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Introduction

On a cool spring day, the three of us settled back into cushions in Ingrid’s cozy living room, catching up after a long time. Five years earlier, we had worked together in the same Seattle publishing office. One of our final projects had been a literary anthology on solo travel, A Woman Alone, which we had coedited and published in 2001. Now we lived in different cities and our paths had diverged some, yet the idea to publish a companion volume had prompted us to schedule a longoverdue  get-together. After we’d swapped stories and photos of our kids, the conversation turned from family to travel.

We discovered that the passage of time had brought changes to our lives and to our perspectives on travel. Christina shared that after the birth of her first child, she had started a new job that had given her the opportunity to do regular solo stints in major cities around the world. Once upon a time, she’d made this kind of travel her greatest goal, pinching pennies to get herself anywhere new and different. Ironically, it was only once she had a family and was more interested in nesting that it was suddenly thrust upon her on a regular basis. “Travel is so different now,” Christina commented. “Where once I took such pleasure in preparing for every detail of a trip ahead of time, I am now so engulfed by anxiety in the anticipation of these trips that they almost do me in. My mind is a flurry of to-do lists running nonstop, day and night.”

All of us are mothers and could relate to Christina’s travel anxiety, as well as that blessed “point of no return,” as we dubbed it—the moment when you are finally settled into your tiny plane seat, when there is nothing you can do for anyone anymore. How jarring and unsettling that longed-for moment can be. In a world full of people and demands, the sudden emptiness of being alone can be disquieting, yet also liberating, as we slowly remember again who we are as individuals.

As we discussed the strangeness of leaving the cluttered life and cluttered mind behind, we were struck once again by the fact that solo travel takes many forms at different times in our lives—and ultimately fulfills different needs. We discovered that we had once naively considered solo travel to be primarily about satisfying the soul-searching,  confidence-building needs of our twenties. The focus was on proving ourselves, developing resourcefulness, getting lost, and finding our way back. But what we hadn’t realized then was that the solo experience offers unique insight and perspective at any age, under any number of circumstances, both expected and unexpected. Even the confident, resourceful, and independent traveler has much to gain from the solitary journey—whether it’s perspective on a life left behind, unexpected connections with locals, insights into how individual relationships are separate from the realm of global politics, or the simple and pure joy of a few anonymous days of not having to organize our hours around the needs of anyone else.

We also discussed the nature of foreign travel as Americans, and as solo women, in a world profoundly affected by the events of 9/11 and its aftermath. How it can feel like a political act, almost a patriotic duty, to go abroad. We had all traveled since 9/11, as had many of our friends and family members, and what we all found was a world different in many ways from the one portrayed by our fear-driven media. No doubt the world’s hot spots are indeed hot spots, yet in our experience people the world over are eager to engage with Americans. We were reminded in these real-world exchanges that people are able to separate the actions of governments from those of individuals. What we found in our own experience—and what we read in the submissions we received and, ultimately, in many stories we selected—ran counter to what we had been hearing every day on our televisions and reading on the front page.

All of these considerations, personal and political, made us realize that the time was ripe to pursue a sequel to A Woman Alone. First and  foremost, we wanted to inspire women to get out and travel. After all, the best way to quell fear, build bridges between cultures, and foster goodwill toward Americans again is to go out in the world and be an ambassador. As in the last book, we wanted to tap into the full range of women’s solo experiences. We wanted to better understand the motivations of and consequences for women who go to the effort of visiting a place far from the familiarity of home. We also were curious about what others were discovering on their solo journeys.

Once we sent out the call for submissions and spread the word, it was immediately clear how sacred women’s solo journeys are to them—how many forms they take, how many reasons they set off. Their experiences and what they gain from them vary widely, but they are ultimately no less intense at different ages and times in their lives. What they set out to escape or find may not be achieved exactly as planned, but they gain new insights into themselves and others—and return to their familiar lives with renewed energy. Judging from the number of women eager to tell their stories, it was clear that we were not the only ones struck by the power of the solitary journey.

We hope you enjoy the travels revealed in these pages, and we hope they inspire you to dream of your next trip, and go your own way.
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I am a voodoo doll for a sadistic nurse who is probably suffering from seasonal affective disorder, an affliction endemic to the northwestern United States and certain Scandinavian countries. Forty degrees. A cold, relentless drizzle has fallen for two months straight; the gray ceiling of the Pacific Northwest is closing in with dreaded inevitability. I am in the travel inoculation ward of Group Health Cooperative, and it is a dark February day in Seattle. As the sixth silver needle plunges into my already-throbbing arm, I think, Why am I doing this?


Questions like this usually don’t arise until I am two days from anywhere, one Snickers bar left, trying to suction thick-as-syrup, muddy river water through a filter that falsely claims to remove all scents, tastes, protozoa, and bacteria. But this time, the reservations have hit me in the jab lab. I’ve become a junkie, weak in the face of my drug: adventure.

Peg, the nurse, tosses her modified Dorothy Hamill haircut slightly before saying, with a tinge of admonishment, “You’ve come in too late to be protected from dengue fever and Japanese encephalitis. Here are the malaria pills. They’ll kill all your natural flora and fauna . . . ”

“Um, fauna? ” I gently interject, to no response.

“ . . . so start taking acidophilus now. A small number of people get psychotic episodes from them, but I think you’ll be fine.

“Most importantly,” says Peg, unwrapping the final syringe, “if something goes very wrong and things break or tear or get severely punctured,” she pauses and looks me in the eye, “beg for an air-evac with an IV. Don’t get a transfusion.

“Have fun,” she concludes cheerfully, throwing the used needle into a bin that somehow hermetically seals itself, combining Andromeda Strain style with HIV reality.

I tell myself it is Peg’s job to overreact. She is, after all, wearing incredibly sensible shoes.

Trips to the lab have become common since I left the deskbound world of book publishing for international documentary television. Lately, I’ve been an on-the-road correspondent for a series of outdoor adventure programs. On these shoots I’ve received vital lessons, such as how to lasso charging cattle, evade a posse of pregnant tiger sharks, rappel  down cliffs, sweat through a sundance, run class-five rapids, and milk everything from emotional moments to smelly goats to interviews. I’ve been bit on, shit on, and hit on. I asked for adventure, and I got it.

Next stop: Borneo.

 



 



Eleven overpackaged meals, thirty-seven wet-naps, one flip-flopped magnetic field, and a day and a half after leaving Seattle, I’ve entered that jittery netherworld in which the body’s hardwiring goes colorblind; the red wires are wrapped up with the green, and the black one just dangles. In fact, the brain is completely flummoxed about what that black one is for. Hunger is a vague, tinny presence that cannot be sated. I look around at my fellow passengers and feel like my entire person is an appendix: irrelevant, useless, taking up space amid much more worthy organs.

We are on the sixth and last leg of the journey and closing in on 115 degrees longitude, zero degrees latitude. Equatorial Borneo: red hot, and wet. Borneo is the third-largest island in the world (right behind Greenland and New Guinea), and is divvied up between Indonesia and Malaysia (with a chunk reserved as the sultanate Brunei). The split is just one result of a long history of vying—by white rajahs and the British Empire, among others—for this island’s rich natural resources, primarily oil, timber, pepper, and rubber. Sarawak and Sabah, the states where a small film crew and I are headed, became part of the then-new country of Malaysia in 1963.

The jungle appears fast and definitively, like spilled ink from a well.  From up here it looks like a petri dish of mold. Dusty, dark green, bumpy, with tiny creases and valleys and shadows. A patternless pattern of crumpled anarchy. Definitely alive.

 



 



We are setting out for the interior jungle of Sarawak from the town of Limbang. Our guide, Martin, is in his early twenties and has chestnut skin and jet black hair. He is Dayak (the indigenous people of Borneo) and of the Iban tribe.

The network of chunky, easy-moving, tea-colored rivers is the closest thing to infrastructure in this part of Borneo. Our young, barefoot boatman is poised at the front of our hip-wide longboat, ready to pole when shallows, still water, or rapids threaten our progress. A beefy old outboard motor dangles from the back of the boat like a very important, yet untended to, participle.

On the river, the jaggy mold I saw from the sky has become a dark green, menacing mass that lines the river. The jungle seems aggressive, as if the vines and trees are taking back the water’s edge, instead of cohabiting with it in pastoral bliss, as a forest might meet a babbling brook. I imagine the density beyond our sight as unreasonable and unforgiving. A vicious chaos. I notice Vanessa, our tall Dutch producer, noticing me recoil.

“Sorta feral looking,” I say to her, explaining my discomfort.

Periodically the jungle breaks and gives way to waterside communities. Longhouses with roofs of corrugated steel (rather than the traditional wood and rattan) pepper the river highway. The longhouse is the traditional  communal living structure, home to approximately fifteen families and up to a hundred people. People work together on the long porches and nod when we quietly chug by. “The Dayak do not like to be alone,” says Martin.

Alone.

In my twenties, my travels and sojourns in the natural world were often alone. These days I travel with a camera crew and, in that odd television conceit, “pretend” to be alone—while speaking to a viewership of millions. The depth of irony here is obvious. That said, I’ve noticed on every shoot that I find myself—whether dangling off a cliff, temporarily lost in the Sahara, or in the bowels of a shipwreck—deeply, and often unexpectedly, alone. Like the Dayak, I never seek it out. But these exhilarating, often perilous, solo moments can be strangely transformative.

The dwellings appear fewer and farther between as hours drift by and we sink deeper into the anarchy I first identified from above, from outside. Urban Borneo thrives with the cultural and spiritual diversity of all of Southeast Asia. Malaysia’s official religion is Islam, but zealous missionaries and North Borneo’s status as a former British colony make Christianity widespread. Yet here in the interior of Sarawak, the rules of the West and the rules of the East are handily trumped by the rules of the Jungle—and animism is operative. Unlike Judaism, Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, and other doctrines of the world, Kaharinga (Iban animism) does not distinguish between this life and the hereafter, between the religious and the secular. Religion is everyday life. Animism, quite sensibly, is more interested in the here and now and the supremacy of nature. Natural phenomena, as well as things animate and inanimate, are all said to possess a soul.

To the upriver Iban’s traditional eye, the steamy, humid atmosphere is thick with antu (spirits) and petara (gods). The spirits and the people work in concert. (A quid pro quo of sorts: We give you offerings, you help the rice crops grow.) The spirits hold the upper hand, to be sure, and their behavior can range from benevolent to capricious.

Martin grew up in a longhouse and, due partly to his excellent English, has landed a coveted job in the world of tourism. I am quizzing him as we make our way upriver.

“What are the biggest hazards?” I ask.

“Well. A few leeches, sometimes a snake. Only drink the bottled water,” he responds casually, offering a whitewashed version of reality. In fact, I know there are tens of thousands of species in this national “park” (a misleading term that implies the jungle is somehow under the control of humans) and some of them, particularly the cold-blooded ones, could be a problem.

Put a frothing rabid dog in my path, and I respond with the calm of Atticus Finch. Bring on a mama grizzly, and I am as sharp as her claws slicing through the flesh of a wild king salmon. But show me a cold-blooded, slithering critter, and I turn into an irrational, mute, quivering . . . appendix.

Indulging a strange habit of dashing toward what I fear, I press Martin on the snake issue. Vanessa has told me there are twenty-five kinds of snakes in this part of Borneo, many of them poisonous.

“Yes,” Martin admits, “there’s the reticulated python, Python reticulatus; the Javanese reed snake, Calamaria borneensis; the red-headed krait, Bungarus flaviceps; the banded Malayan coral snake, Maticora intestinalis; the cobra, Naja sputatrix; and the ... ”

I hold up my hand to stop the recitation.

“You had me at python,” I say.

My phobic (that’s phobic, not phallic) response to snakes irks me. I can’t stand having an irrational fear that plays right into the hands of Freudian pundits.

We continue to move through the hours at double the river’s slow pace: outboard time. Our small procession of overloaded canoes sputters up toward the traditional Rumah Bala Lasong longhouse, where Vanessa and Martin have arranged for us to spend the night before journeying to see the Penan tribe tomorrow.

Twenty of us, our crew and other invited inhabitants of the longhouse, sit on mats on the floor in a large circle, and the women serve us a feast of steamed rice in bamboo cylinders, leafy green vegetables, and dried fish. The girls and women dress in heavily embroidered cloth with many bangles and wear skirts made of interwoven coins. The headman says a blessing and his lithe, tattooed arm swings a stunning black and orange rooster, with darting eyes and a poised-to-snap white beak, over the food. He deftly plucks two grand tail feathers from the bird’s behind as an offering to the gods.

After the offering it is time to eat—and to continue to drink. I sip my fourth glass of fermented rice booze, which tastes like sake resin, and settle in. Destroying social harmony is a major transgression in a longhouse, and as our “host,” I am expected to imbibe, drink for drink, with the hosts. Tuak is passed in bowls and jugs and swilled with exhortations of “Ngirop, ngirop!” For the first hour, I feel confident that I can go head to head, as long as nobody breaks out the  Jägermeister shots. The tuak is not terribly strong, though the copious amounts are troubling.

Events become fuzzy after hour two as my fatigue progresses from daze to death rattle. Interviews are derailed because I am unable to retain answers for more than six seconds, dashing any hope of a decent follow-up question. “Ngirop!” I hear, as another sloppy tuak is thrust under my nose, and I sway with fatigue as much as anything else. By hour three, after days of nonstop traveling, complete exhaustion taking hold, I am barely tracking conversations, including those in English. My last memory is an image of young Iban men in the middle of a circle, kicking high and wild, full of athleticism and punch.

I fall asleep sitting up and am half-carried, half-rolled through a doorway adorned with a carving of a crocodile swathed in a snake.

That night, dreams come fitfully. Snakes are slithering all over me and out of my hands, and I am unable to move. The auguries could be saying any number of things:
1. I am in touch with the ancient power of the serpent that embodies the female principle; I may be pregnant; I may be poised to transform or evolve; I am definitely in touch with my libido; I am dangerous to the foolishly unwary (this, according to the historical mythology of most ancient cultures).

2. Patriarchy has subsumed all matriarchal realms;thus, I am scared of the all-powerful penis and my own sexuality. I have issues (this, according to Freud et al.).

3. Animals and dreams are the vehicle for messages sent  from the parallel universe, which is with us at all times. The female god who rules that parallel universe is represented by the serpent dragon. The upshot: Someone important is trying to send me a message (this, according to Iban cosmology).

4. The holey mosquito net, which binds twelve of us (our crew and the host family) in a row like corpses, has pinned me in place, and I underwent a nocturnal panic attack that manifested itself in my sleep as snakes (this, according to my logic).





The tuak and jagged sleep leave a strange, not unpleasant pall on the next day as we set out for the deep interior and a visit with the Penan tribe, Borneo’s last true nomads.

I’ve heard the locals say, “Upriver is a state of mind.” Perhaps this is why the jungle seems different this time as we navigate its waterways. What seemed just a day ago to be a nefarious Rorschach test begins to reveal enchanting patterns and wildlife whimsy. Chains of orchids (of which there are some three thousand species in Borneo, which boasts 10 percent of the world’s total orchid population) outline the trunks of sixty-foot-tall trees; chaotic assemblies of vines become launchpads for kingfishers and starlings.

Rhododendrons, their red blossoms bursting, push branches closer to the water. The regular crashing and crackling in the forest add dimension, rather than warning. Even the rapids are being welcomed as a good rollick and an opportunity to admire spectacular boatmanship, attuned to the uneven depths and eddies the river puts in our path.

The Penan hunter-gatherers inhabit the deep jungles of the central and northern parts of the state. An estimated three hundred Penan hunt, gather, run, roam, live, and die under the jungle canopy of the park; another seven thousand or so Penan have been jettisoned from their lands by the logging industry and put into “settlements” with promises of healthcare and education—promises that have gone largely unkept.

 



 



We travel by river out to one of these government-induced settlements, which is a line of clapboard dwellings accented with the odd bit of cloth swinging in the wet wind to dry. I sense depression. Unlike the upriver longhouse, which felt emboldened by tradition, pride, and humor—a place not at odds with modernity, but where the Dayak chose what they would incorporate—this settlement reeks of defeat. Forced settlement of nomadic people seems particularly cruel, as it cuts them off from their way of life, cultures, and traditions.

Moments after we arrive, a downpour begins. We run for one of the shelters and sit amidst some wet hay to drink tea and wait for the heavy rain to subside. “The Malaysian government backs the logging industry, and the Penan, to put it bluntly, have been in the way,” Vanessa confirms.

When the rain stops, we gather near the water’s edge. A middle-aged woman plays a nose flute that sounds to me full of sadness and hope and maybe epic tales. The men work on their hunting implements. The ancient and inspiring parts of the Penan culture begin to shine through the trappings of the settlement as the rain stops and daily activity resumes.

The Penan hunt and trap gibbons, macaws, civet cats, squirrels, and reptiles. I’m shown the poison-dart blowpipe, which has a 150-foot range and is used for killing small game, including monkeys. A Penan hunter blows a dart (whose tip has been dipped in poison) through the barrel of the blowpipe, using strong breath from the chest and stomach, rather than the mouth. The blowpipe is lighter than a gun, makes no sound, and can be shot with deadly precision. The poison, the blowpipe, and the darts, essential items of the Penan existence, are all handmade with materials found in the rainforest.

“Tomorrow is your hunt for wild bearded boar,” Vanessa tells me. “So brush up on your blowpipe skills,” she says with a mischievous smile.

 



 




Manners. Remember your manners, I think as I sit deep in the rainforest with a family of Penan hunter-gatherers, trying to swallow a third glop of wild sago. How I wish the glop were Jell-O salad, or matzoh ball soup, or anything but what it is. The mother twirls more gluey na’oh around a stick and hands it to me, and my gag muscle twitches as if contemplating a chunky (and not meant to be chunky) dairy product. Sago is wild palm, which the Penan depend upon for their housing, baskets, and food. It is 90 percent pure carbohydrate, and it used to be mixed with animal blood to form a mineral-rich source of nutrients. But Christian missionaries, reacting to the gore, convinced the Penan to stop eating blood. The nutritionally unbalanced staple that resulted keeps the Penan malnourished. To my Western palate, na’oh tastes  like warmed Silly Putty. The plenitude of sago determines how long a nomadic Penan family stays in one place (it goes, they go).

At dawn this morning, we shoved off in our canoes and traveled several hours to arrive here, deep in a protected forest area in which a group of nomadic Penan is still able to practice its traditional way of life. To keep away from the incessant drizzle, we are huddled under a lean-to made of giant pandanus leaves and branches, built by the mother of the family. Berti, the father, dips the head of a just-sharpened dart into a dark liquid. The poison.

I down the third glop of sago, hyperaware that I have no choice, as the greatest transgression in Penan culture is see hun, or “failure to share.” The prospect of another meal of sago is motivation enough to succeed in today’s wild boar hunt. Give me the other white meat any day (even if it has a beard).

Having wheedled our way into this boar hunt, a rare “pure” remaining aspect of Penan life, I am feeling more than ever as if we are nefarious culture-skaters. We really should not be here. But my time to protest has long since passed. This is television, and we have set up “an experience,” and—by god—it is my job to have it.

Only one gringa is allowed per hunt, so I am going out alone with the men of the tribe. Georgie, our Brit camerawoman, sets me up with the small Canon video camera and shoves a couple of extra tapes in my pocket. “Okay, mate, if you get one, make sure to get plenty of cutaways. And careful not to let the blood splatter on the lens” is Georgie’s final advice.

Martin translates for the three men whom I will join for the hunt. The leader is Berti, the father of the family who shared their sago with  me. As he issues instructions, Martin says, “Berti says to stay close, but never move in front of the group. When they catch one, beware of its teeth.”

 



 




“Woouh, woouh, woouh,” goes the high-pitched Penan chant as we trot along, and then quickly turn up the pace a notch to a steady run.

The men are wearing smallish skins that cover their loins. I am wearing thick cross-trainers, long, thin, wicking pants with eight pockets (four of which I have yet to find), and a microlight long-sleeve shirt with mesh ventilation under the armpits. I am Ex Officio. My shoes crunch clumsily on the forest floor; the men travel in near silence, as if they are human hovercrafts.

After about five minutes, I stop Berti and the guys and ask them to run around me in circles so I can get full frontal footage of them. I fear I will see only their backsides from here on out, given their increasing pace. No translator is on-site, so “asking them” means my running around in a circle, miming the hunt of a wild bearded boar (as if I have some idea what that entails). They laugh at the foolish tall white lady and gamely comply. Before we take off again, I get a close-up of Berti’s feet. They are small and have an intriguing network of roundish muscle landscapes. Given the speed and gallantry with which they deliver him through a forest floor of logs, prickly sticks, and vines, it seems Berti’s feet have a range of talents wholly incomprehensible to the average pampered First World foot.

“The Penan are so profoundly different,” wrote Canadian linguist Ian  Mackenzie. “They have no writing, so their total vocabulary at any one time is the knowledge of the best storyteller. There is one word for ‘he,’ ‘she,’ and ‘it,’ but six for ‘we.’ There are at least eight words for ‘sago,’ because it is the plant that allows them to survive. Sharing is an obligation, so there are no words for ‘thank you.’ They can name hundreds of trees but there is no word for ‘forest.’ Their universe is divided between the land of shade, the land of abundance, and the land that has been destroyed.”

The hunt begins in earnest. Berti and the two other men are ripping through the dense tangles of vines, trees, and kooky jungle growth at high speed with six-foot-long blowpipes and spears in their hands. The speed and agility with which they traverse the terrain is uncanny, and I wonder if they are doing mal cun uk (“follow our feelings”), a Penan way to navigate an unknown part of the jungle. I set the camera on autofocus, lock it on Record, and pull out every last one of my stops in order to keep up. I will not fail, goddammit, I think as I flail with gusto through the dense underbrush, willing my bad ankle not to snap.

Last year, CNN put me through their war-zone training for journalists in the swamps of Georgia, where I learned that camera operators have a misguided sense of security—that is, the irrational belief that you are invincible, that somehow looking through a lens protects your body as bullets fly by, grenades are lobbed, or, in the current case, you hurl yourself through a lethal jungle, full speed and sans peripheral vision, on the tail of Penan warriors who are wielding poison blowdarts in hopes of skewering a wild bearded boar. The adrenaline is pumping. I am keeping up! I can see the headlines now: “He blew the poison dart with the acumen of a thousand years of history and downed the squealing swine in a single shot.”

Aha! The story is mine!

Just as I am about to delude myself that I am both a journalist and a hunter, I go ass over tit into a felled log, and a sticky, prongy vine becomes the new look in choker collars. My head is thrust back into a giant mossy divot in a hundred-million-year-old tree, another scratchy vine has bound my torso, and I am firmly lodged in some twisted B-movie, S&M jungle position. I look up at the thick canopy above, panting, thinking of Peg the nurse’s final admonition and wondering if anything is broken, torn, or severely punctured, or if the term “air-evac” has ever even crossed the lips of a human being within a thousand-mile radius.

The Penan’s hunting chants fade into the distance.

I am instantly miserable.

My head itches. I hurt. My wrists are sweating. In the back of my mind, anxiety simmers because I know this is the exact kind of moment I will be required to write about or describe to camera, and I think, Can’t I just have the fucking experience? I enter a moment of schizophrenic selfpitying delirium: What would others write?


Ernest Hemingway: I am hot. I will just shoot the pig.

Anne Lamott: I’m feeling hot and my Birks were not the best choice but what I really want is to have a stiff drink but Sam wouldn’t like it because he doesn’t have a father.

Paul Theroux: I’m very hot. I feel as if I’m in the furnace of an old 1926 steam engine.

As I try to untangle myself, the punishing humidity fuels a steady stream of sweat into my eyes, which makes the wall of electric-green foliage that incarcerates me jitter like the preamble to an acid trip.

The spongy, fetid jungle floor is alive, a constant microorganismic frenzy. It is sending out an endless, deafening, gurgly hum that tells me that billions and billions of small creatures are surrounding me and are very hard at work and I am just lying there like a dead animal, soon to be decomposed.

Mosquitoes (malarial, I’m sure) swarm mercilessly. I become convinced that a slimy, overwhelming power is morphing me into something else and I will end up a moth—and not in that comforting reincarnation way.

I would just be a moth.

It’s when I hear myself nearly whimper that I sober up and ask myself what a diva would do. Take action. I scramble to my feet and turn the camera on myself in a desperate Blair Witch moment. This is as good a time as any to deliver some “top tips” and “emotional diary entries,” both of which were mandated by the series producer, who is currently sitting in a posh office back in London’s Notting Hill.

“Whenever you’re hunting for wild boar in the jungles of Borneo, wear a long-sleeve shirt,” I say to camera and pan down my arm, which is dripping blood from the hostile vine. Of course, only one in a million viewers will ever hunt wild boar in this godforsaken hell.

Seems Berti and the others are long gone, and rightly so. My stealthless presence made their chances of sticking a boar about as likely as my chances of finding my way out of this jungle unaided.

I just hope they’ll come back for me.

I hang my sweaty overshirt (now ripped for additional ventilation) on a branch of a tree that I notice has been molonged. The Penan tradition of  molonging trees consists of marking the trunk with a machete to signify it it as a fruiting tree, rather than a lumber tree. If a tree has been molonged, other Penan will not cut it down, but will only pick fruit from it.

I wander about twenty yards and position myself in what passes for a clearing. Like any good Chicagoan, I try to face the virtual door so that when a threatening mobster character comes in to take me out, I will be prepared. Unfortunately, the jungle is all doors. Pity the editor who has to go through the footage I burn during the next ten minutes as I deliver my “diary moments,” which rumble closer to a pitch of pure panic with each minute that the Penan hunters do not come back for me.

“Excuse me, but I do not think Julia Roberts was put through this when she did a show in Borneo. Please, they just wheeled her out of the trailer, stuck baby orangutans on her ample breast, and rolled film.” And finally ...

“My brother gets my record collection; my sister, the dog. . . . ” I turn off the camera and watch the blood weep down my leg from the latest leech incursion. I sop the ooze from another ulcer, an older bite. Leeches have three jaws, each of which contains a hundred teeth. They use one end of their body for attaching to their host while the other end feeds. Their saliva contains an anticoagulating agent and a mild anesthetic so they can suck you dry unnoticed. In a half hour a leech can consume up to five times its body weight—that is, half a shot glass of blood. They can balloon from two centimeters to two inches fat, depending how much blood they suck. I flick off a small leech that is beginning to dig in at my ankle.

And then it becomes painfully clear that one tampon was not enough for today’s excursion.

The army of jungle bugs turns up the volume a notch in unison. At this moment, in the belly of the beast, Borneo’s tropical rainforest seems endless and all-consuming. Hard to conceive that it could all be destroyed. Yet if all systems remain go—that is, the logging continues 24/7 under floodlights, and the Penan who are staging protests do not prevail—it will be gone in five to ten years. Forever. Poof. But my compassion for the rainforest atrophies with each moment the environment keeps me trapped and fearful. No Stockholm Syndrome for this panicking pig hunter.

I slide into what my friend Kate calls the “secret happy place.” That is, the place in your mind where you go when your heaving face has been planted over the toilet in a third-class Indian train for six hours straight; that place you go when your sister has had one too many cocktails at Christmas dinner and you can see her wind up to chuck a hardball at the dysfunctional house of mirrors that tenuously holds the gathering together; that place you go when you have intestinal parasites and shit your pants on a Guatemalan Bluebird bus (and that place you go after you clean yourself up and it happens again five minutes later); and finally, that place you go when you’ve been abandoned by Penan tribesmen in the jungles of Borneo and find yourself seeping from five different holes—some natural, some not.

My secret happy place is under a piece of heavy oak furniture where I mouth to myself, “You’re all alone in this world and the sooner you realize that the better; you’re all alone in this world and the sooner you realize that the better.” My decades-old ritual response to pain (secret but, come to think of it, not very happy) has been adapted, in  this case, to: “You’re all alone in this world—except for the goddamn crew, who’d better come find me—and the sooner you realize that—one dumb gringa life is nothing compared to the genocide—the better. You’re all alone in this world—calm down calm down... oh god. Jesus. I’m not cut out for this nomad life—and the sooner you realize it . . . ”

To calm myself, I try to buy into the Penan belief in the interconnectedness of all things material and spiritual, a belief that puts a more palatable spin on death. After all, when you’re in the tropics with very limited access to medical facilities, death can strike at any moment and, in the cosmos of the local people, fate can never be avoided. Without a conceptual distinction between this life and the hereafter, one cultivates an easy acceptance of death. This, in turn, it is said, leads people to live joyously.

I am so not there.

Another ten minutes pass, and I begin to wonder if this is all one of those malaria pill-induced psychotic moments Peg mentioned.

And then it happens. Eight feet to my right, at about two o’clock on the cosmic clock, a five-foot-long black and green snake with orange stripes slithers into a patch of sun that has managed to defy the thick jungle canopy and beam onto the forest floor.

The snake stops.

I stop.

The world stops.

The snake does not recoil to strike, nor does it coil to sunbathe. The snake simply lifts its head three inches off the ground and stares. At me.

Oddly, instead of heightened panic, I feel utter calm. No itching. No fear. A strange union.

It sticks its tongue out at me.

I stick my tongue out at it.

Everything has disappeared—the jungle cacophony, the weeping leech sores, television. This staring contest lasts a full two minutes. It’s said that looking into the eyes of an adult orangutan is like looking at a hundred million years of history—calming and frightening at the same time. I avert my eyes in submission. The snake slithers away and I am left to interpret its message.

A half hour later Berti finds me sitting on a log. I don’t tell Berti or anybody about the snake. The visit was like a strange gift from Boo Radley, hidden in the trunk of a tree. Nobody’s business, really. Especially not the cable-viewing public’s. There was no kill today, but somehow I think I got the story.

“Tell us what it was like,” Georgie asks, sticking a hulking camera in my face.

“I already did, to camera, in there,” I say, pointing into the arboreal abyss and handing her the Canon. “Let’s be done for the day,” I say.

On the way back I think about Berti’s feet and the snake’s eyes, and the twirling sago and the disappearing magic. All the secrets that are being felled.
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You wake up in New York City and you are hungry. After a red-eye flight, a day of meetings, and a night of business cocktails, you open your eyes to the bland surroundings of a corporate-account hotel with a view of the rooftop air-conditioning unit. Downstairs, the suits are out. You perceive there is a brief wait for a table in the hotel restaurant, where you can get the same cartoned orange juice and foam-core pastries you ate at the breakfast meeting the day before, all for around the price of dinner at your favorite restaurant back home. Remarkably, you are tempted. But  only for an instant. Then you have an idea. No, it’s less than that. It is only a flicker of an impulse, but it is enough to get you out of there. The same subconscious, animal voice that tells the wolf to seek the tastier mouse on the next hillock over tells you to head for the subway.

You exit the revolving doors and join the rush-hour crush, observing the locals in their push to get to work without making eye contact with strangers. Then the moist grime of the subway, the shriek of brakes. Doors close, faces fly by on the platform. Another train oddly keeps pace for a few seconds and you stare at those across from you, hurtling indifferently along at whatever speed, in a lit box next to your hurtling lit box. Their train brakes and vanishes. You consult your map and choose a station. A few minutes later, you emerge into the brighter, friendlier light of SoHo, far from the frown of skyscrapers. It’s a sunlight somehow suffused with possibility and humanity in a way big-city business districts around the world, with their hard reflective glass and granite cliffs, rarely are. (This may be why Central Park, decked out at the moment with cherry blossoms, green hillocks, and scampering children, is so delicious and startling. What is it doing there? Like that sweet stretch of little shops and juice stands on Madison around 70th, a walk I can never resist.) SoHo, Little Italy, NoLita, TriBeCa light in midmorning invites leisure, contemplation, mental recreation. It’s full of life. In the shadow of skyscrapers, the only options are weak coffee and meeting rooms. Good people in bad places.

You pause just outside the subway exit. Where now? You chose your destination based on the dimmest recollection of a neighborhood. Ask a stranger? Choose a direction at random? You linger, waiting for  a sign. Beside you, a man dressed in business-casual trousers and a linen shirt the color of dust talks on his cell phone. You hear the magic words so clearly that you know, no matter whom he’s talking to, the message is for you.

“Right. I’m going to have breakfast, then I’ll be in the office. We can talk then.”

Bingo. He closes the phone. You follow. Half a block down, he opens the door to a place with marble-chip floors, ceiling fans, and comfortable old wooden tables. You choose one. There is a tiny bowl of sea salt and a small pepper mill on the table. There is a collection of free newspapers. From your grateful perspective, the clientele, as well as the servers, appear beautiful, kind, and intelligent. You open the menu. They offer organic eggs and freshly squeezed orange juice, pancakes and fresh fruit, waffles, omelets, and home fries, all to be had for the price of the tip at the hotel joint. This is the pleasure of life, you think, settling back with your New York Times, local edition. This is the pleasure of taking small chances, the greatest and perhaps singular joy of traveling alone.

Because we all know the hard truth: All but the very best and rarest of travel partners would—accidentally, unwittingly, inadvertently, unconsciously, innocently—have interfered with this delicate breakfasthunting process. That moment of hesitation at the hotel, for example. Might not the two of you have decided to stay and shell out $25 each for the continental treatment? Knowing you were seriously hungry and other options were uncertain and might not materialize, that it might be hard to get a cab, that there could be traffic, that he or she, as lovely a person as he or she is, can’t handle the noise and the crowds and the stairs and  the soot on the subway and thus gets grouchy at the mere suggestion of a subway ride before coffee. Knowing, let us be honest, that it would be worth sixty or seventy bucks and plasticized pastries to not have to deal with your fond companion when he or she is getting a “little grumpy” and doesn’t realize it. Knowing that if another, better breakfast experience did not swiftly manifest itself and a long and perhaps frustrating or ultimately unsuccessful hunt ensued, hunger increasing and blood sugar falling with each passing moment, you yourself might become irritable and a quarrel or bad feelings could arise, bringing with them lasting if minor consequences. And in fact that someone—you, him, her—might be saddled, perhaps for years, with the blame for a failed outing stemming from such a minuscule infraction as hoping for a better breakfast. Marriages have ended over less, not to mention business relationships and friendships.

Or the two of you might have distracted one another with pleasant chatter and observations and not overheard the man on the cell phone. You might thus have walked far in the wrong direction and been brought down by bad vibes in an area with negative urban feng shui. Alone, your intuition is acute. Your senses are heightened and responses swift. Alone, you are the wary wolf on the trail of tender, succulent prey. Together, you are cows munching with heads down, each assuming the other has a plan.

And that’s all taking for granted your companion woke up around the time you did, got ready in a reasonable period of time, and didn’t have any tedious errands to run or phone calls to make. The wolf despises dawdlers.

Life being what it is, your companion might even be a fool with defective instincts causing him or her to reject the perfect spot once found. The peril! Your tiny joys depend upon such nuances of character. They hang from a thread, the menace of a travel companion standing over them with scissors in hand. Not so when you roam the city alone. You are astute and aware, master of your destiny. With each independent stride, you come a little more back to life after the numbing toll even the most enjoyable business pursuits exact. These moments of solitude and independence are a potent sweetness that can sugar many a sour day ahead, should you encounter them, and you certainly must. They are money in the bank. Mice in the wolf’s hungry belly. Sourdough toast, marmalade, organic eggs, and crisp bacon on the plate in front of you.
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