we prepare to split up to do a twenty-four-hour solo, a full day alone, which makes everyone else in the group anxious. We go around the circle again to talk about our fears, and while others voice their nervousness about wild animals and freaking out with their feelings, I am silently gleeful to finally get a chance to be off by myself.

Dennis leads each of us to a different spot, where we can’t see one another and from which we aren’t supposed to move more than ten feet in the next twenty-four hours. We’re allowed to bring along only water and trail mix (despite the vast quantities of food we’re schlepping, fasting is supposed to help with reflection) and a journal to write our thoughts. The minute Dennis leaves, I eat all my trail mix, explore my little spot—a slick rock tucked under an overhang—and then read the fine print on my medicine bottles. After five minutes, I have nothing left to do. Now I’m supposed to think about the big picture of my life. I dig into my pack, unroll a pair of socks, and smoke the joint I hid inside.

I eye the boundaries of my spot, which seems to be shrinking. I can’t sit still in one little place for twenty-four hours, so I immediately get up and move. I walk beyond the edge—what the hell, I can take care of myself—and for the next several hours explore rock formations farther and farther away from where I’m supposed to be. This is what I came to Canyonlands for: I love the feeling of the smooth rock under my hands, the dance of shifting weight as I make my way up some boulders, the concentration of figuring out where to place my hands and feet, the feeling of muscles I rarely use. I know the rules of the wilderness: I’m careful to check for rattlesnakes before I place my hands under any ledges, and I don’t climb any higher than I’m willing to fall. When I finally return to my spot, I still have many hours until sunset. You forget how long days are.

Physically spent, I sip some water, deeply regret that I ate all my trail mix already, decide against trying to sneak back to my backpack for some banana chips, and lie back in the shade to take a little nap.

I think about my mother’s Outward Bound trip and the journal she wrote while she was on her own solo, which she shared with me. She never mentioned her family in those pages, which made me feel odd. Instead, she wrote about her group of lively and strong women and about the pleasurable freedom she felt when they all splashed naked in a river to get clean after a tough hike. I suppose it was the first time in twenty years we four kids had been out of Mom’s thoughts, the first time she felt really free to be herself.

It was even more surprising to read the magazine article that came out after the trip, the way the writer described my mother: “Ginny, at 46, has never journeyed away from her husband and children for more than a few days.” It made her sound uncharacteristically timid. The trip was in 1974, during the throes of the women’s movement, and the women in the group were eager to explore who else they could be away from their families—and the writer, perhaps, to exaggerate the theme.

I recall my mother, though, as always being far more adventuresome than the rest of the moms in our suburban neighborhood. In those days, whatever encouraged pleasant, stay-at-home casserole making among most of Littleton’s wives seemed to have an opposite effect on my mom. A fairly recent convert to the Democratic Party, she threw herself into the civil rights, antiwar, feminist, and environmental movements with the zeal of the newly religious, participating to whatever extent she could between grocery shopping, making Sloppy Joes, and going to parent-teacher conferences. Over the course of the sixties she’d changed out of Jackie O. shift dresses, poufy hairdos, and ladylike pumps into bell-bottomed jeans, denim shirts with appliquéd sunflowers, and hiking boots (once, in a restroom at the Four Corners National Monument, a woman in the stall next to Mom noticed those boots and ran out screaming, convinced there was a man inside). Dad was a good sport about all of this, considering himself lucky to have married someone who was willing to go to Yellowstone on their honeymoon, working in the dining room while he was out being a fishing guide. He liked coming home to dinner on the table but otherwise encouraged Mom to do whatever made her happy, which eventually involved a lot of exploration beyond her own little spot.

When I was five, Mom sat me down on the lawn and told me that she wanted me to be “more independent” than my three older sisters. When she explained what that big word meant, I was all for the idea. As part of this new independence deal, she said she would not be my room mother in kindergarten, as she had for my sisters, bringing cookies and supervising crafts in class. The trade-off was that I got to go along with Mom when she was out finding interesting pursuits closer to home. When she heard that Realtors in our neighborhood wouldn’t sell houses to African American families, for instance, she got involved in the fair housing movement and took me to demonstrations, meetings, and trials. I missed some school, but our outings are the only memories I can call up from my year in kindergarten. On one occasion, I’m told, we met Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., though all I remember is being downtown, holding hands, and singing “Kumbaya” in a circle with a great number of people, many of whom, unlike the people in Littleton, were black. That was a thrilling alternative to a day at South Elementary School, and it became clear early on that going places away from home was far more interesting than staying put, which was my mom’s view of things, too.

That’s why, not long after, Mom decided to hop a freight train across Colorado. As a physician’s wife and stay-at-home mother, she said she needed more excitement in her forties and vowed to take more risks in her life. When a couple of younger, footloose friends called with this zany idea, she couldn’t refuse. I begged her to go along, probably reminding her that she hadn’t been my room mother in kindergarten and that I was doing a very good job of being independent, but she said riding freight trains was only for big girls. Secretly, she remembers, she hoped my father would insist that no wife of his was going to hop a damned freight train. Instead, appreciating the romance and outdoorsy spirit of it all, he offered to drive her to the station.

At the freight yards, my mother, who hadn’t grasped the nuances of hobo behavior, politely asked a railroad man which train was bound for Grand Junction, as if she had a first-class ticket tucked inside her purse. “That one,” he snarled at her, “and don’t let me see you.” She and the others jumped aboard and watched miles of wide-open western landscape roll by. After a few days, my mother hitchhiked home, but her appetite for adventure hadn’t been satisfied, only whetted. She signed up for graduate school, went to Vietnam War protests, took a horseback trek through the Wyoming Tetons, rode bicycles in Europe, and took us all to Mexico for the summer. The Outward Bound trip seemed to be just another of her many excursions out of the house and into the world. Sometimes my sisters wondered why she wouldn’t just play tennis or join the garden club like the other mothers.

But she couldn’t help it; she got her restless spirit from my grandmother, who had an adventurous streak of her own. Grandma’s husband left her when she was pregnant with my mother—running off to Mexico with a redhead for a quickie divorce—and she raised her child alone, on a teacher’s salary, during the Great Depression. But in the summer she’d pack up the two of them and explore the West, sleeping wherever they landed when night fell—a Navajo chicken yard, a desert gulch, a mountain ghost town. They’d pull out the portable stove and eat pancakes at every meal. “It never occurred to me that we were poor,” my mother says. Between trips, they lived in a Cape Cod–style house in Cleveland Heights, with mom’s grandmother and a maiden Aunt Belle, who gave piano lessons, drinking tea in delicate Haviland china cups and speaking in subdued voices. My doted-upon mother, the only child in the vicinity, stayed within the confines of the house and of proper manners, which surely contributed to her lifelong desire to break away.

Somehow, the Outward Bound trip gave my mother more confidence than her other adventures. Despite the fact that she liked to hike and camp, Mom had never really had to rely on herself in the outdoors. “Dad always took care of everything,” she says. He set up the gear and built the fire, and at the end of the day, Mom was still the one making dinner for everyone, even if it was on tin plates, and washing up afterward. He scouted ahead while she held my hand, the youngest and slowest, pulling me up the trail.

On the Outward Bound course, Mom’s patrol camped on the snow, pitched their own tents, rappelled down rock faces, back-packed dozens of miles, and climbed a pink desert mountain in the snow, appropriately named “Fern’s Nipple.” The magazine writer described the biggest challenge: climbing a steep, smooth rock face, with my mother on the ropes behind her. “When I finally see her face, it is transformed: a battle photo—a face under siege … she flops beside me, bursting into tears.” My mother remembers that crying. “It gave us an incredible sense of euphoria to accomplish something that difficult.”

Later she said that the course had given her some of the grit she needed to face a working world that was still, in 1975, fairly hostile to women. It helped steel her for the transition from being a stay-at-home mom to a part-time adviser at an alternative college and then a full-time nursing home residents’ advocate for twenty years, becoming a nationally respected and beloved figure in that field, inducted into the Colorado Women’s Hall of Fame, and, thirty-five years after her work in the civil rights movement, presented with the state’s Martin Luther King, Jr., humanitarian award. She shelved that plaque in the garage with a pile of others, next to a backpack she never wanted to throw away.

In some ways, having the freedom to pursue a career after kids, not to mention far-flung outdoor adventures, my mother did eventually manage to have it all. I’m proud of her and grateful for her spirit, but I sometimes wonder if I’m paying a price for identifying so closely with her desire for independence. Now that I’m forty, I feel a vague sense of defeat, as if I’ve done everything backward, starting with a career, leaving no time for a family. What to do next is completely up in the air. All the uncomplaining toughness and competence I learned as a kid, along with my mile-wide independent streak, may have served me well in the wilderness, at school, and at work and has gotten me a lot of things my mother yearned for—an interesting career, spontaneous travel, varied friends. But it hasn’t done much for my intimate relationships.

My mother has always had my father to fall back on, to saddle her horse and dust her off when she got home. My parents have been married for about fifty years, and though they’ve had some bumps along the way, they are best friends, still make each other laugh, and are impossible to imagine apart.

I, on the other hand, have no man in my life to say, “Go ahead, honey, be independent, it’s adorable.”

IN THE EARLY morning, the sandstone glowing pink from the brand-new sun, I pull out my notebook. Normally, I love to sit and write, especially in front of a stunning landscape. But since Dennis told me I had to write and to make it meaningful, I can’t put down a word. That undoubtedly says something about me that would be worth writing about in itself, but I just can’t. It’s pretty here in this canyon, but it isn’t the momentous experience it was for my mother, and my stomach is grumbling.

So I sit in my spot and come up with nothing. Bored, I finally write a list, as far as I can remember, of all the men I’ve slept with. I put a star by the one-night stands, of which there are disconcertingly many, but at least not in the last few years. That has to be personal growth. There was a decade in there where there were only three men, my period of long-term serial monogamous relationships, two with wonderful guys I’m still friendly with—my grand-ex and my great-grand-ex, as I call them—the third being my ex-husband, with whom I am not. After my divorce, I see, the list goes haywire again.

Along with being hungry, this list isn’t doing anything for my mood on this otherwise rosy morning. Why have I been so spectacularly unsuccessful with men, in the long term, especially since my marriage ended? Apart from my sweet and scrumptious rendezvous with the Professor, things have been disappointing and unsubstantial in the romance category. I can’t remember when someone unrelated by blood told me he loved me, much less the last time I dug my fingernails into the side of the mattress, tossed my hair back, and let loose a cry underneath a happy, energetic, sweaty man. Okay, I’m forty, but that’s not so old, and though I could stand to lose a few pounds, one good thing about being forty is that you finally realize that fat is a lot more in your head than in the minds of most men. I can’t fathom what the problem is all about. God knows I have tried to find a relationship, going on dates, writing hopefully witty online profiles, suffering through coffee with men who recite a litany of achievements or bad past relationships, my hopes continually raised and dashed, attracting dull or disastrous men and even one dangerous creep, being appraised and found wanting, suspecting I’m too independent, neurotic, oversensitive, smart, talkative, reserved, tough, edgy, whatever. Who knows. There is no explanation, no reasonable rationale for the vast chasm between my friends, who find me lovable, funny, generous, and warm—if occasionally difficult—and men who guzzle down one Sauvignon Blanc and head for the hills. At a certain point all you can do is laugh.

Dennis twitters like a bird to collect us for breakfast, and we gather back on a big smooth rock in a circle. I’m surprised at how glad I am to see these people and give everyone a big hug. Over heaping bowls of granola and powdered milk, everyone reads what he or she has written. I’m quite moved at how Tina describes losing her friend, saying this challenge of being in the wilderness is making her feel like herself again. The Realtor does a sensitive postmortem on her last relationship. Gretchen is delighted with herself for making it through the solo, and she seems visibly stronger. Even the CEO of the institutional food company is sweet and self-revealing. I’m the last one to speak, and everyone looks at me expectantly, but I don’t want to share what I’ve written. No way.

“But you’re a writer,” the venture capitalist insists. I shake my head no, embarrassed. Dennis insists that I have to read, since I’m part of the group. So I pull out my piece of paper: “Daniel, Josh, the film major guy, Kent, the short guy from Psi U, Eric …” The group is silent.

Then at last Tina laughs a little. “That’s it? A list? We’re spilling our guts here, and you came up with a list?”

I shrug and mumble something about not being able to muster up anything else.

“Okay, well, there must be some reason you wrote the list,” says the Realtor. “You must have been thinking about your relationships or something. Why don’t you tell us about what was going on in your head?”

“I don’t know,” I say, furiously stirring my instant coffee. I’m on the spot and have to come up with something. So I tell them I was just thinking about the crazy string of guys I’ve been with, marveling at what ridiculous situations I get myself into.

“Such as?” Tina asks.

The men in the group start examining their spoons and the ants on the rock.

I start telling them about how I can’t seem to meet the right guy, how somehow I end up on spectacularly bad dates. I laugh. “Just bad luck, I guess.” Tina and the Realtor nod along, they know about bad dates. Tina raises her eyebrows, waiting to hear more. Encouraged and wanting to lighten the mood and shift attention away from me and how I feel about my list, which is not so great, I launch into stories about my most disastrous dates. There was the guy who pulled over on the side of the road and told me his ex-wife had a temporary restraining order against him and he’d spent time in Atascadero—not a nice hotel in Carmel, ha ha, but the California facility for the criminally insane. And the chef who got so drunk he actually left skid marks on my couch. In the midst of telling these stories, which always vastly amuse my friends—the worse the date, the better, as far as the retelling is concerned—I pause and see that no one in this group, not even Tina, is laughing. They’re digging around in their oatmeal as if there’s gold hidden in there.

I wipe my eyes, look around at the landscape, and comment on how lovely the sky is this morning. Gretchen puts an arm around my shoulders briefly, and then we do the dishes.

For the last two days, we explore the canyons with only a day pack, feeling light as lizards as we scramble on rocks in the sun. We jump into cool sandstone pools and find a shady arch to nap under. The final night, after hiking fifteen miles, we ascend a 1,000-foot mesa in the dark. We manage it slowly, giving helping hands, taking breaks. I find a wellspring of strength in myself, not in climbing the mountain but in patiently encouraging the slowest hiker from behind, singing Aretha Franklin and punk-rock songs to keep her spirits up for the last grueling hour. When we finally reach the top of the mesa at midnight, we throw down our sleeping bags and sleep huddled together in the wind.

The trip ends up having some lasting effects on the group. Gretchen, the timid college grad, having hiked her way through some self-esteem issues, goes to New York City for a master’s degree, loses weight, and transforms into a chic, pale-skinned intellectual. The socks manager quits smoking for good and gets involved in an Audubon program, making a bunch of new friends. The skinny Realtor finds a rich new boyfriend and gains a few pounds. The institutional food manager buys a vacation home and retires part-time, spending more time with his grandchild. The computer guy gets a new job and a girlfriend. Dennis and the venture capitalist break up with their respective partners, take a trip around the world together, and get married, inviting us all to come play paintball at their wedding, which I do not attend. I have an X-ray taken of my spine; the seventy-five-pound pack has compressed two discs, apparently permanently, and my doctor tells me I can never backpack again and that I should take up yoga.

On the bus ride back to the motel, I’m not sure what this trip has accomplished for me. It’s has gotten me out of the house and into the wide wilderness; it’s distracted me a bit, but I haven’t managed to venture very far into my internal landscape. I’m not sure I feel any better about my situation than when I set out. I suspect that when I get home I’m just going to want to pick up and leave again.

As we ride the bus back from the wilderness to the motel for a shower, we pass the turnoff to a campground in Canyonlands National Park, where my parents are, coincidentally, vacationing this weekend. At seventy-four, my mother, who has been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease, is no longer backpacking, but she still sets out with my dad to find the scenery they love. I hope that when I’m her age, I will be as willing to get outside and as content to sit in the sun, accepting my limitations, contemplating the canyons. I admire that toughness in her, and that softness.
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