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To my mother: who carried dreams too heavy for her time, who gave me the strength to soar, and whose tough love shaped every step of this journey. This is, and has always been, for you.


To the Philippine Global Explorers: May this book honor the spirit that unites us—a spirit that dares to dream, to explore, and to make a difference.









I walked the world thinking I was seeking wonder. But the world held up its mirror—not of glass, but of dust and sky, of strangers’ eyes and silent rooms. And in every reflection, a version of me shimmered—unlived, forgotten, becoming.


—RIZA RASCO











Author’s Note





The following names, listed in alphabetical order, are pseudonyms: Akouvi, Antonio, Eldina, Felix, James, Ren, Richard, Sawiya, and Tawai. These changes were made to protect the privacy of individuals. I have also changed the location of James’s adjunct teaching position in the United States; in the book it appears as Cambridge, Massachusetts, though in reality it was elsewhere. All other details are true and accurate.
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Introduction





I didn’t set out to write a book. Back in 2015, I started a blog called Midlife Funk, hoping to make sense of the cracks forming beneath what looked like an accomplished life.


At the time, I was in my early forties, living in the United States, and working for a multinational biotechnology company. I had spent two decades building a career at the intersection of science, intellectual property management, and business. That path had taken me from the Philippines, where I was born and educated, to the United Kingdom, where I earned my doctorate, and then to the US, where I built a steady professional life. On paper, it looked like success. But in the last few years, I’d felt like I was performing a life rather than living it. I went through the motions each day, yet nothing stirred me anymore. I cycled between depression and restlessness, sometimes trapped in both at once.


My funk began when my mother fell ill. It was cancer, untreated for months because she refused to be diagnosed. When the chest pain from constant coughing finally forced her into the hospital, she agreed to chemotherapy. By then, however, the disease had already spread to her lungs and bones. Over the next two years, I crossed oceans again and again to be by her side, doing what I could to ease her suffering.


Sitting beside her as she faded, I watched the strongest woman I knew weaken in ways I couldn’t stop. Like a mirror struck quietly at its edge, this experience fractured my polished surface, sending cracks through the image I had spent years upholding—dutiful daughter, career woman, devoted wife. That identity shimmered in the fragile-looking glass before splintering into shards.


Writing became my first act of clarity, a way to sort through the fragments. Through my blog, I gave shape and language to the grief, infertility, burnout, depression, and guilt I carried over the disintegration of my first marriage and my mother’s death. Writing didn’t heal me, but it kept me from drowning in silence.


Eventually, writing led to action. I left my job, my home, and my second husband in the United States to join a nine-month overland expedition across Africa. I hadn’t expected the journey to shake my marriage, but it did. When I returned, I tried to mend what had broken between us, but we couldn’t find our way back to each other.


After a second divorce, with nothing anchoring me, I decided to keep going. The momentum of the African expedition had given me the courage to continue, to keep exploring, to keep stepping into the unknown. It felt like freedom. I was still carrying the shards of my life, but I had begun to hold them up to the world, letting the reflections of new countries, cultures, and ways of living shine through them.


My nearly decade-long journey around the world became a passage through loss, healing, endurance, and personal transformation.


That first year, beginning in late 2015, I documented my internal reset through Africa’s landscapes—red earth, early dawns, long roads, and the raw lessons of group travel. In 2016, I wrote less and immersed myself more. I danced, ran, hiked, and drove. I cried and laughed. I listened deeply. I allowed myself to absorb everything, to take in new experiences through motion, to let movement itself become my teacher. As the blog faded, the journey deepened. And in time, motion gave rise to mission.


In 2017, I founded Explore Africa for Impact, a social enterprise that supported education, environmental stewardship, women’s empowerment, and cultural preservation through grassroots tourism. That initiative was forced to close in early 2020, when the pandemic struck, but by then I had also cofounded Philippine Global Explorers (PGE), which connects Filipino world travelers across continents and creates opportunities for mentorship, advocacy, and giving back, and is now the largest national travel community of its kind anywhere in the world.


Both of these initiatives grew from listening to what stirred my heart. My time in remote communities taught me that connection is the foundation of understanding. I saw that some of the world’s most resilient communities were also the most generous, even when they had little to give. I began to believe that true wealth isn’t what we accumulate but what we share. I wanted to contribute in meaningful ways and to help others, especially those from underrepresented backgrounds, feel they belonged in the world too.


As I continued to travel and built momentum through my work with PGE, another goal gradually emerged. By April 2019, I had already visited 118 countries and was beginning to understand that my travels had become a mirror, helping me see my life and my place in the world with greater clarity. That’s when I set my sights on journeying to all 193 United Nations member states.


Even as the pandemic brought the world to a standstill, I stayed on the path, and on February 20, 2025, I entered North Korea, completing my goal of visiting every country on earth.


The stories in this book are grounded in distant landscapes, but the most profound journey I’ve shared here unfolded within. It wasn’t distance that healed or transformed me; it was the act of stepping into the unknown, again and again. Each place, each country, each culture, and each person I encountered offered a different way of living and being. In those encounters, I began to see small pieces of myself reflected back. Over time, what had shattered began to reassemble, not into what it had been before but into something reframed. The world, in all its vastness and variety, helped me gather the fragments of my old self and piece together a fuller, more honest reflection of the woman I was growing into.






HOW TO READ THIS BOOK





This memoir can be read in order, but it doesn’t have to be. You are welcome to begin where the mirror feels most relevant—at a chapter that resonates with your own questions, or in a place that stirs something familiar within you.


The book is arranged in three parts, each reflecting a distinct passage of my journey:






Part I: The Mirror Cracked (Chapters 1–16)





This section traces the fracture that set everything in motion. It is the story of loss, infertility, divorce, and the gradual hollowing of a career once filled with promise. The first nine chapters explore the weight of grief, depression, and burnout, culminating in my resignation after 17 years at DuPont. The following seven chapters reflect a quieter sabbatical of healing, where I reconnected with family, rediscovered forgotten passions, and began to sense a path toward renewal. If these early pages feel heavy, you can always return to them later.









Part II: The Mirror Turned Outward (Chapters 17–35)





What began as a nine-month expedition across Africa expanded into a multi-year odyssey to every continent and, ultimately, every country in the world. These nineteen chapters are less about destinations and more about thresholds—spiritual, emotional, and psychological. They tell how the world, in all its complexity, reflected back hidden parts of myself. Through encounters with cultures, hardships, and kindness, I learned to loosen my grip on control, to be present, and to allow travel to become both a healing process and a reflective path.









Part III: The Mirror Reframed (Chapters 36–38)





The final section brings the arc inward again, where the personal reinvention I had been tracing converges with outward contribution. Here I share how I founded two organizations—Explore Africa for Impact and Philippine Global Explorers—to build communities that preserve heritage, support education, and care for the environment. These chapters are less about arrival than about integration, showing how midlife can be redefined as a transformation anchored in purpose and service.


This is a memoir shaped by questions, not by neat answers. It is a story of detours and setbacks, of breaking apart and choosing, again and again, to keep moving forward. Reinvention, I learned, grows slowly, through attention, through presence, and through the willingness to let change take root.


If you are standing at a threshold, whether of grief, burnout, longing, or unexpected change, I hope these pages offer something honest and useful. I hope you’ll find glimmers of your own reflection here. While the circumstances of our lives may differ, the deeper questions often are the same:


What do I do when the life I’ve built no longer fits? Who am I without the roles, the titles, the race? What if becoming isn’t about knowing where you’re headed, but about choosing to keep going anyway?


The world is my mirror. May it serve as one for you, too.



















Part I: The Mirror Cracked
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CHAPTER 1: Forty at Her Bedside






I turned forty in the most unexpected of places: at my mother’s bedside in Los Baños, the town in the Philippines where I was born and raised. It was March 16, 2011, though the date passed without mention. The air was thick with disinfectant, medicine, and the acrid smell of sickness. A heaviness lingered in the room, as if time itself had slowed down. There was no celebration, no candles or cake, no laughter or toasts. Just the aching stillness of a life fighting to hold on, and the unspoken weight of everything we hadn’t said.


For years, I had imagined this milestone differently: a beach party with friends in the Caribbean, a road trip and wine tasting in Argentina, or an intimate cruise in the South Pacific. Something joyful and a little indulgent, worthy of a new decade. In the end, I’d settled for a romantic getaway to Istanbul and Barcelona with my husband, Richard. Our birthdays were just six days apart and this year was his fiftieth, so we would celebrate both our momentous birthdays together. We had planned every aspect of the trip carefully.


But life had other plans.


One phone call had collapsed everything.


My mother, who had ignored a growing lump in her breast for two years, had finally gone to the doctor. Not because of the lump but because of a persistent cough and the sharp pains in her chest that wouldn’t let her sleep. The diagnosis came swiftly and mercilessly: late-stage breast cancer, already metastasized to her lungs.


It was too late for surgery. Too late for regret.


Richard and I canceled our birthday trip, and within hours I was on a plane to Manila. I left him behind in Delaware, my heart tangled with dread and unresolved emotion. I hadn’t spoken to my mother in four years. A silent disagreement had grown into a chasm between us.


We had last seen each other during a brief visit she and my dad had made to the US in 2006. During that trip, as her familiar emotional currents began to shift, gentle conversation had given way to pointed remarks and moments of closeness had retreated behind sudden walls. I’d felt that old, hollow instinct to brace myself. I had spent my childhood decoding her moods, adjusting my tone, shrinking my needs to keep the peace. But this time, I didn’t chase her approval. I didn’t try to fix what I still didn’t understand.


She asked to cut their visit short. I tried to rebook their flights, but nothing was available. They left on their original schedule, and the distance between us grew quieter, heavier, and more final with each passing day.


And then silence.


Now, I was coming home to her hospital bedside.


When I entered her hospital room, I barely recognized the woman under the thin white sheet. Her skin was sallow, her body shrunken from weeks of relentless coughing. The smell of antiseptic clung to the air, mixed with the metallic tang of medicine. This was the first time I had ever seen her in a hospital—a place she had always avoided, as if illness had no place in her life.


I moved toward her without thinking, dropped my bags, and clung to her arm.


It was warm.


I sobbed. Loud, heaving sobs that filled the room and quieted the gentle murmurs of my father, brother, grandmother, aunts, uncles, and other relatives. They all faded into the background. At that moment, it was just me and her. My mother, the strongest woman I had ever known, reduced to frailty; and me, the daughter who had kept her distance, now drawn back by blood, by history, by a love I hadn’t dared to name.


She stirred. Her eyes fluttered open and settled on me.


“Why are you crying?” she asked, her voice paper-thin but firm with conviction. “I raised you to be strong. You need to take care of your father and brother when I’m gone.”


Even now, she wasn’t asking for anything. Not comfort, not connection. She was giving instructions. Preparing to leave.


I would learn later that she had already arranged everything on her own. She’d chosen the photo for her wake, had it enlarged and framed. She’d selected her burial niche, bought a compartment in a columbarium, and made detailed plans for her cremation. Not once had she asked for help or mentioned any of it to us. She’d taken care of it all in silence, carrying the burden alone so that we wouldn’t have to. Even in preparing for death, she’d made sure not to inconvenience anyone. That was my mother.


As a child, I envied friends whose mothers pulled them close, smoothed their hair, and showered them with tenderness. My mother had never been one for affection. No bedtime kisses, no whispered “I love you,” no warm embraces after a long day. She loved through duty, not sentiment. She expressed love through control, precision, and an unrelenting need for order. It was rigid. Demanding. At times, it consumed the air in the room.


She ran our lives with military discipline. Our home was spotless, our meals always on time. She kept the schedules, balanced the finances, and even oversaw the construction of our family house with such exacting attention that she knew where every nail had gone. And her moods dominated our household. They shifted quickly and without warning, unpredictable and intense. We learned to walk on eggshells. My father, my brother, Sherwin, and I were always on alert, never certain when a word, a glance, or a simple mistake might trigger her temper.


My father, ever calm and conflict-averse, absorbed her outbursts quietly. So did Sherwin. But not me. As I got older, I pushed back more. I questioned her. I resisted the grip of control. She had imposed a strict curfew: My brother and I were to be home from school no later than 6:00 p.m., before sunset. I broke it often, choosing instead to linger outside with friends who had no such rules. I did it knowingly, aware of the consequences. There would be spankings, slaps, even beatings, followed by lectures so long and intense that if you were drunk you might throw up in front of her, like Sherwin once did. Still, I kept defying her. And because of that, I became her lightning rod. Our clashes deepened the rift between us, turning love into a battlefield on which neither of us knew how to surrender.


Yet, for all our battles, she was our protector.


She sacrificed everything for us. She kept house so we could study without distraction, pushed us toward careers she deemed worthy of respect, and placed our needs ahead of her own. Though she sometimes voiced her frustrations, she never asked for recognition. In one of our conversations during her illness, she told me that she’d never aspired toward a life in academic research; what she had really wanted was a career in the hospitality industry, specifically hotel and restaurant management. But she’d let that dream go, knowing it would take her out of our home, away from supporting all of us. Whatever ambitions she’d held had been deliberately set aside to make room for ours. Everything she’d given us had come at a personal cost.


I wanted her pride like I wanted air. I became a scientist because it pleased her. Not because I dreamed of lab coats or research papers but because I knew it would make her proud. Growing up, I’d hear her speak with admiration to friends and relatives about my father’s accomplishments. He was a professor, a scientist, a leader of institutes, a director, a man recognized in his field with awards and international travel. That narrative shaped how I came to understand what success looked like. So I pursued a doctorate, married someone she approved of who also held a doctorate degree, moved abroad, and built the kind of life she could proudly share the details of with others. Every achievement was an unspoken offering, every milestone a way of saying, I’m carrying the dream you had for me.


I never fell short of her expectations. In many ways, they became the architecture of my ambition. Even as I carved out a life of my own, I remained the daughter holding out her report card, not wondering if it was enough but always bracing under the weight of making sure it was.


And now, as she lay very sick, I still didn’t know if I had it. I didn’t know if she was proud of me, if the choices I had made to earn her approval had meant anything to her. I could have asked; it wasn’t too late. But I didn’t. I didn’t want to open old wounds or stir emotions that might weigh on her. It didn’t feel like the right time to unravel the knots between us.


A few weeks later, on the day of my birthday, I sat beside her bed at home. The house, once filled with the sounds of her bustling in the kitchen or calling out instructions to someone in the next room, was now quiet. She was asleep most of the time, her breathing shallow, her body curled like a question mark in the sheets. The electric fan hummed in the background, its low, steady drone cutting through the heavy, humid air. Occasionally, she shifted slightly and the damp sheets gave off a soft, dragging sound against her skin.


She didn’t know it was my birthday. Or maybe she did. But if she did, she was too weak to say it and too far away in her mind to reach for the words.


I sat there in the dim light, watching her face. It was so familiar, yet so changed. My mind was a storm of emotions: heartbreak, confusion, sorrow, guilt, and anger. But also, memory. Waves of it. I remembered the dreams she had carried for me, how fiercely she had clung to them. The plans she had drawn up for my life as if it were hers to live. The careers she’d endorsed, the boys she’d disapproved of. I remembered Felix.


He was my basketball coach in college, about a decade older, with a gift for making people laugh. Around him, I laughed every day. I felt light. I felt happy. But she dismissed him outright. A physical education instructor was beneath what she envisioned for me. She tightened her grip. Curfews became stricter, my access to the gym was cut off, her disapproval sharpened to insult. She called him ugly, said he looked like a gecko—said these things aloud, within earshot of family, aiming to humiliate and erode my affection for him.


I loved basketball. I loved my team. So I kept playing, kept seeing him, even when it meant walking into punishment. But the constant conflict wore me down. I began to pull away from him to end the noise. Eventually, I stopped going to the gym altogether. He was heartbroken. He ran for miles every day and shed so much weight that people noticed.


Looking back at that time, I could see him more clearly. Felix was one of the few people in my life then who loved and protected me without condition. He was there when I ran away from home, shielding me without ever crossing a line. He wanted what was good for me. My mother saw only the version of my life she had constructed, and I kept trying to twist myself into its shape. It was like living inside a mirror she had built—one that reflected not who I was but who she needed me to be. Every time I caught a glimpse of myself in it, I disappeared a little more.


But now, sitting beside my mother, stripped of all that noise, I saw her with new eyes. I saw past the control, the criticism, the unreachable standards. I saw a woman who had loved fiercely, in the only way she knew how. A woman forged by a generation that didn’t speak of softness, that measured worth by sacrifice, that loved not through warmth or ease but through structure and survival. She had never learned how to show affection in gentle ways, but her love was there. It was in the meals she prepared for us, in the way she kept our home in constant order, in the relentless drive she instilled in me, and in the sacrifices she made without ever asking for thanks.


I remembered one night in grade school when I was in danger of losing my place on the honor roll because I hadn’t completed a craft assignment for my Home Economics class: a fabric doll. I hated that subject, with its sewing projects, chicken slaughtering, and endless domestic tasks that felt pointless to me, and I had put off making the doll for weeks. My teacher called my mother and said I had one last chance to submit it the next day. My mother, furious, scolded me for hours, until I was too exhausted to do anything but sleep. But the next morning, I woke up to find the doll finished. She had stayed up all night sewing it together for me so I wouldn’t lose my standing at school. That, too, was her love.


And I, her daughter, who had pushed against her so hard for so long, had inherited more than just her cheekbones and her stubborn streak. I had inherited her fire, her willfulness, her instinct to protect, and her struggle with vulnerability. We were mother and daughter shaped by the same forces—often clashing, both too proud to yield, both carrying wounds that made it hard to reach across.


As the sun dipped below the horizon on my fortieth birthday, casting long shadows across the room, I felt the weight of that realization settle in my chest. I had spent most of my life giving in to my mother and chasing her approval, trying to earn a love I didn’t always recognize. And now, in this still moment between us, I saw how much of that pursuit had shaped me. The words we hadn’t said still lingered between us. It wasn’t that it was too late. I simply didn’t know how to say them. Not while she was so fragile and I was still figuring out how to meet her without armor.


So there was no apology, no grand reconciliation, no cinematic softening of edges.


Only this: Her breath, my breath. The sound of the fan. The weight of shared history settling into the space between us.


And the steady awareness that we were, despite everything, still bound by blood, by memory, by the complicated, enduring love between mother and daughter.











CHAPTER 2: The Child I Never Had






I was thirteen when I first fell in love with the name Étienne. It came from a Barbara Cartland novel I found during one of my languid afternoons at my school’s library, back when I loved slipping into stories that carried me far from home. The book had a worn, faded cover, its sleeve completely detached, as if it had been read and reread by many before me. I don’t remember much of the plot. It was something about a French duke and an English governess. But the name stayed with me. Étienne. It carried an old-world elegance: romantic, noble, and full of lingering promise. Though many years later, I wondered how a Barbara Cartland novel had ended up in our school library in the first place.


I would write the name in the margins of my notebooks, draw it in looping cursive and leave those pages where friends might notice. When they asked who he was, I would only smile. I kept him a mystery. Even then, I wasn’t just reading about love; I was beginning to imagine a life shaped by it. Not in a vague or fleeting way, but with the assurance of someone already holding a future in her mind. I didn’t just want a child someday. I already had a name.


That’s how long I dreamed of having children.


I imagined motherhood vividly. I pictured a warm, laughterfilled home, one different from the one I grew up in. There would be bedtime stories and movie nights, crayon drawings taped to the fridge, giggles echoing through the hallway. There would be hugs at the door, and whispered I-love-yous would be tucked into our daily routine. I would build a home where love was spoken often, not implied through sacrifice. I would not be like my mother. I would raise my children with tenderness and play.


When I married James in 1994, that dream felt within reach. He shared my hopes for a warm, nurturing home. Gentle, thoughtful, and dependable, he was the kind of man who made plans and kept them. I was twenty-three when we married on April 18, 1994, at San Agustin Church in Intramuros, the oldest stone church in the Philippines. He was thirty. His calm nature and practical mind felt like a steady hand—something I believed could help build the kind of family I’d always longed for.


James and I met in the southern Philippines sometime in 1990, during a scientific conference in Zamboanga City where I was a speaker presenting my research on growing micro potatoes in test tubes and its commercial potential. James, then a PhD student in soil microbiology at the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI ) in Los Baños, was in the audience. After my talk, he came up to ask questions—first about the potatoes, then more about me. When he mentioned he was from the UK, I naïvely asked what language he spoke.


“English,” he replied, a smile tugging at his lips.


I flushed with embarrassment.


James was tall, six foot three, with long, slender legs and arms, a lean build, short curls of light brown hair, and piercing blue eyes. His thick, prominent eyebrows gave his face a serious expression that many found intimidating. He dressed conservatively, always in collared long sleeves even in the sweltering heat. He spoke with precision and formality, carefully choosing each word. I fell in love with his British accent, even though I sometimes struggled to follow it back then. He was soft-spoken and well-mannered, though his composed tone often made him seem more serious than he was.


I didn’t think much of our brief conversation at the conference until I came home one day to find my mother holding his business card. James had gone out of his way to find out where I lived and had shown up at my house to speak with me, only to find her instead. They had had a long conversation, and from that point on, she thoroughly approved of him.


We began dating soon after. We took weekend trips with his expat friends from IRRI —diving in Puerto Galera, driving up to the mountains of Sagada, attending house parties in Los Baños. On trips to Manila, we went to dinner and watched stage plays, one of his favorite pastimes. That summer, he invited me to the UK, where I met his parents and siblings. After spending some time with them, the two of us took a road trip through France and Scotland. James loved cars and driving. He planned every detail of our journeys, always looking for scenic roads and charming towns to stop in. I was fascinated, wide-eyed at the world opening up before me.


James was the first person to introduce me to serial travel, to the idea that travel didn’t have to be for work but could be pursued purely for the joy of it. I didn’t realize then how much those early adventures would shape me—how they had planted a seed that would eventually grow into a journey far beyond either of us.


By the time we moved to the UK, James had started his job at Rothamsted Research, then known as Rothamsted Experimental Station, the world’s longest-running agricultural research institution, backed by significant government and industry funding. Within a few months, I secured a job as a research scientist in biotechnology at the same institute. At the same time, I enrolled in a PhD program in bioengineering, using my work research on the development of genetically modified plants as the basis for my dissertation. James continued his research in soil microbiology, building on the work he had begun during his dissertation. We had agreed we would start trying for children once I completed my PhD, which we expected to take four years. The timeline felt right. We were carefully laying down bricks for the life we envisioned.


Those years passed quickly. We settled into our new life, bought a home, built routines. I submitted my dissertation, walked across the stage in cap and gown, and, finally, we were ready. I stopped taking birth control pills.


But six months passed. Then a year. Still nothing.


At first, I told myself it was just a matter of time. I charted my cycles, read books, tracked everything with the methodical diligence of a scientist. Each month brought a hopeful high, followed by a low that always felt sharper than the one prior.


Friends told me to relax. “It’ll happen,” they said with the easy assurance of those for whom pregnancy came naturally. But in my family, fertility had long been a tender undercurrent of heartache. On my father’s side, five sisters had been unable to bear children. Four had chosen to adopt. One remained childless and unmarried. I tried not to dwell on it, but the question lingered: What if I had inherited more than my father’s broad-tipped nose?


When I joined DuPont in 1999 after completing my PhD, my position came with excellent private medical coverage. The catch was that fertility treatment required two years of prior attempts at natural conception. I didn’t want to wait. I was already twentyseven years old. So I lied to my fertility doctor and said we had been trying longer.


First came the pills—Clomid, Metformin. I swallowed hope alongside hormones, rode the waves of swelling moods and bloated expectations. Each ovulation cycle brought a fragile spike of anticipation, followed by a silent collapse. Three cycles, three losses, though no heartbeat had ever existed.


Then a laparoscopic surgery. Small incisions in my belly, a camera searching for blockages, signs, reasons. But everything looked fine. Normal. Which somehow made it worse. A diagnosis, even a painful one, would have given me something to blame. Instead, I was handed the cruelest kind of uncertainty, one that offered no enemy to fight.


When I was twenty-nine we moved on to in vitro fertilization (IVF )—a path that felt both hopeful and heavy. It wasn’t just another treatment; it was an expensive, consuming process that demanded everything—my time, my body, and my spirit, not to mention our savings. And still it offered no guarantees. Mornings began with blood draws. Nights ended with hormone injections. My stomach was perpetually bruised, my calendar revolved around follicles and egg retrievals. I smiled through meetings at work, pretending I was holding it together.


James tried to be present. He said he wanted a child but he wanted me more. At first, I clung to those words. They felt comforting. Romantic, even. But over time they began to land differently. His calm, shaped by that unmistakable British stoicism, had once felt like a balm; now it began to feel like distance. If he wasn’t devastated after each failed cycle the way I was, did it mean he wasn’t fully invested? Or was he simply stronger than I was willing to admit? I wondered if he truly wanted a baby, or if he was just going along with it for my sake.


Two rounds of IVF . Two years. Still nothing. When the £25,000 insurance cap for infertility treatment ran out, I felt my resolve run out with it.


For the first time in my life, I felt like a failure in a way that nothing in my upbringing, career, or education had ever prepared me for. And that sense of failure didn’t stay confined to the clinic; it seeped into my marriage. Into our silences. Into the spaces between us.


I began to resent James’s steadiness. His refusal to spiral. I accused him of detachment, of not showing up in the way I needed him to. The truth was, I couldn’t bear the weight of our grief, so I turned it into blame. He was trying to protect me, I can see that now, but I didn’t need protection. I needed someone to sit in the darkness with me—to hold the grief with me, not shield me from it.


But I didn’t know how to ask for that.


Around that time, James and I talked seriously about what was next. We both sensed a turning point. Then DuPont offered to relocate me to the US. The anti-GMO wave had swept through Europe, leaving biotech gutted in its wake. Our research team was being dissolved. A new job awaited in Delaware. A new medical insurance plan. A clean slate.


We were both excited. James had always been curious about life in America, and I was ready for something new. I also believed that reproductive technologies in the US were more advanced, and with the excellent private insurance offered by DuPont, I thought I would receive better treatment. After talking it over with James, I said yes.


So, in 2002, we packed up our life in Harpenden, crossed the Atlantic, and settled in Wilmington, Delaware, a city known more for its biotech firms and financial headquarters than for charm or character. It wasn’t a place we were drawn to, just one that seemed practical. And we hoped a change of scenery might mend the bonds between us, which seemed to be growing more fragile by the day. But Wilmington—a city suspended between motion and stillness, neither vibrant nor grounded, neither chaotic nor truly ordered—echoed the quiet disarray of our lives. It gave us space, but not direction. Stillness, but not peace. We told ourselves we were starting fresh, but the truth was, we carried everything with us: old wounds, unresolved silences, and the weight of everything we weren’t saying. The cracks didn’t disappear. They deepened, spreading invisibly beneath the surface of our new life.


When I transferred to the US with DuPont, it was through an intra-company move that granted me an L-1 visa. James, as my spouse, was issued an L-2 visa, but at the time, that status didn’t include automatic work authorization. He had to apply separately for a permit and wait for its approval. (It wasn’t until nearly two decades later, in 2021, that L-2 spouses were finally granted automatic work rights.) While waiting for that to go through, he held on to his UK job, flying back and forth between continents. He eventually secured an adjunct teaching position in the US but it was in Cambridge, Massachusetts, so he was still commuting, if not quite as far. We saw each other on weekends, sometimes less.


Slowly, the physical distance turned into something more difficult: an emotional gap we couldn’t seem to close.


With James now working in Massachusetts and me fully settled in Delaware, I turned my focus to the one thing that still consumed me. I began researching the best fertility clinics in the state, intent on locating one with a strong record of success—not just promising statistics, but real babies born. I needed more than hope; I needed results.


Eventually, I found a clinic in Newark. Another laparoscopy followed. More tests. Fibroids. Polyps. Words that finally offered an explanation—and, for a moment, relief. At least there was something to fix. I underwent further procedures to remove the growths from my uterus, clinging to the faint flicker of possibility. We tried again, this time with intracytoplasmic sperm injection (ICSI ), a newer and more advanced technique at the time, where a single sperm was injected directly into an egg.


The days blurred into blood tests and medication schedules, surgical gowns and sterile rooms. I tracked every twinge in my body, every symptom, hoping it might mean something. I issued silent negotiations into the void—Please, this time.


Still, nothing.


James buried himself in his research; I buried myself in mine. He missed appointments. I took it as a betrayal. I turned everyday irritations—forgotten groceries, a misplaced document—into proof that he didn’t care. My grief had curdled into resentment.


Little by little—almost imperceptibly at first—I began to feel different. The life I had once imagined with James began to feel like a story I had told myself long ago, one I was no longer living. I could no longer see us in the future. I no longer pictured us holding hands through the chaos of parenthood or laughing at a kitchen table cluttered with crayon drawings and empty coffee mugs. The vision that had once felt so vivid—a child named Etienne, a home filled with warmth and shared dreams—began to lose its shape. It was like watching a photograph curl in slow motion under the heat of reality, its edges lifting and warping until the image itself no longer held.


Somewhere in that dissolution, I saw it clearly: The life I was beginning to rebuild no longer included James. I had loved him. But the woman who’d once clung to that dream was gone. I wasn’t going to be a mother with James. And now that motherhood had slipped away, so had the tether between us. He no longer felt like a partner but rather a reminder of what had failed. James, once at the center of everything I longed for, had come to represent all that had vanished—a future imagined, then lost.


If I couldn’t become a mother, I would have to become something else. I needed a new shape for my life.


So when I heard about salsa lessons being offered at a local bar in downtown Wilmington, I didn’t hesitate. Dancing had always been a source of lightness for me, a way to feel alive in my body.


I was tired that evening, worn down by work, by the weight of yet another failed ICSI cycle, and by the growing silence that had settled over our home like dust. I wasn’t in the mood to dance, but I wasn’t ready to go back to that house, either. The idea of walking through that door, of making small talk with James over dinner while pretending everything was fine, felt heavier than the day I had just come through.


So I went. And I met Richard.


Richard was from the UK too, working for DuPont and stationed at the corporate headquarters downtown. He was a couple of years older than James and about ten years older than me. He was tall and lean, with reddish-blond hair, large blue eyes, and distinctly Anglo-Saxon features. He had a background in computer science and had worked across several corporate administrative roles. Like me, he had been transferred from the UK to the US as an expat. He had arrived in Wilmington with his family, but after his divorce his wife and daughter had returned to the UK, leaving him there alone. We shared a common understanding of what it meant to be far from home, uprooted, and navigating the cultural dissonance that came with being a transplant to America.


Richard and I bonded easily. We had plenty to talk about: the subtleties of living abroad, the challenges of my strained marriage, and the limited support DuPont provided to expat spouses. He was warm, funny, creative, and a wordsmith. I would learn a lot about good writing from him over the years, especially his attention to tone, his playful turns of phrase, and the way he could reframe something dull with just the right choice of words.
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