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Chapter One



THE ROAD


We are marooned in the center of a country in the center of a continent. It would be better to be lost, comforted by the possibility of search and rescue. But my husband and I have driven here on purpose, searching for the remains of my childhood home. Somewhere between the mountainous Bolivian outposts of Mizque and Aiquile, the dirt track we are following narrows to the width of a hospital gurney and then doubles back on itself in a hairpin turn. Manageable, actually, if it weren’t for the fact that it does so directly under a waterfall. This particularly contorted switchback is pinched under a flood-swollen river gushing to a gorge below.


Gary stops our one-ton truck and vintage camper just shy of a pummeling cascade. Another ten feet forward and neither one of us will be able to get out of the vehicle. On the driver’s side—the inside corner of the hairpin left turn—a sheer cliff plunges three hundred feet. There is no guardrail or shoulder; the road is perfectly aligned to the terrifying drop-off. On my side is a low overhang, water-carved out of a mountain face and so claustrophobically close that opening the truck’s door will impale it into solid rock.


The roof of the camper might squeeze under the overhanging ledge, but if the back wheels slip we will be swept over the edge in an instant. The road is too narrow and unstable to turn around, so if we chicken out we will have to negotiate hours of mud ditches and washboard road in reverse.


We are days off course already, on a dubious detour forced by washed-out bridges along the Pan-American Highway. There is no guidebook or app we can consult to tell us what to do, and the road is dissolving before our eyes. I visualize a wave of mud with our beautifully restored 1968 Avion camper riding its crest like a surfboard. Not even two years into our married life together, Gary and I would be swallowed whole, our quest to find the camper I grew up in submerged in grief and second-guessing.


It is told-you-so infuriating, the kind of unfair that gushes out in hot tears when it would feel much better to punch something. We quit amazing jobs and sold a house on Capitol Hill in Washington, DC, to take this trip, leaving a trail of friends and family questioning our sanity. Men fired guns over our heads in Mexico and Nicaragua. We depleted most of our budget to ship the camper around the kidnapping narco-traffickers of Colombia. My intestines are pickled in Cipro, and Gary carries dengue fever in his blood. There are ashes from an aborted llama fetus scattered on the camper bed.


All for nothing. The road is impassable. After seven months of driving we will have to console ourselves with platitudes. You can never go home again anyway. It’s the effort that counts. Better to have tried and failed than never dared a leap of faith.


Gary squeezes my hand. We are standing behind our dented, road-bruised camper in helpless silence when the sky splits. It pours with enough force to obliterate the road on either side of the hairpin waterfall. The weight of our decision lifts; we both realize that turning back now would be as dangerous as going forward. We run back to the truck, lock the hubs into four-wheel drive, and climb in.


Steam obscures the windshield so we inch forward in first gear, driving almost blind. I am too scared to talk but we can’t hear each other anyway. The sound of the downpour becomes deafening when the waterfall hits—first the truck’s hood and then the camper’s aluminum roof. I have the absurd sensation of driving through a car wash on a roller-coaster.


“Can I come any closer on your side?” Gary shouts as he begins to take the inside curve. I roll down my window, which is under the protection of the rock ledge overhang, and yank the side-view mirror toward me to give us another few inches of clearance. We can’t afford to get wedged in so we will have to bump our way through by feel. My heart tastes cold and metallic lodged in the back of my throat.


The back end starts to fishtail to the left, like someone is tugging at the corner of a carpet underneath us. Gary steers the front wheels into the deepest ruts for traction. My side of the camper begins to scrape the cliff wall. Solid rock is gouging into its thin aluminum skin, peeling back reflector lights and rivet strips like tortured fingernails.


“Are the back tires holding?” I yell.


“I can’t tell. Open your door in case we have to jump.”


It takes a second to sink in. If the road gives way, our only hope of survival is both of us clambering out the passenger side before the camper plummets into the ravine.


I brace my left arm against the dashboard and crack open the truck door. It is so heavy I can barely hold it off the latch while I peer under my armpit at the road below. Gary drives and I watch for signs that the tires are slipping. Mud spins up and into my eyes. I let go of the dashboard to wipe my face, and when my weight shifts the momentum of the swinging-open door starts to take me with it.


An image washes over me: a three-year-old boy startled by backward-slipping, mud-slick tires. He is struggling with a heavy truck door, trying to get out. His panic melds with mine; his racing heartbeat overtakes my own. His face is turned but I would know him anywhere. He is my little brother.
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Chapter Two



JOHN JOHN


The greatest adventure of my life began with the greatest tragedy of my parents’. I was only six years old, so my memories of that devastating catalyst are less of the actual events and more of smells and sounds. I was on my first sleepover in our hometown of Banks, Oregon—thirty miles west of Portland—when my father knocked on my friend’s front door and told me I had to leave. Right now.


My father never cried, but that particular day tears were streaming down his bearded face. He was shaking and he smelled sour, like sweat and throw-up swirled together. He didn’t stop shaking and never said a word on the long drive home. We drove through the four-way stop sign without stopping, over the bumpy railroad tracks without looking left and right, past my babysitter’s farm without blowing kisses, and past our two horses in the meadow with no noise from my father but shuddering gasps and wet snorts. He sounded like he was choking. He didn’t honk the horn at Simba, our dog, who chased us all the way up the rutted, muddy driveway through the woods. He just held my hand so tight I thought it would break.


He took me to our single-wide trailer. It was as still as a coffin. My maternal grandmother, Nellie Mae, was there, my Aunt Ronell and Uncle Tim, the neighbors, and my baby sister, Jenny—but not my little brother, John John. I didn’t notice his absence at first; I thought something had happened to my mother. She was lying facedown on her bed, one arm hanging off the side like the dislocated shoulder of a broken Barbie doll. I was told not to bother her. It was hot and the trailer smelled of salmon casserole and venison nobody was eating. Somebody had lined up pictures of my brother on the counter where we normally colored and cut out paper dolls.


John John had a head-bobbling belly laugh triggered by the words “say cheese.” In the photographs I sit next to him, trying to smile pretty, but my little brother looks like he sees something silly behind the camera—pants falling down, a pie flying through the air, Tweety about to trick Sylvester.


Except at Christmas. As a baby on Santa’s knee he appears about to vomit. In the next Christmas picture he is lurching for my mother. In the third one his chin is quivering and the veins on Santa’s hands are bulging with the strain of holding him. He looks a lot braver in the other pictures lined up on our coloring counter. Like the one where he’s helping Daddy cut down a Christmas tree in the woods while my mother and I wait in the front seat of the car in case we have to beep the horn to warn them somebody is coming. Or the one where he’s sitting quietly, right beside his daddy, waiting for a deer to tiptoe into a sunny spot. By the time he is three he is almost as tall as his daddy’s hunting rifle.


I was about to ask why pictures of me weren’t lined up on the counter too when my father finally told me John John was “gone.”


“It’s okay, Daddy, he probably ran away. He’s copying me. Again,” I said, tugging on my father’s jeans. He lurched toward the toilet and I had to run to keep up. I sat Indian-legged on the yellow linoleum floor bunching up tissue paper for my father to wipe his mouth. He heaved and I prattled through it, as only a six-year-old girl who doesn’t want to say how scared she is can prattle.


“Maybe he went to see South Africa Granny and Grandpa. They live really far away, remember?”


South Africa was where we mailed finger-painted hearts and I-love-you notes in envelopes that took lots of licking to stick on all the stamps. My mother told us it was hot there, so grannies and grandpas have really big refrigerators and lots of magnets.


“Let’s go find John John now, Daddy; he might want some hot chocolate already.”


Hot chocolate had worked when I ran away a few months earlier. I was mad because my little brother wasn’t doing what I told him. He sat in his lions-and-tigers high chair letting oatmeal dribble down his chin like it didn’t matter that he didn’t wear a bib anymore. He wasn’t getting in trouble; my mother was taking his picture like it was cute. Not listening to me at all. So I stood on my chair, leaned over, and bit him as hard as I could, right through his ear.


“That’s it, Little Miss, you’re getting your mouth washed out with soap,” my mother said. She yanked me from my chair and marched me to the sink horizontally—like a battering ram. I wouldn’t say sorry even after two twirls of the Palmolive bar between my teeth. That’s when I decided to run away, all the way up to the fence that kept our horses from eating the neighbor’s grass. Which is where I changed my mind. There had been hot chocolate waiting for me when I got back that night. Little marshmallows on top when I said I was sorry—even though I wasn’t really.


Now my father was heaving, and my mother’s arm was dangling off her bed, and somehow it was all my little brother’s fault. I kept saying, “John John will say he’s sorry too.” But nobody was listening to me. He probably wouldn’t get his mouth washed out; everybody would think it was cute.


Just like everybody thought it was cute when he played his favorite game: truck driver. It went like this: John John would wait at the end of our driveway for Daddy to come home from a long day driving the town dump truck. He would climb into Daddy’s lap and steer all the way home. His feet would pedal through the space around Daddy’s shins like this was what made the engine go. Anything he could reach to tug became a make-believe air horn: Daddy’s beard, the rearview mirror, the gear stick.


Only this time he hadn’t waited for Daddy at the end of the driveway. My mother was home alone, watching my baby sister inside the trailer, and I was at my very first sleepover. My father’s pickup truck was parked in our yard. John John must have climbed in, pretending to steer it like all the times he sat on Daddy’s lap. Somehow his little swinging feet kicked and released the emergency brake. The truck started to roll backward down our steeply sloping driveway. He managed to open the driver’s-side door, but the force of it flung his tiny body under the left front tire.


My mother found him, too late.
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Chapter Three



THE PARENTS


My parents are trading the United States for Latin America, right before my wedding. Which they don’t know about yet, so I’m trying not to take it personally. After all, it’s not the first time they’ve packed up their passports and headed south. My father is a big believer in burn-down do-overs, and my mother never questions him. That’s always been my job. And I’ve forgotten to give him notice.


At most I had thought introducing my fiancé might be awkward. We are already living together in Washington, DC—a continent away from my father’s reality. Until now Gary has just been a figure in photos I occasionally mail home, someone who has suddenly turned “my” plans into “ours.” To make things easier, we have decided to divulge our wedding plans on my father’s turf: a ramshackle house in Oregon surrounded by a smattering of nonoperative vehicles up on blocks.


I’ve never noticed how fragile the whole compound looks, like a heart I’m about to break. My father will be happy for me, I tell myself. True, his oldest daughter is marrying a man he hasn’t even met. But I’ll distract him with enthusiasm, make him laugh before he cries. “So Dad, whatcha thinking dowry-wise, to make up for your favorite daughter? I do come with a lot of useful skills after all these years of surviving on my own.”


I’m waiting for the comeback, the “What skills? Mastery of the microwave?”


But Gary isn’t even through the first cup of my mom’s watery coffee, microwaved from the crusty pot of Folgers she brewed that morning, when my father trumps our big announcement.


“Well I hope you’re planning on eloping, because your mother and I will be long gone,” he says, pouring his own cup of coffee down the kitchen sink drain. The sound trickles away and leaves a heavy silence. “The rain’s stopped. Come on, I’ll show you.”


I check my mother’s face for a reaction but she’s watching my father, following his lead. There are no misty eyes, hugs, or even congratulations. Neither of my parents asks a single question. Where or when we’ll tie the knot doesn’t matter since they won’t be there anyway. It feels as if I’ve announced I’m making meatloaf for dinner and my father has a few things left to put away in the garage before he’s ready to eat.


Gary and I follow him outside, mouthing the words “what the hell?” to each other at the exact same time. Shocked? Hell, my father isn’t even curious. I squeeze Gary’s hand as we pick our way through an obstacle course of engine parts and sawhorses draped with extension cords. The unfamiliar frame of a motor home stretches along the length of the muddy driveway, a dinosaur’s carcass in the process of de-extinction. Dad’s latest escape vehicle, I surmise.


“We’re selling this shit hole,” my father declares. My cringing eye roll doesn’t faze him. “Never should have come back to the States from South Africa in the first place. As soon as I finish the new rig, the Bruces are moving to Nicaragua.”


I’ve told Gary about the first time my father built a camper. It was in 1973, when I had just turned seven. It reminded me of Frankenstein’s creation. My father welded tractor-trailer-size side-view mirrors onto the camper that looked like giant, rectangular ears. The Jeep’s square engine was the jutting chin. My parents’ bed cabin thrust out over the cab like a high, bulging forehead. Together, the truck and camper were transformed into a 14,400-pound monster I called home.


“It was my first try. It was so damn heavy I had to swap out the Jeep’s axle with one from something bigger,” my father tries to explain to Gary. “Then the wheel bolt patterns didn’t match, so I welded a plate to fit over the old studs.”


His plan had been more linear than logical. In the consuming grief of the months after John’s death, my father picked up a pencil and plotted the farthest spot away from Oregon possible to drive: the end of the Pan-American Highway. We only made it as far as Bolivia, but now, apparently, he is planning to charge the same windmill again. And not even my wedding will stop him.


But if I’m sulking, just a little, Gary seems intrigued. He inspects the dashboard console speakers, sticks his head inside freshly finished cabinets that smell like sawdust. His own father built two family homes in Wisconsin, and I can tell that Gary is impressed with my father’s ingenuity.


“So you built the original one from scratch,” Gary says, more acknowledgment than question. My father nods, as if building the rolling home of my childhood was no big deal. “I wonder if it’s still out there somewhere?”


“In the Bolivian outback? Not bloody likely,” my father snorts. “Sold it to a rancher who probably chopped it up for firewood eons ago.”


My mother tags along, seizing each pause in my father’s rants with strings of linked-together words too rushed to interrupt.


“We-finally-found-an-island-off-the-coast-of-Nicaragua-where-the-land-is-cheap-enough-and-we’re-going-to-call-it-Corn-Island-Dive-Resort-and-we’ll-build-a-hut-maybe-called-Sea-Hunt-like-the-old-TV-show-for-when-you-and-Jenny-visit-and-you-can-get-all-your-rich-advertising-clients-from-DC-to-come-spend-their-money.”


She runs out of breath by the time she remembers why we’re standing there. “Of course you can come too, Gary. Since it looks like you’re going to be part of the family.”


That Gary doesn’t whip out his cell phone and call a cab back to the Portland airport right this second seems pinch-myself lucky. But not as lucky as later, after he and my father have had a few beers out in the garage. Gary stands behind me at the kitchen sink, pulls my hands out of sudsy dishwater, dries them off with a towel, and places a loose diamond in my open palm.


“You’ve got your dad all wrong,” he tells me. “He doesn’t show it, but he’s really happy about the wedding. Otherwise he’d never let this go for such a bargain.”


I turn the stone over in my hand: one carat, maybe more. It seems heavy and vaguely familiar, like I’ve seen it in another setting. Literally.


“A bargain? Wait a minute. Are you telling me this wasn’t a gift?” I ask.


“Practically the same thing,” Gary replies, holding the diamond up to the light. “He’s got a generous streak, your old man. I could never have afforded anything nearly this perfect. Straight from the heart of Africa.”


Which is when I remember where I’ve seen it before. On my mother’s right ring finger when she smuggled it out of South Africa. It was the only way we could get our money out of the country, Dad had explained at the time. Foreigners couldn’t leave with cash.


“Okay, so he’s ingenious, too,” Gary says. “That’s one hell of a chance he took.”


“Not as much of a chance as the diamond seller took when he gave them to my father with only 10 percent down,” I say. The diamond my father has so graciously discounted for his future son-in-law was never paid off in the first place.


My father offers to let us sleep in the unfinished motor home, but he hasn’t installed a propane heater yet so we opt for the bedroom where I spent the last two years of high school. I warn Gary about its Pepto-Bismol-pink walls and gymnastics ribbons still thumbtacked in a rainbow arch over the bed. He plunks our suitcases down, and I smile at the bowl of fresh-picked blackberries my mother leaves on my white dressing table. It’s not the only welcome-home gesture. My father has meticulously taped a clean layer of plastic sheeting over the window that’s been cracked since I was fourteen. But what Gary is staring at is a fax machine, still in its cardboard box.


“What’s this?” I ask my mother.


“I guess it’s your wedding present now,” she says. “Daddy and I were going to give this to you for Christmas—you know, so you can fax us all the dates and credit card numbers when scuba divers want to make reservations for Corn Island Dive Resort.”


It is at this moment that I realize my mother has no idea what her daughter’s life is like. I am a vice president in the creative division of a global public relations firm, a woman who eats more meals on airplanes than at home. My fifteen-year-old dog, Wipeout, spends so much time at the Maryland farm where she goes when I’m away that the two women who run the farm have their own set of keys to my house on Capitol Hill. I have a full-time production manager who coordinates my schedule and makes travel reservations and an administrative assistant who files my expense reports. I haven’t touched a fax machine in years.


The first time my parents ran away from Oregon, I was a child with no choice but to tag along and little responsibility along the way. Now I hear my mother’s intonation rising at the end of every sentence. She’s trying to talk and smile simultaneously, and I realize that she wants me to be the grown-up.


“It’s a wonderful fax machine, top of the line,” she says. “It’ll make it so much easier for you to take care of our bills and bank stuff. Instead of relying on the mail.”


Sure, no problem, I feel like saying. Why don’t I file your taxes, too? I’ve got so much free time on my hands.


“Bev, really, you shouldn’t have,” Gary says, making like the gift is much too thoughtful or generous, but my mother is tone deaf to the joke.


I’m still stunned. I’ve just introduced my mother to the man I’m marrying. I don’t expect her to flutter around me making guest lists, but a fax machine for a wedding present?


“Mom, isn’t it supposed to be something borrowed or something blue?”


She looks away, chirping and hopping around the fact that there will be no wedding shower, no motherly words of advice. She is flying south, following my father again. I have always been her accomplice, the one who can talk my father down from the ledges of his leaps into the unknown. The fax machine is my mother’s way of saying please be there if I need you. Always be my lifeline.


Gary is still shaking his head in disbelief at the clunky machine in front of us.


“So, right about now you’re probably wondering what kind of craziness you’re getting yourself into,” I say, hoping he’ll laugh.


He does. “As long as it’s only hereditary and not contagious.”


Gary and I met on my first agency shoot in DC. He’s a cinematographer, watching scenes unfold through a tiny viewfinder while I conduct the interviews and direct the content. He is discovering I have no such power over my parents. They have the capacity to careen off balance and spin assumptions into unfamiliar planes. Their eagerness can be rough, their intensity overwhelming. The words they choose are not diplomatic; their thoughts tumble out uncensored.


I understand this because I know what happened to my parents and why their default setting is to yank the cord from the wall. But I haven’t told Gary. So I decide to drive him out to a graveyard a half hour away, without my parents. We stand in the Oregon drizzle looking down at a slab of rose-colored marble.




Our Son


John McDonald Bruce


1968–1972


His love and laughter live forever





It’s a lie, that headstone. My younger sister and I are still afraid to say our dead brother’s name out loud. Jenny doesn’t ask our father for parenting advice or brag to him about her two boisterous sons. Maybe it’s because her youngest boy has John John’s eyes, but my father takes no joy in playing with his grandsons. He chooses to keep them at least a continent’s length away. He was robbed of a son, and being a grandfather is a consolation prize he resolutely, selfishly rejects.


My mother’s scars are not so visible, so close to the surface. If anyone asks, she says she lost a son, not that he died. She greets her grown daughters with baby-love words: “How’s my number-one Princess?” and “Does my Sunshine need a hug today?” as though this will resurrect the world we shared before my brother died.


John is an unspoken absence in all our lives, and standing over his grave with Gary at my side I don’t know whose childhood is really buried here.


“He was there one day and then just gone. I never got to say good-bye.”


I nudge the toe of my shoe against a weed that’s attached itself to John John’s neglected headstone.


“We don’t have to accept the fax machine, you know,” Gary says as he draws me near. “You don’t have to be the parent.”


I love this man but he can’t fathom the extent to which the past paralyzes the family he is about to marry into.


“Nobody just says no to my father.”


There’s another way, he tells me. We sit on damp Oregon soil, backs against the gravestone of my father’s son. One hundred miles south of here, Gary’s son, Alex, is studying philosophy at the University of Oregon. He is so happily immersed in college life that he barely remembers to call home.


“I needed to make sure Alex was settled,” Gary says. “And he is. He’s not a kid anymore.”


I have no idea where this is leading.


“Your parents were younger than we are when they took off for South America, right?”


I nod. For two nights now we have sat in the dark, in a wood-paneled living room with orange shag carpeting, listening to the purr and click of a slide carousel projector. Gary’s head is full of faded color images to match the tall tales my father tells of our journey down the Pan-American Highway in that ridiculously heavy homemade camper. There are no mentions of my missing brother; the slide-show version of the trip drowns grief in glory and erases agony with adventure. There we are, sleeping in the shadow of pyramids in Mexico. Skinny-dipping in volcanic craters in Guatemala. Breaking down and being rescued by a Sandinista newspaper publisher in Nicaragua. Getting thrown in jail in Panama. Surrounded, at gunpoint, in Colombia. Scaling the heights of Machu Picchu. Selling the camper to buy airplane tickets to South Africa, where my father’s parents would dust us off and squeeze Jenny and me tight enough to make up for the grandson they would never meet.


“What if we take a trip like that of our own?” he asks. “Your dad has all the old maps and your mom kept a journal. We could try to find the original camper in Bolivia. You could finally say good-bye.”


He’s telling me that nothing about my crazy family will scare him off. It is both a sweet thought and a ridiculous proposition. We both have careers, successful ones. We are just beginning our lives together. We don’t need to escape or run away from anything.
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Chapter Four



THE WEDDING


It annoys me that my father thinks I’ve taken his advice. We are indeed eloping, on a beautiful beach near the Tulum ruins along Mexico’s Mayan Riviera. But it’s not because I still do everything my father says. It’s just that a big wedding isn’t rational when none of our family can come. Alex can’t take time off midsemester. Gary’s parents are too old to fly. Mine are on a container ship headed to Nicaragua.


“Doesn’t matter anyway,” Gary says. “We can always drop in on them when we drive down the Pan-American Highway.”


There it is again, that graveside proposition to retrace a journey thirty years in my past. Driving thousands of miles to search for a homemade camper abandoned in the wilds of Bolivia isn’t logical. I’m not the type to quit a six-figure job that sends me to shoots all over the world on business-class flights. And there isn’t time to consider the idea anyway. Not with the wedding a week away.


Mexico only officially recognizes civil marriage ceremonies, so between shoots I’ve scouted out a Mayan judge willing to conduct one on a stretch of beach beside the thatch-roofed bungalow I found online. I’ve arranged for blood tests and scheduled everything around Mexico’s required waiting period. But when we drive to Tulum’s courthouse to pay the fees, we are told that for the ceremony to be legal we must have four witnesses: two for the bride and two for the groom.


“I never saw anything about that on the Internet,” I sputter, all of my fastidious planning about to be derailed by an overlooked detail. “Or in any of the guidebooks.”


“It’s okay, Teresa, nobody’s grading you,” Gary comforts me. “We’ll figure something out.”


The solution presents itself over shots of tequila that night at the empty hotel bar. I’m translating my favorite Spanish toast to Gary: health, wealth, and love, and the time to enjoy them. It’s a musical-sounding phrase that lights up smiles on the faces of bored beach bartenders. Gary buys a round for all four of them—Armando, Basilio, Enrique, and Juan Antonio—and then steps aside to let me do the talking.


“We’re trying to get married tomorrow,” I tell our new friends. “But we need four witnesses. Are you guys doing anything at, say, sunset?”


It turns out we are not the first couple to require emergency wedding witnessing, and each of the bartenders calmly reaches into his apron pocket and hands me a Mexican identity card.


“Just take these to the judge first thing tomorrow so he can put our names in the computer,” Juan Antonio says. He laughs at the shocked look on my face. Four total strangers have just handed us their official identities. “It’s cool, we know where you’re staying.”


Gary proposes his own toast, to me. “We would never have gotten this far if you weren’t such a left-brained perfectionist.”


“To the smart Señorita Teresa,” Juan Antonio says, raising his shot glass.


“Would it spoil all this sucking up to tell you that the whole uptight left-brain/free-spirit right-brain theory has been disproved?”


“No,” Gary answers, downing his drink. “But how very left-brained of you.”


Beachside elopements are utterly romantic but not terribly predictable. A half hour before sunset the next day, Enrique runs up the steps to our bungalow.


“The judge is here,” he says. “Can you guys do it right now instead of sunset? We’re getting slammed at the bar.”


Before I met Gary I don’t know if I could have laughed and said, “Sure, no problem.” Or if I could have handled the German nudists who decided to park their baby stroller, cooler, and beach blanket right in front of our almost-sunset ceremony. I’m not sure what is more surreal: the fact that they’re both beginning to strip off their clothes or that they’re arguing so loudly they drown out the soft voice of the Mayan judge in front of us.


I’m aware only of Gary’s arm around my waist, turning me closer to him, and Juan Antonio adjusting his position to my left, just enough to shield my eyes from a hairy German ass striding defiantly into the ocean waves.


A PART OF ME WANTS TO LINGER IN THIS COUNTRY WHERE A WEDDING is reason enough to stand up for strangers. I remember traveling through Mexico as a child, and there is something nostalgic and comforting in its warm sand, nylon hammocks, and punched-tin lanterns swinging from ropes between palm trees. But our honeymoon is cut short because I have to fly to Honduras to scout for an upcoming corporate-brand film.


I am still feeling sorry for myself when the plane touches down.


I have been to this country before, as a seven-year-old stowaway in my father’s Frankenstein camper. When a power outage zaps the air-conditioning of the Intercontinental Hotel, it is just a sweaty slide back in time. I was too young, cocooned in my father’s sturdy beast, to understand the turmoil stirring just under the surface of this and almost every Central American country in the 1970s. By the time my family reached Honduras, the sight of men with machine guns slouched under banana trees was as normal as the barefoot kids who brought us bread when we camped for the night.


So it feels natural, in a way, to have an armed driver deliver me from location to location in modern-day Honduras, dodging crater-sized potholes on the long drive up a mountain to Lago Yojoa. I will be bringing a crew here to film one of the country’s first aquaculture operations: tilapia cordoned off from the rest of a freshwater lake nestled in a depression formed by volcanoes.


I am suddenly, acutely aware of my little brother’s absence. John John loved playing with plastic boats in the bathtub of our trailer in the woods of Oregon. He should be the one paddling out on a ninety-five-foot-deep lake, not me. The atmosphere is exotic and ethereal and catapults my memories of Central America from the faded images of my father’s slide show to a vivid immediacy.


My client ties up our canoe at an elaborate floating dock where I snap photographs of workers dumping sacks of pelleted fish food into the netted underwater enclosures. In a whirling instant the surface is transformed from placid to frothing with hungry fish, and I realize that the money shot will be underwater. But from the surface of Lago Yojoa it is impossible to tell whether Gary will be able to shoot without underwater lights.


There is only one thing left to try: taking a look for myself. Somewhere buried in my backpack is a disposable, waterproof camera—a low-tech backup just in case I need to take location pictures in a downpour. I’m wearing a bathing suit under my clothes and strip down to it while my client turns his back.


I’m about to take the plunge when one of the workers shouts out a warning. He points to the watch I’ve forgotten to take off my wrist. I gulp. It was the first present Gary ever gave me and I’m about to ruin it. I’m shoving it into the change pocket of my jeans, wadded up on the dock, when I realize it’s probably just as stupid to jump in with my wedding ring on. It’s the first time I’ve taken it off since Tulum, and I have never felt more naked as I do diving headfirst into thousands of slippery tilapia.


The bulging, glassy eyes of the fish seem to magnify underwater, especially when a woman with a disposable camera plunges into their midst. I am literally kicking my way through walls of tilapia, my bare skin bumping against fluttering fins, gaping fish lips, and solid flanks of glittering scales. I lift the camera toward the surface, shooting into streams of sunlight.


Back at the surface I’m still gasping as my client hands me an empty burlap feed bag and points to my soaking wet hair.


“Oh, that’s okay,” I tell him, too exhilarated even to shiver. “It’ll just dry off on the boat ride back.”


He bites his lip. “Um, actually it’s not that. You just might want to clean off a bit. It’ll be harder to get out when it dries.”


I run my ringless hand through my hair and discover that it is smothered in tilapia poop, clumps and strings of it clinging to every strand of hair. The burlap sack simply grinds it deeper into my scalp. I reach for my shirt and wipe my face. Yup. Coated in a fine layer of fish excrement. Time to get back to a hot shower as quickly as possible.


I’m in such a hurry that I yank my jeans up over still-wet, sticky thighs. I don’t even hear the splash. In my peripheral vision I spot a swarm of tilapia following my shiny silver watch as it sinks to the depths of Lago Yojoa. I would bawl, but then the fish shit would stream into my mouth. My heart stops as I remember the second piece of jewelry I shoved into my jeans for safekeeping: my wedding ring.


I’m scared to poke my fingers where the watch once was. I feel the metal rivet of the change pocket first, too studded and small. This can’t be happening. I dig around, my fingers clumsy and numb from the cold water. But finally I feel it, the thinnest ridge of everything-is-going-to-be-okay poking into my hip. I hold it there, pressed against my flesh, until my breathing returns to normal. I slide it onto the ring finger of my shaking left hand and clasp my fist against ever losing it again.


Someday a chef is going to slice a Honduran tilapia into filletts and discover an undigested Kenneth Cole watch. It may still tick, counting down the seconds and minutes of an overscheduled, stressed-out woman’s life. I haven’t seen Wipeout in three weeks. I don’t really have time for epiphanies but one seems to have caught up with me.


I am rushing through what should be the best year of my life, cramming the hours of every day with ambition and obligation. But it is my watch at the bottom of Lake Yojoa and not my wedding ring. If that isn’t a sign to slow down and reboot my priorities, then I don’t know what is.


I call Gary the minute I get back to the Intercontinental Hotel in San Pedro Sula, hair still crusty with fish poop but too desperate to hear his voice to shower first.


“You’ll never guess what happened,” he says, before I get a word in. “My dad found a 1968 Avion truck camper in the Milwaukee classifieds. He says it’s in pretty good shape and the guy only wants $1,200 for it.”


Without hesitation I tell him to send Joe a check and start looking for a truck big enough to handle it. We’ll need something dependable on the Pan-American Highway. As soon as this film is over we are going to find the camper of my childhood.
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Chapter Five



THE JOURNAL


I’ve given notice at the agency, and it feels like I am balancing on a precipice. Or maybe the trip is an approaching avalanche. I will be unemployed for the first time since I was sixteen. My stomach muscles cramp with doubt, and in my dreams I am utterly incapable of controlling anything. Clearly, ditching a career plan requires a plan of its own.


I unwrap five packs of colored sticky notes and peel everything off the walls of Gary’s three-room office. We’ve been living here ever since selling my row house on Capitol Hill to an incoming congressional staffer.


Wipeout nervously paces around the boxes marked for storage, her nails clicking on unfamiliar hardwood floors. Her silky white fur is falling out in clumps, and her watery brown eyes stare up at me for answers. Gary and I have taken to whispering, late at night, as though she can overhear us debating the merits of every friend and relative who has offered to keep her until we come back.


But Wipeout’s arthritis is so bad she can’t jump into the backseat of the new four-wheel-drive, diesel-engine Ford F-350 we bought after Gary’s dad found the camper. She is almost sixteen years old, filled with cancerous lumps and bumps and steadily losing weight, but at seventy pounds still too cumbersome to lift. It takes both of us to coax her up a sturdy plastic ramp that slides between the seats; she has reached a state of anxiety that is soothed only by the comfort of having us both in sight at all times.


Everything but our nearness is about to change, and I am as nervous as Wipeout. I can’t imagine how life without our working partnership will work. I produce, Gary shoots: our interlocking parts fit so snugly you can hear the seal lock. Without that purpose, will we still be airtight? This trip isn’t a leave of absence; when we come back, nothing will be waiting. I’ve already hired the senior producer who will take over my job at the agency. Gary sold his camera to buy the new truck. When the trip is over we will have to reinvent ourselves, start over in a new city, make a new home, build new careers. We aren’t twenty-something backpackers; we have everything to lose if this goes wrong.


So many things could. We are newlyweds who will be forced to spend every day in the same vehicle, with no personal space to retreat into if it gets too stressful. What if Gary discovers I’m a better producer than I am an unemployed wife? What if I can’t handle a year without deadlines, assignments, and a steady paycheck? Everyone we tell about the trip professes to be wildly jealous. It sounds so spontaneous and artistic. Who hasn’t dreamed of throwing caution and logic to the wind and embarking on the ultimate road trip?


In all honesty, me. The slides in my father’s carousel have seared unsettling images into my memory. A huge, clunky camper created in the aftermath of a tragedy. The man who built it crouched beside the busted wheels of an old truck on the new Pan-American Highway. A skinny seven-year-old with choppy bangs and buck teeth standing beside a cherubic little sister. A mother with vacant, tired eyes.


“There isn’t a script to follow, Teresa,” Gary says when he finds his office transformed into a strategy room. “We don’t have to come up with a time line. We’ll take as long as we need to take, or at least until we run out of money. That’s the beauty of this.”


The thought of a life without alarm clocks and schedules thrills him, and he’s trying to make me think of this trip as a journey, not something to cross off a list of accomplishments. He loves to drive and can’t wait to leave behind congested city streets. For him this is a chance to exchange rush hours for the rush of hours and hours on the open road. But he’s wrong about me having no script to follow. I do have one. It belonged to my mother. 




JANUARY 1, 1974—MEXICO


Took Dave’s wallet and all our money—told police. Went home. Some day







MARCH 29, 1974—COLOMBIA


Drove on bad road until we hit valley and got truck fixed. Camped by river







MAY 16, 1974—PERU


I was sick—back door trots. Got shot for cough, napped all day





My mother gave me her journal when she left for Nicaragua. It is a faded, pink, three-ring binder the size of a Harlequin romance. Every night for nearly a year, she documented what we ate, where we stopped, and who was sick. She also recorded sixty-one separate truck breakdowns along the Pan-American Highway. It is more like a ship’s log than a keepsake, and in it I find evidence of everything that could go wrong.


“Does she ever find a positive thing to say?” Gary asks when he thumbs through the delicate pages. “We should chuck this thing. It’s got to have bad karma.”


“Are you kidding? It’s perfect,” I answer. “I can cross-check all my lists against actual risks and proven mistakes.”


Under each mental picture of the journey that began when I was seven, I create a sticky-note storyboard of all the ways this trip will be different, better, safer. From the journal entry about my father’s stolen wallet I bullet-point our strategy: less reliance on cash (times have changed and there are ATMs everywhere), separate sets of credit cards in case either one of us is mugged, codes and passwords backed up on laptops and hard copies stashed with Gary’s parents, and a phone tree of embassy contact numbers taped to the case of a portable satellite phone—the kind favored by war correspondents.


“Should I start a column of sticky notes under ‘back door trots’?” Gary asks, still teasing me. But diarrhea was the least of it. My mother’s journal documents almost daily vomiting (mostly mine), chronic dental problems, broken bones, unexplained rashes, concussions from high-altitude blackouts, and worse.




FEBRUARY 5–11, 1974


Met local news publisher and enjoyed house facilities while there. 1st Teri sick, then I. Doctor said malaria?





I fill almost an entire sticky pad listing what will become our traveling pharmacy: prophylactic antibiotics, bandages, splints, gauze, syrup of ipecac, rubbing alcohol, laxatives, antidiarrheals, muscle relaxants, a year’s supply of birth control, antiseptic creams, snake-bite kits, emergency iodine tablets, and expensive water bottles with microbial filters. Then I start on a list of medical tests and checkups to schedule before my company health insurance plan runs out.


“You do realize that most Latin American countries have doctors,” Gary reminds me. “They won’t turn you away. Nobody wants a gringo to die in their country.”


I keep writing notes to myself. Compare costs of emergency traveler’s insurance plans. Investigate helicopter evacuation policy. Gary raises a bushy eyebrow.


“What? I know a producer who had to get airlifted out of a country. It happens.”


In truth I am thinking of my mother and how lonely and scared she looks in all my father’s photographs. For her, the Pan-American Highway might as well have been a road to the moon. There was precious little any ordinary American knew of it back then; Latin America only made news when natural disasters struck or bloody coups erupted. This was the period when Moscow and Peking had more publicly acknowledged interest in Latin America than Washington did.


Word that Guatemala’s government was executing leftist challengers at children’s birthday parties did not make it to Banks, Oregon. Neither did the fact that El Salvador was in the beginning of two decades of bloody civil war, or that thousands of people died in the overthrow of Chilean president Salvador Allende.


My mother prepared the best way she could, focusing on the needs she could imagine. I remember her filling Tupperware containers with oatmeal and peanut butter. She bought first-through third-grade books to homeschool Jenny and me along the way and took first aid classes, just in case. She sat in on some Spanish classes at the community college but dropped out when my father ridiculed her awkward pronunciation.


“I never did have his natural ear,” she says.


I scribble a new note, this one on the green pad denoting Gary’s to-dos: sign up for Berlitz course. Gary scratches it out and writes his own. Buy Spanish CDs and listen as we go.


Where I am obsessing over the dangers my parents faced on the original trip, Gary finds the journal’s descriptions of food more harrowing than stolen wallets and malaria. By the time we reached Ecuador, my mother was documenting what we ate for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and it was dismal.




MAY 4TH: Oatmeal (L) banana sandwiches (D) toasted cheese sandwiches







MAY 5TH: Oatmeal and bread (L) bread and bananas (D) spaghetti







MAY 8TH: Pineapple, bread (L) bananas, leftover rice (D) spaghetti, bread, pop





“Is this considered camping food?” Gary asks. “Because you should know, my idea of camping is a bad Holiday Inn.”


“More like a combination of being broke and Mom not knowing what to do with anything from local produce markets.”


He picks up a stack of pink sticky notes. “Let’s call this color fuchsia. For food.”


He’s beginning to see the logic in my color-coded defense against feeling overwhelmed. Under the fuchsia food column he sticks reminders to pack cookbooks, a crème brûlée torch for blackening the skins of fresh peppers from markets, and a dish-drying rack that could double as a grilling surface for outdoor campfires.


“I thought you said you never camped?”


“I’m thinking of it as a mobile, backyard barbecue.”


The phone rings and we take a break while Alex interrogates his father about the new truck. I listen to one side of the conversation.


“Teresa’s dad had a piece-of-shit used truck that couldn’t handle the weight of the camper, and it broke down almost every day. I’m not planning on spending a year on the side of a road.”


There is a pause and Gary laughs. “We’ll see.” Alex wants the truck when we get back. Despite the banter, I know Gary aches with missing Alex, and this journey will lengthen the miles between them.


“Can’t Alex take a year off and come with us?” I say, only half-kidding. “There’s a kid bed in the camper. He’d fit if we just chop his legs off at the knees.”


Gary laughs but I know he’s wished it too. “If he was seven, like you were, that’d be one thing. But this is his moment. I could never give that back to him.” It is settled.


















[image: Book Title Page]








Chapter Six



THE DOG


Alex’s legs are safe, but there is still the issue of Wipeout. She was born in Mexico and I sneaked her into the United States illegally when she was a year old. She’s too big to sneak back. She has outlasted every job, every apartment, and every boyfriend in my life, but my standing in her world diminished when Gary joined our little pack. She lavishes on him a degree of adoration that would make a less balanced woman jealous.
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