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For all the obstinate, headstrong girls.













Author’s Note






Dearest friends,


I intended to tell this story years ago, but you know how it is. Life gets busy. Things were cruising along with my blog and my videos, and then the pandemic hit the emergency stop button. The life of this travel content creator screeched to a terrifying halt. Gone were the days of last-minute adventures and easily acquired passport stamps. In their place were nasal swabs, surgical masks, and suitcases full of fear. I was grounded indefinitely.


The world is always changing. It seems like there’s a century worth of breaking news every quarter. When I took a year off to travel back in 2011, I never imagined how grateful I’d be that I’d taken the time to travel the world when I did. Imagine if I’d waited until I was older. It could have been the mistake of a lifetime.


The title of this book hints at the disasters, natural and human-made, included within, so while I pray you are inspired to see this big, wonderful world, however the Lord directs your steps, this is not a travel guidebook. In the years that have passed since this particular adventure, many, many things have changed along the route I took. Some buildings no longer exist, some towns are wholly different. The pandemic closed countless businesses around the world. I humbly request you use the book for inspiration and AngieAway.com for planning.


And let’s be real for a second—this is not a guidebook for living either. I’m a walking disaster myself. In just a few pages, you’ll see how much I need Jesus. I hope when you read about the foolish paths I walked down, it’ll help you go in the opposite direction.


More than anything else, I hope this book makes you laugh. And that once you finish, you’ll be inspired to take your own journey—whatever that means to you in this season of your life.


There’s no time like the present, because truly, that’s all we’ve got. Maybe it’s world travel or a mission trip; it could be marriage or motherhood; it could be the perfect career. Or some mix of all of the above. Pray about it and then go. I’ve seen it for myself. God will guide your steps if you ask him to.


If there’s a whisper in your heart to go somewhere, or anywhere, or everywhere, then what are you waiting for?


In the interest of space, I’ve left out many people and many stories. I could write twice this much if I just shared the little kindnesses I encountered along the way. People helping me with my luggage or cooking me a meal or just showing me around their neighborhood. There were many disasters, global and personal, but there were far more blessings and provision along the way. There are so many good eggs out there, and I wish I could thank each one with a chapter of their own.


I condensed the timeline and combined characters where I felt I could save words but not leave out any of the juicy stuff. I am shocked—shocked, I tell you—that a whole year of shenanigans didn’t fit into one neatly packaged book.


Names and identifying details have been changed to protect the guilty. You know who you are.


Happy adventuring!




Angie
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PART I



MANHATTAN



















CHAPTER 1



Midnight Struttin’


Never go into the jungle alone with a man with a machete. It’s the third day of my solo trip around the world, and I’m already breaking a promise to my mother. I hear her voice in my head, saying, “Promise me you won’t talk to strangers. Remember everyone thought Ted Bundy was a nice guy!”


Glancing over my shoulder at the trail, it hits me that I’m all alone in the jungle with exactly that—a complete stranger. This one is swinging a curved, rusty blade. I just met him twenty minutes ago when my guide drove into his village, nudged me toward him, and said, “Go to the waterfall.”


As we wander so deep into the greenery that I can’t see the way back out, I ponder my rookie mistake. I’m… well, I don’t know where I am. Somewhere in a jungle in Fiji. Sticky with sweat and out of breath. On my way to a waterfall I’ve never heard of.


This lapse in judgment is out of character. As the eldest of three kids, I’m usually the cautious, prepared one. I make sure my friends get home safely. I triple-check the deadbolt. My sensible wheeled suitcase with backpack straps has safety doodads, rubber stoppers to wedge under hotel room doors, an orange whistle, and a money belt. Plus, I have all the ninja skills I’d learned in two lessons at a dojo in Long Island.


Wandering around the woods with strangers is for dumb girls in horror movies, or Little Red Riding Hood types who ignore their mothers and get eaten by wolves. I’m supposed to be smarter than this.


I’m suddenly aware of how dangerous this situation is, but I’m too hot and tired to escape now. I trudge up the trail toward the waterfall. Or my untimely death.


Today’s Jeep tour was supposed to be a group thing. You know, sitting in a Jeep with other humans who also prefer riding in comfort to walking up hills. But I’m the only guest. And while everyone in Fiji has been friendly, my middle-aged guide is the friendliest, assuring me with a wink, “We’re going to have a very, very good time together.”


After dodging his pointed inquiries about my marital status and desire to bear children, it’s a relief to stop at a village for lunch. I hope to encounter other travelers somewhere amid the clotheslines, but there are none. My guide settles in for a snack of cassava and rice and nudges me toward the new fellow, the one with the weapon. And into the jungle we go.


“So, how old are you?” machete man inquires, hacking at a low-hanging branch.


“I just turned twenty-nine.”


“Oh.” He’s confused. “You travel without your husband?” I grit my teeth.


Now there are two of us on the trail in danger of getting macheted. Me and him.
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A few months ago, I announced that I was leaving my PR firm to spend my life savings on a solo trip around the world.


“OMG, you’re going to marry that guy from Australia!” said my New York friends.


“How are you ever going to find a husband when you’re traipsing all over the world?” said my Florida friends.


“This is not Eat, Pray, Love,” I told the Yankees. “A man is the last thing on my mind.” And for the Southerners, “Well, there is this Australian guy that I’m visiting in February. It’s probably nothing, but you never know.”


Will the North and South never cut it out? I’m on a mission to see the world. Alone. For fun. Is it so hard to imagine a twenty-nine-year-old woman doing something not in pursuit of a husband?


Aside from an itinerary that will take me to six continents in twelve months, there’s no grand plan “to find my purpose” or “land a man.” I believed that wholeheartedly, even as I booked a flight with a very specific person in mind.
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If my mama didn’t want me to move to New York City, she never should’ve named me Angelene.


I was born on a stormy Friday the thirteenth. Or it could have been sunny. I don’t know, no one tells me anything. My parents were practically babies themselves—good-looking, broke, and living in Jacksonville, Florida, birthplace of Southern rock and bands like Lynyrd Skynyrd and 38 Special. Dad was heavy into the music scene, so I was named for not one, but two popular songs. “Angie” came from the melancholy Rolling Stones tune, and Angeline is from the Allman Brothers song of the same name. The tune goes like this:




Oh, midnight struttin’ in New York City,…


Her little heart beats in rhythm with the world,


She used to be her mama’s little girl.





I like to think my names, one homegrown and bluesy and one from a cheeky group of British rockers, have a lot to do with how my life story has turned out so far.


About twelve years after my prophetic naming, my grandparents drove me and my Shetland Sheepdog JJ from Florida all the way to New York City. As a junior dog handler, I had to win at least eight first-place ribbons to qualify for the spectacular Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show.


With my purple glasses and snazzy matching bands on my braces, my pup JJ and I were there to crush the competition. We strutted around the ring, stopping in all the right spots, striking a pose to thunderous applause at Madison Square Garden. I showed the judge JJ’s teeth and the way his ears flopped forward just like they’re supposed to. And I did it all dressed like a mini accountant with a pocketful of dog treats.


My dreams were the only things crushed that day. I didn’t come close to making the televised finals. I felt terrible that my grandparents spent so much to bring us to Westminster to go home without a ribbon. The loss hurt, but it brought a bigger win: love at first sight with Manhattan.


Even in frozen February, the city bewitched me. I’d never been so cold in my entire life. My hands were perpetually numb since I didn’t have gloves, so I almost got hit by a yellow cab when I dropped my scarf in the middle of 34th Street. Golly gee, though, almost getting run over by a real New York taxi was the coolest thing that ever happened to me. My grandparents were terrified to take the subway, so we hailed cabs to go five blocks. We ate at well-lighted diners every night and made every attempt to deadbolt ourselves in our hotel room by 10 p.m. I didn’t care that my hair smelled like garbage or the funk on my white tennis shoes might be toxic. From the observation deck on the 107th floor of the World Trade Center’s South Tower, I saw possibilities and the hint of a future. Like countless small-town girls before me, I wanted to be a part of it. New York, New York.


Many years later—with a bachelor’s degree, two years of public relations agency experience, and a couple thousand bucks in my pocket from a painful, but timely, car accident—I did it. I moved to the Big Apple and never looked back.


Well, I had to look back a little. My family was gnashing their teeth and wearing sackcloth and ashes in protest. They were alarmed that I kept moving farther away from home. Atlanta, where I migrated after college, was far enough, but they “let” me go because at least it was still in the South. NYC was a whole other ballgame. My parents, grandparents, and third cousins were sure I’d be the next case “ripped from the headlines,” just like in Law & Order. The nightly news suggested prostitution and armed robberies were in my future, especially in seedy Hell’s Kitchen, where I would live with my best friend from college, Erin.


The moment I arrived in New York, before I had a bed or towels or forks, I started a blog to share Manhattan life with my distraught relatives. In an attempt to send my mom a virtual chill pill, I stumbled right into my future. Big Apple Angie, the blog, was born.


Glory to God, it was the time of my life. I cherished my apartment on West 47th Street, tiny and expensive, and adored approximately 70 percent of the seventeen roommates I had during those years. I loved my friends, my church, grocery and laundry delivery, and the Dominican guys playing dominoes on the sidewalk out front every night.


Even after living in the city for a few years, I delighted in Times Square. When friends whined about having to walk through hordes of tourists, I agreed, “Oh yeah, Times Square is the worst! Ewww!” And then, even though I could avoid it, I skipped right through on the way home from work to look up at the glittering lights, see the creepy off-brand Disney characters, and inhale the scent of vanilla wafting from the roasted nut carts. (They smell better than they taste.) Even the worst of the Big Apple sparkled to me.


New York was everything. The biggest. The best. The yummiest. The priciest. The loudest. The busiest. There were a million superlatives to live up to, and I hustled every single day to keep up. All I had to do was walk outside and something memorable would happen. Like the time I slammed my face into a parking meter or followed a Broadway star to his apartment to see where he lived. I’d write about it on the blog, everyone would laugh, and I’d go out and do it all again the next day.


Sleep and rest weren’t readily available. Certainly not encouraged. I didn’t know how to process it all. Some nights I would go home after work, dive into a takeout order from Fat Sal’s, and watch Sex and the City reruns. Remembering the fabulousness right outside my door usually helped to revive me. I only had to try a little harder. Get a promotion. Make more money. Wear designer shoes. Pray more. Date more. More, more, more, more.


Eventually, I accepted that though I brunched frequently with my chatty girlfriends and was occasionally splashed with filthy water by the crosstown bus, Sex and the City was a colorful fantasy. Very few women can walk blocks in Manolo Blahniks and not suffer nerve damage. And junior publicists can’t afford such frivolities anyway. Life can’t be that fabulous all the time.


I found that the New York City I visited on vacation is a whole other place than the one I lived in. Vacation NYC is the place to spend wildly, do all the fun things, and have adventures. Real-life NYC is mostly trying to recreate those earlier vacation visits only to find you can barely afford to see daylight. Eventually, you reach a point where you can’t do, give, or be more anymore.















CHAPTER 2



Playing Dress-Up


For someone hard-wired from birth to tell stories, public relations was the perfect career for me. As an account supervisor at a global public relations agency, I publicized destinations, cruise lines, and airlines. No two days followed the same script.


My PR career dawned along with the social media age. Destinations and brands had just started using Facebook and Twitter to promote themselves. Even though BigAppleAngie.com was small potatoes, dating in New York had turned me into a proficient stalker—I mean, web researcher—so the social media management and content creation duties for our list of clients fell to me, in addition to my traditional responsibilities like journalist inquiries, press releases, and media events. I had my hands in everything, and I loved the variety. PR, advertising, and marketing firms were locked in a battle over who would own the social media part of the business—if social media took off like experts predicted. Now, entire agencies with full-time employees run social accounts. Back then, it was whoever was best at internetting… which turned out to be me.


Even on the toughest days, I appreciated my job. I already knew that I couldn’t represent any old thing. I had to believe in my clients. This was never more clear than when a supervisor at my first job scolded me: “You need to be up to your eyeballs in poultry news!” Nothing in the world could compel me to be up to any body part, let alone my eyeballs, in publications about chicken breeding and disease mitigation. Not even a $28,000 salary.


Compared with my previous jobs, where I publicized acne medication, peanuts, and yes, a large poultry producer, I hit the jackpot with my gig in the travel practice. What could be easier to publicize? Travel is a near-universal desire, and I was already passionate about it. It’s easier to sell than sex. And definitely easier to sell than B-roll about the annual peanut harvest.


In the Mad Men era, you could buy ad space during primetime TV and see instant results. Now the audience is so fragmented and the human attention span so short, you’ve got to make a real splash via marketing, public relations, advertising, and social media to move the needle.


Once, my boss, a PR legend with many such splashy ideas, envisioned creating an enormous welcome mat at the border of Canada and the United States. The kicker? It had to be visible from outer space and photographed via satellite. The clients loved the concept. Best idea anyone ever heard. As the account supervisor, I had to figure out how to actually do it. What do you even google to find that out? There aren’t many companies capable of such a task. But I found a way.


The client was on the fence because this was not a cost-effective idea.


“What if we could make it cheaper, and build it with sustainable and eco-friendly materials? Like blooming flowers?”


Eco-friendly. Blooming flowers. In January. In Canada.


I could be the best publicist in the world—and I was trying—but I couldn’t make flowers bloom in the winter or guarantee that the satellite would pass over at the right window of time. If there were clouds in the way or snow on the ground, hundreds of thousands of dollars would be wasted.


After weeks of back-and-forth with the clients, the project died. And then we’d start over with a new zany idea and more research. The relentless, unsatisfying cycle never quit.


The chance to be a part of an interesting story revived me when the grind got to be too much. Once I escorted celebrities down the red carpet at the Miss Universe pageant in the Bahamas. Donald Trump, whom I’d interviewed with years before as a finalist for season 6 of The Apprentice, gave me a nod of recognition as I led him over to the media scrum. Billy Bush from Access Hollywood was there, too, making a fuss over performers. Heidi Montag and Spencer Pratt of The Hills and like twelve subsequent reality shows ignored me completely. But I didn’t care. I was set on befriending rapper Flo Rida.


“What’s up, Flo Rida?” He raised a dubious eyebrow at me. “How are things in the 305? I’m from right up the road. 904, baby!” I did some weird hand signals, probably finger guns. I thought that if I demonstrated our Floridian area code proximity, Flo Rida would invite me to the afterparty with Donald Trump, Billy Bush, and 150 beauty queens. Someday we could tell Oprah about the hilarious way we met on the red carpet at a beauty pageant run by a reality TV star.


The rapper eyed me suspiciously and moved a safe distance to the other side of the velvet rope. Inexplicably, Flo Rida did not pursue a friendship with me, and we are still not best friends to this day.


Flo Rida isn’t the only celebrity with the wrong idea about me. When I was twenty-three, I went on my very first business trip to Las Vegas for a trade show. Moira, a vice president of my agency, and our client met nightly for dinner. I was so astounded that our meals cost almost $500, I had to call home to tell the family. Up until then, I hadn’t spent more than $25 on food, and that was at a special occasion place like Red Lobster.


I was exhausted from fifteen-hour days on the trade show floor and trying to impress Moira. One night at Nobu, I gnawed on the stringy pod of my first edamame—no one told me you weren’t supposed to eat the whole thing—while listening to my superiors discuss “low-hanging fruit,” “taking strategies to the next level,” and “circling back.”


I noticed a familiar British accent behind me, cutting through the marketing babble. I wriggled in my chair, angling myself to get an inconspicuous glimpse.


“Angie, are we boring you?” Moira asked, annoyed.


I snapped back to reality. “No, gosh no! Just stretching!” And I stretched, awkwardly, and twisted around. The British accent was none other than Hugh Grant. No! It was George Michael! Just kidding. It was Prince William!


Actually, it was Jack Osbourne, Ozzy’s boy. If it was Prince William instead of the prince of the Prince of Darkness, I would’ve been justified in what I did later, but I felt a unique kinship with the Osbourne children. Like Sean Lennon, Liv Tyler, and the many spawn of Mick Jagger, the offspring of rock stars have their own stories to tell. It’s true. And my dad is a rock star. Not the kind who made tons of money, hence the fancy meals at Red Lobster. He toured the world with Molly Hatchet, a legendary Southern rock band famous for hits like “Gator Country” and “Flirtin’ with Disaster.” Think Lynyrd Skynyrd but with a bizarre mascot on every album cover that can only be described as part Viking, part demon, and part Lord of the Rings dwarf.


I couldn’t imagine one good reason Jack Osbourne wouldn’t want to hang out with me, a friendly Southern girl with a heart of gold, so I hatched a plan. I’d give him my number, and he’d invite me out. We’d discuss our musical fathers and managerial mothers and seal our friendship with a toast as the sun came up. Then at 6 a.m., I’d go back to work promoting tea at the trade show. Very normal, very brilliant plan.


I excused myself to use the restroom, where I fished out a business card, my very first one, to give him on the way back. I dug around in my bag for anything to write with. All I had was a lip pencil.


With my cell now in smudgy red next to my title, assistant account executive, I dropped the card nonchalantly (but probably extremely chalantly) on Jack’s table.


Eventually it occurred to me that he probably thought I was an escort. It’s no easy feat to tell the difference between naïve baby publicists in black dresses and more experienced Vegas businesswomen. I was disappointed when Jack didn’t call, but now I applaud him for not falling for my inadvertent booby trap.
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Despite a reasonable vacation package, I rarely used my PTO. If it wasn’t a media event or a press trip, it was a celebrity death, norovirus on a cruise ship, or a natural disaster. The moment I committed to a church event, a dance class, or a healthy diet, I’d get a call that something somewhere had gone wrong, and it was at least partially my responsibility to do damage control.


I satisfied my wanderlust by pretending I was on vacation during work trips. My work travels evolved from trade shows to island hopping on yachts and private jets. It was as seductive a job as I could imagine. Sure, it wasn’t my yacht or my jet, but it was as close as I could get to that life without doing a job that required more math than I was comfortable with.


On the company’s dime, I tasted what life could be like if I worked on Wall Street or had wealthy parents. I could, and did, eat lobster at every opportunity. It was hardly relaxing, but it was an escape from routine, roommates, and blizzards, and that was good enough.


One week I’d be in the Bahamas getting scuba certified, then Vegas for a new business pitch, then to Connecticut for a client lunch, then to Universal Orlando to open the Wizarding World of Harry Potter, and back to Nassau again to train the tourism staff on how to use Facebook. In one whirlwind day, I coordinated a morning media event in New York and then flew to Grand Bahama Island to host another one that night.


When I first started working in travel, I adored hosting press trips. Choosing a theme, planning itineraries, and finally hopping on a plane and showing off the best side of a destination—this was my calling. It didn’t add up to more than minimum wage after taxes, but I was amazed I was getting paid to do it at all.


Some trips were heavenly. Everyone clicked, conversation flowed, and the weather behaved. At the end, we all hugged and promised to have drinks in the city soon. That was rare. On another trip, my client brought bottles of rum as gifts, one for each writer. Journalist Jessica commandeered all the rum before anyone else knew about it. She crammed the bottles into her suitcase while the others checked out of the hotel. Freelancer Fran caught her in the act, yanking the bottles out of Jessica’s luggage.


“Call the police! Thief! Stop!” Fran shouted. I burst out of the lobby to see clothes flying through the air and two grown women going full Jerry Springer over $9 bottles of rum.


Later, Fran demanded almond milk and grass-fed butter, which they didn’t have on the remote barrier island. “How do people live like this?” she spat, as the staff probably wondered how the heck butter eats grass anyway.


Producer Paul spent his first few hours on the island emptying the minibar. At our production meeting that evening, he was sloshed.


“Oh, you’re even cuter in person than on the phone,” he said, throwing an arm around my shoulder. “What say we go for a swim tonight, me and you?”


“You’re hilarious.” I brushed him off as politely as I could. I didn’t want to jeopardize the shoot and cost the client money, so I put up with his advances the rest of the week.


The shine of work travel wore off little by little. The last nail in the coffin, pun very much intended, was the time a client abandoned me on a remote island with a dead body in a freezer. To this day I don’t know if it was really a heart attack, as the coroner said, or the perfect murder. I was left with the body, his widow, no cash, nowhere to stay, and no flights off the island. Not even my corporate AmEx card could help. I was at the mercy of the weather and my client, who was not keen to pause his fishing trip to retrieve me.
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In the middle of frigid New York winter, when dirty slush accumulates on the street corners and my skin turns translucent, I would’ve worked in the Bahamas for free. Technically, sometimes I did.


At first I really didn’t mind. I was working myself into the ground but racking up frequent flier miles and new friends in exotic places. Even when I was stuck at our Third Avenue office, dubbed “the Death Star,” hammering out talking points late into the night, agency life had a certain charm. “Working late” in NYC is the same as “having three kids and a real nice truck with a Salt Life bumper sticker” back home.


In January, I took US Airways flight 1549 from LaGuardia to Charlotte on the way to Miami for the BCS National Championship Game. Back in the office a week later, I was monitoring Twitter for a client when I saw that that same flight had just crashed into the Hudson River near my apartment. A few of us gathered in the hall, waiting for what was sure to be gruesome news. The VP summoned me to her office.


“Pack up. You’re heading to LaGuardia,” she said. Unbeknownst to me, there was an existing agreement to manage the airline’s crisis PR. It was a terrible assignment. The most tragic day of my career lay ahead.


“What should I bring? What do I do when I get there?” The VP shrugged.


“Meet your car in fifteen minutes and stand by.” I packed a tote bag full of granola bars and a first aid kit. If anyone needed a snack, I would be ready.


The ride to LaGuardia was eerie. I scanned my BlackBerry for updates. The news couldn’t be good, whatever it was. A commercial airline crash likely meant terrorism. And it surely meant hundreds of dead people floating in the icy river and my relatives back home demanding my immediate return to the South.


Imagine the transcendent joy I felt when I walked into the airport to see airline employees and travelers cheering and hugging. Every single person survived thanks to the pilot’s quick thinking. It wasn’t terrorism—it was freaking Canada geese. If I had to be in the middle of one of the biggest news stories of the year, I was grateful it was “the Miracle on the Hudson.”


There were far more senior publicists onsite, so my major contribution was chasing cameramen out of the bushes as they tried to film the passengers arriving wrapped in shiny Red Cross blankets. Every time a survivor arrived, it was all I could do not to jump into the air with a victorious fist pump yelling, “You did it! God has a plan for your life!” But I didn’t embarrass myself. I learned my lesson with Jack Osbourne and Flo Rida. I waited until I was home and fell apart.


Once, after being out of the country while producing a fourteen-day video shoot, I returned to Hell’s Kitchen to find my ceiling was leaking and crumbling all over my bed. I requested a work-from-home day to meet with the contractor and was denied.


“The thing is, you’ve been out of the office a lot lately,” a supervisor said.


Even if I had the boundaries to turn down extra projects and last-minute travel, there was the matter of the baby boom on my team. Four out of thirteen women gave birth within a year, which meant there were twelve months of billable hours to make up while they were on maternity leave. Juggling a career and babies is no joke, and I’d prefer if they all could have had a year off if that’s what they wanted. But the extra hours added up.


The time came for my annual review, and I was ready with documentation of my awesomeness. I clocked at least sixty hours a week, grew our clients’ social media, stepped up as a leader, and managed the whole dead guy situation with finesse. Then I learned that promotions and raises were the same for everyone, regardless of effort. And due to the financial crash of 2008, no one would be getting raises for the foreseeable future. What was the point of waking up every day like the Chuck Norris of public relations if you don’t get a raise or a promotion? I’m a millennial. I need gold stars.


For the first time in years, I thought about what I might do next. A new agency? An editorial position at a magazine? Performing songs from Broadway’s Legally Blonde on the E train platform?


As I brainstormed future plans, a blizzard blanketed the city. A company-wide email announced:




Employees with children or living outside of Manhattan may work from home today. Employees living on the island are expected to report to work.





It took me ninety minutes to go the two miles to the office that day, usually a thirty-minute walk. The crosstown bus broke down. I slipped on the ice. Only three of us made it, dodging falling branches and icicles. I finally saw the light. I was not just unappreciated and underpaid. I was also disposable.


About a year later, when I announced my departure, folks were shocked. On my blog, everything was jet-setting and pizzazz. I never shared about the journalist who died while I held his hand. I was sick often due to exhaustion, working through pneumonia so bad I tore a muscle coughing. I had physical therapy three times a week for the knots in my back. Between a lust for experiences and an addiction to work, I was sprinting down a road I never meant to be on. If you’d asked me what mattered, I would’ve said my relationship with God, my family, volunteering. But my life told another story. Work was the boss of me. I came to Manhattan for the freedom and fabulousness pop culture promised, only to end up chained to my cubicle. I wanted to succeed so badly that I didn’t have time to notice when things started to go sideways. One day I woke up and realized work was the number one priority in my life.


In fleeting moments of clarity, usually on flights where no one could reach me, I wrestled with the truth that I didn’t move to the Big Apple to collect promotions or even a paycheck. Corporate success was never my goal, and the higher I was promoted, the more I had to feed the beast. If I slowed down at all, everything would come crashing down around me, and everyone would figure out that I was just a small-town nobody, playing dress-up in the Big Apple.


Like waking up to the fact that the guy you’ve fallen for isn’t that into you, I began to see that the relationship was one-sided. Work never loved me as much as I loved it, and never would.















CHAPTER 3



No Sex in the City


In New York, I could walk into any meeting and know that what I said mattered. It wasn’t until I went home to Florida that I felt inadequate. No matter how hard I tried, the expectations followed me everywhere I went. I was a nice, smart girl. I should’ve gone to an Ivy League school. I should’ve married a successful man. I should have at least 2.5 kids by now. Most of my high school friends were married with children, happily living in the same zip code. And there I was, squandering my reproductive prime in New York. No one could comprehend singleness as a choice. The unspoken message was that I was always failing. That I wasn’t good enough for love.


My social media feeds overflowed with exciting trips, red carpets, and near-weekly karaoke snapshots, but never smoochy pics with boyfriends. I hadn’t had a serious relationship in years, though I wouldn’t have turned down a good one if there was a good one to be found. I wasn’t about to date anyone just so I could say I had someone.


My favorite Christmas tradition is seeing which sibling could wake up first to turn on the lights and the Charlie Brown album. My least favorite is discussing my love life over Christmas dinner.


“So, is there a special man in your life?”


It begins.


“Just Jesus.”


“Oh,” a relative would say, mystified. “Well, you’ll find a special someone. I’ll pray for you.”


From across the room, “If you don’t hurry up, all the good men will be taken.”


“You work too much!”


“You’re too picky. Aren’t there like five million men in Manhattan?”


And here we go.


“Don’t you think you’re getting too old to have children?”


“Trust me, you do not want a geriatric pregnancy!”


“Your eggs are drying up as we speak!”


“Maybe you should go on The Bachelor!”


“Are you playing for the other team now or what?” Wink, wink. Nudge, nudge.


What. The. Heck. No one asked about my photo shoot in Glamour or being a finalist for Tourism Queensland’s Best Job in the World. The red letters in the gospel of the South said I was doing life all wrong and missing the point of a woman’s existence. They never let me forget it. They also never let me forget my ex.


“If only you had married Lord Voldemort, you’d have kids already. Is he still single? Isn’t he a doctor or something? Have you two stayed in touch?”


Ah, Lord Voldemort. He who shall not be named. My high school sweetheart.


We started dating senior year. On paper, Voldemort was exactly the sort of upstanding gentleman any girl would be lucky to land. He was scary smart, in a handful of clubs, and on the baseball team. I wasn’t totally attracted to him physically, but he was intelligent and ambitious. In my rural high school bubble, I could not do better. My other options were camouflage-wearing tobacco chewers with no plans other than brawling outside our “Achy Breaky Heart”–themed McDonald’s or doing donuts in their Confederate flag–flying trucks. I made wildly stupid dating choices in high school, but even then I knew that tearing through the countryside next to a man with a mouthful of carcinogenic mud was never going to be my idea of a good time.


Voldemort aced the SAT, earning enough scholarship money to buy a house in cash. He volunteered. He came from a lovely family. He was a churchgoer. And best of all, he never chewed tobacco or drove a truck. He was great on paper.


I dated this piece of paper for five years, fumbling toward the next piece—a marriage certificate. A thousand red flags rained from the sky. But I stood by my man. Why wouldn’t I? We started dating when I was eighteen. Voldemort knew what he wanted from life. And I didn’t have a clue, so I wanted him.


Wanting him meant turning a blind eye to ongoing AIM conversations with ex-girlfriends, late-night meet-ups at his fraternity house with girls to “use his printer,” and the secret folders on his computer. If I dared to question him, he’d make me feel like the bad guy.


Sophomore year, I joined Delta Delta Delta, and life improved dramatically with the addition of intramural sports and family-style meals at our big brick sorority house. My Tri Delta sisters called him Captain No-Fun because anytime I wanted to hang out or go dancing with my friends, he’d remind me to act “like a lady.” More often than not, I stayed behind to keep the peace. While the Deltas went to epic fraternity costume parties, I networked dutifully, helping Voldemort get elected to key campus positions. I’m the first to admit that I used our relationship as an excuse not to get lost in the Greek party scene, but I missed out on a lot of what makes the college years special: making forever friends, dating to find out what you really want, and road-tripping for spring break.


You’d think at some point I would have given him a pointy kick in the butt, like when he insisted that I, the ever-carsick girlfriend, sit in the back seat so the dog could sit up front. I should’ve decked him when, for my birthday, he took me to see a speech from a politician I couldn’t stand, instead of taking me to dinner. On the rare occasion I mentioned my feelings or needs, he had a laundry list of reasons I wasn’t good enough.


“Don’t ever wear capri pants,” he said. “Your calves look huge.”


“Why is your forehead so big?”


He spat after I made a biting observation about one of his favorite politicians.


“Remind me of your GPA again?”


“How are the Beverly Hillbillies?” His charming nickname for my family.


I always froze. Hushing up was easier.


Years as Voldemort’s support staff had me aching to travel—anywhere to get out of the box he had me in—but he did not approve. Spring break was trashy, studying abroad in Paris was a waste of money, and visiting my uncle in Hawaii after graduation was unwise.


“Nice girls don’t travel alone,” I remember him saying. “What kind of message does that send?” I wasn’t trying to send a message at all. When I was traveling, I didn’t have to shrink my personality or stand in his shadow. Back then I thought I just loved travel; now I know I craved freedom.


How did I go along with it for five years? He said he was a Christian, so I assumed we shared the same values. After college, things would be different. These were growing pains. And with my monstrous five-head and wacky family, I was lucky he was dating me at all.


I wondered when he’d propose. We planned to wait for marriage to live together and sleep together, but we never discussed the future because he thought it was “inappropriate.” He was so smart and so driven. I had faith that he knew what he was doing.


No one auditioned for the role of wife better than I did. I had a sweet relationship with his parents. I never left his side for two weeks when he had emergency surgery. One Christmas, I surprised him with Hobbes, the grandson of my show dog JJ. But graduation came and went, and no ring appeared. After a couple months, I delicately brought up our future.


“Drip, drip, drip. Nice girls don’t nag their boyfriends about marriage,” he said. He didn’t mention the Bible often, but he had the verses about nagging wives memorized.




A nagging spouse is like the drip, drip, drip of a leaky faucet.


Proverbs 27:15 MSG





Five years in, I asked him, sobbing, “Do you even want to get married?”


“Of course I do,” he said. “But not to you.” Six months later, he was engaged to someone else. And he took Hobbes.


To answer the question that I still get asked to this very day, “Do you still stay in touch with Lord Voldemort?” No, I don’t.


Even the details of five years in Relationship Azkaban didn’t satisfy the communal yearning for me to be tied down. What would become of the little old maid of Middleburg if the wonderful Dr. Lord Voldemort no longer wanted her?


When I was little, everyone said I could grow up to be anything I wanted. As I inched closer to thirty, I discovered the unspoken truth. The only thing anyone needed from me was “the done thing,” as Voldemort called it. My epic PR job and travels were cute and all, but I was expected to land a man, procreate more than once, and complain about laundry while sharing “Mommy needs wine” memes on Facebook.


In Smalltown, USA, marrying literally anyone is almost always preferable to the hot shame of singleness at thirty. Without a ring and a stroller, I was failing. No one believed me, but I really liked my life. I didn’t know if I wanted kids, and after the dumpster fire that was life as Voldy’s practice wife, I wasn’t sure I wanted to bother with marriage. When I realized that my first love wasn’t love at all, I accepted that maybe I had no business messing with love in the first place. Maybe that kind of love is for other people. As much as I wanted to honor my family and make them proud, I knew I was better off alone than with the wrong guy. I would never again waste my time on someone who put me in the back seat.
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I can see my mom now, rocking on the front porch, imagining Manhattan like some show on TLC, where fertile millionaire bachelors peacock around in search of a mate. The only explanation for why I was still single and childless had to be because I wasn’t trying hard enough to convince a man to impregnate me.


“You’re spending too much time karaoke-ing with the girls and not enough time on the hunt!” she fussed almost daily.


It wasn’t all my fault. National Geographic said there were 185,000 more single women than men in the New York metro area.1 Moreover, I had a dozen beautiful, smart, talented friends on the same twenty-two-square-mile island looking for the same guy. Traditional methods weren’t working, and I was coming up short in the eligible man department at church, work, and Mr. Biggs karaoke bar. Queen’s “Somebody to Love” was my go-to karaoke song. I couldn’t try much harder than that. Eventually, I agreed to try online dating if Mom would only ask about grandchildren once a week.


The one good thing about online dating is you can be crazy specific about your deal breakers. Why settle for less? It’s easy enough to check off some qualities and await Mr. Right. I was explicit about what I was looking for—under thirty-five, no kids, no criminal record, and a Jesus follower. Voldemort and I wasted so much time getting to the heart of the big issues. Online, you could come right out and lay it all on the table.


Speaking of laying it all out on the table. There is that tiny little footnote of my celibacy. For a woman my ripe old age still saving sex for marriage, dating in the Big Apple was even more complicated. There is no explaining intentional sexlessness to a man who doesn’t subscribe to the same beliefs. I can’t count how many guys tried to convince me that I would love sex—if only I’d give it a shot. With them. Right now.


Wanting it was not the problem, so no judgment for offering to educate me on the facts of life. I grew up in the heyday of evangelical purity culture. Like so many religious ideals that start off right only to spin out of control, purity culture went from encouraging Christian youth that sex is a gift from God to be experienced within marriage to somehow villainizing the girls as seductresses who couldn’t trust their bodies around men who couldn’t trust their own minds. Purity rings were worn and abstinence pledges were made with the best of intentions, but many of us were left really confused about sexuality as a result. Turns out, virginity is not the be-all and end-all of purity. This idea of purity became its own idol, and the valid reasons behind it were often lost in the shuffle. Those influences from my youth group days—and the accompanying guilt and shame—were never far from my mind when it came to the fellas.


And I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t been an all-out battle to wait. My belief that sex is for my husband kept me on the straight and narrow most of the time, but I wasn’t always perfect. I had plenty of entanglements with the wrong guys. They always thought they’d be the one to convince me to cross the picket line, so to speak. And I always thought they’d be the one who thought I was worth waiting for. No one was ever satisfied.


I learned young that sex was both the biggest deal in the world—in that everyone is having it—and also not a big deal at all, so you can have it freely anytime with anyone. It’s barely different than choosing what to eat for lunch. Rarely a day went by when I was not reminded of what I was missing and how foolish and pointless it was to have such an antiquated boundary. Samantha Jones and Carrie Bradshaw made casual sex look so carefree. How I Met Your Mother painted a picture of no-strings-attached hookups all over town, and I met my fair share of sex-crazed Barney Stinson types out and about. But Barneys don’t call when they find out you don’t put out. You can be the total package, but if your pants aren’t off by the third date… girl, bye.


It should’ve been easy to weed out the hookup seekers on Plenty of Fish by adding a few keywords to my profile:




Churchgoing Christian lady seeking like-minded leader for Bible studies and fro-yo dates





I thought that would scare off the DTF guys, but I was wrong. The messages poured in.




• Bachelor No. 1: There’s something about a woman in my white dress shirt and nothing else.


• Bachelor No. 2: I will kiss and bring you back to life. I will love you until I die and protect you from the cruel world.


• Bachelor No. 3: Does my Rapunzel exist? Someone who can talk for hours while I brush her hair.




There were hundreds of notes like these, and not a match to be found. Maybe I missed the check box for basic literacy and self-awareness.


Online dating was an epic fail, but it could have been partially my fault. Did I even want to find The One? I barely had time to eat breakfast or shave my legs. How could I commit to being a beneficial part of someone else’s life? Especially if they needed to brush my princess hair for hours on end? Who has that kind of time?


I waffled between the desire to be loved and the desire for freedom. One week I was a content commitment-phobe, and the next I was lonely. Even though I knew exactly what I wanted in a man, it was easy to chase the wrong guys because they were as plentiful as hot dog carts on the corner. That giddy feeling from a new crush was delightfully addictive. Like Kesha sings in “Your Love Is My Drug,” I was a lovesick crackhead. I’ve never done actual crack, but a jolt of lovey-dovey dopamine has to be in the same realm of pleasure. I got my fix more often than I should—of guys, not crack—but after a few weeks of banter, there was the inevitable crash. As soon as New Guy realized I wasn’t going to give up the goods, the flirty texts would abruptly stop and I’d wake up to the reality, once again, that sex was the point of dating for almost everyone but me.
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