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For my Glad Companion 
sine qua non










Prologue



Bridges, Borders and a Burning


Late one night in Edinburgh a motorbike burned, down by the river. It stood on ragged grass, in a deserted forecourt half enclosed by high-rise flats whose upper floors were lost in the darkness, lower windows boarded up or broken. Wings of flame feathered the night. 


The motorbike’s windshield, foot pegs and mudguards had melted and lay in blubbery, earth-bound puddles. Its fuel tank had blown off and landed some metres away, scorched and grey as a meteorite. Whoever stole the bike had hot-wired it and driven to this place before flicking out the side stand, pulling out the fuel hoses and throwing a match, illuminating the high flats in blasts of orange and yellow. The police officer who had phoned said to come as quickly as possible. 


‘There won’t be much left,’ she said, condolence in her tired voice. 


By the time the fire brigade arrived, only smoke, twisted metal and cinders remained in place of a beloved old motorbike that had once carried two people halfway across the span of the planet. Rage and grief flickered in my stomach, along with a sudden wish that I’d been there to see the match struck and thrown, the motorbike transfigured on that desolate bit of grass into a beacon, a glorious firework. I wondered whether the fire-strikers had felt a rush of joy at setting off that explosion of heat and light against the darkness – a momentary release from boredom, perhaps. Then, slowly but unmistakably, a sense of glee and release began to rise through the heat of my anger, the way oil bubbles up and separates from water: this fiery Viking burial was a fitting end for Mondialita the strong, the steady, the flame-red. I had learned to drive and maintain her, then to rely on her; the hardest learning was letting her go. 
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Still I dream of her burning, especially in seasons of anxiety and loss. Today I wake from dreams in which I watched her melt into snakes of lava that hissed towards my toes. My hands are shaking; my eyelids feel as if their capillaries are brambles. It is early morning and I can hear my children talking in the uniquely loud whispers they use when trying to be quiet. They are cooried in one bed, discussing plans to visit their cousins in Italy at Easter: our first trip outside Scotland since the UK left the European Union. I realise they are trying to decide what things they couldn’t do without: what to pack ‘if we can’t get home because of Brexit’. Anxiety rises in my stomach, a familiar presence, and jangles me up into the weekend. I tiptoe towards the kitchen with the practised stealth of the parent hoping to maximise their chances of an uninterrupted first coffee. 


A cold dawn is opening up the sky behind the Forth Rail Bridge. The Forth estuary is a dark blue shiver below. Along the shore, oystercatchers call as Edinburgh wakes up a few miles to the east. Today is the first day of February in the year 2020: the Feast of St Bride, or St Brigid, the Irish saint who protects a wondrous miscellany of things including babies, beer, poets, cattle, oystercatchers and scholars. St Bride’s is also the day of Imbolc, a much more ancient Celtic celebration of Brigid, goddess of fertility, fire, poetry and spring. Both versions of Brigid are strongly associated with water – sacred wells, the waters of childbirth, rivers running after the winter’s ice. I am a multitasking poet, scholar, gardener, a fire-loving and sea-swimming mother of three; Brigid in all her guises is welcome in my house. I raise my mug to her and hold on to its warmth as if it is a potion against fear. 


Outside I can see signs of winter loosening, the spring whispering its approach through the softened light and the bumps of buds. The window is cool against my hungover forehead. Yesterday I was late home from a vigil outside the Scottish Parliament, where a defiant gathering of people sang and wept as the United Kingdom left the European Union and took Scotland with it, despite the fact that a strong majority of Scottish people had voted against Brexit. I had brought with me a hip flask of single malt, and an espresso cup to drink drams from: a Scottish-Italian symbol which felt both ridiculous and potent. My hybrid parting glass was raised many times, in the best tradition of wakes. This morning, with Scotland on the cusp of spring and unimagined change, the deep apprehension I feel is not just a hangover, and fresh coffee is not enough to counter it. I fear for my future as a hybrid citizen of Scotland and Italy, and, even more, I fear for my children’s future. Like a bairn needing comfort, I turn to stories: memories of different times and open borders. 
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Thirteen winters ago I sailed under that same bridge, out across the river Forth on a ferry heading south to the Belgian port of Zeebrugge. This was BC, Before Children, or, as they themselves would put it, in the Olden Days. Below me, the motorbike, burdened and untested, waited in the hold with other vehicles; beside me stood the man I’d married just over a year before. We were on our way to New Zealand, overland, as much as geography and geopolitics would permit. I carried with me many hopes and worries, but the possibility of closed borders across Europe was not one of them. My most immediate concern was that I already felt seasick, and we weren’t even out of the estuary. Out on the deck I gripped the rail and looked out on to the waters of the Firth of Forth, dark beyond the engine’s churning, thin strings of distant lamps showing where the sea stopped and the land began. 


As a child growing up in Italy, I had learned that this river marked the uttermost northern border of the Roman Empire; our teachers solemnly told us that beyond those waters, in what is now Fife, lived Enemy Barbarians. I grinned at my husband, blue-eyed and Fife-bred, and felt excitement win over nausea. As the ferry slid under the great red fretwork of the Rail Bridge, a train rumbled over our heads, taking commuters home to their families while we popped the cork from a bottle of fizzy wine and drank to our journey. I poured some bubbles into the Forth – a libation of sorts, to whatever entities protect travellers and their freedoms.


The port of Zeebrugge was a world of shuttling containers like giant, moving Lego bricks. A stern Belgian policeman waved us through customs imperiously, shouting after us: ‘Careful with those French drivers, they are all insane!’ I revved the motorbike and cheered at being free to go, at the thought that this land ahead of us stretched all the way to the Bosphorus. Already the air felt different, alight with possibilities. 


We were soon on the wide motorways of France, the tarmac spooling out between immense fields. I edged our motorbike towards the upper reaches of the speedometer: a terrifying and magical margin where even the tiniest change in balance, or pressure on the handlebars, communicates instantly through the bike to the road, and it feels as if your mind and body are a single impulse of movement. This state of hyper-vigilance, of almost transcendental concentration and awareness, was the most awake I had ever felt. I whooped with glee as our motorbike swooped south, wheels for wings. 


My Italian father drove across these same roads during my childhood summers – more sedately, in a sensible family car, my brother and I sweating in the back as we headed north towards holidays in Glasgow with our Scottish mother’s family. Open borders across Europe were a given, a fact my child-mind took for granted, like how on Italian tables olive oil was always greenly waiting and on Scottish tables there was white butter instead, strangely salty. When my two grandfathers were together, I would act as translator, incredulous as they swapped stories about a time when their countries were at war with each other and they both decided to evacuate their families from the bombs falling on Glasgow and Milan. I was suspicious that they were making it all up for my benefit, these crazy stories of a time when European borders were closed. I only realised it was not a joke when, one day in Glasgow, I heard stories of a distant English great-uncle who always boasted about how he was proud to have served in the RAF and ‘bombed Milan good and proper!’ My mum went very quiet then, as I sat on her knee, and held me tight in a way that told me this was true, and dangerous, and not funny. 


I knew my dad had spent his childhood in the countryside near Pavia, escaping from the Allied bombing of Milan. His father – my Nonno – had to keep working in the city but cycled to the countryside every weekend to be with his family, a return trip of over a hundred kilometres. Nonno told stories of sheltering from Allied bombs in ditches, of passing Fascist checkpoints where dissenters hung from trees by the roads through the rice fields. He told me how one day he met his sister-in-law Tosca near the old covered bridge in Pavia; how she gave him packages for the family and offered to help him carry them the last few kilometres; how he thanked her and told her to go back home across the bridge, he could carry everything just fine; how he waved at her and cycled off, then heard the bomb that destroyed the bridge and everyone on it.
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War games are developing in the next room, involving escapes from exploding bridges on flying unicorns and giant motorbikes powered by glittery farts. At school my children have been learning about the Second World War and how it affected the Forth: the huge defences built against German submarines, the fear that the Rail Bridge would be bombed and a vital transport artery destroyed. Their attempts at quietness have been entirely abandoned and the question of what toys to pack seems settled or forgotten. I seize the moment to make more coffee, and realise that I have never told the children about Zia Tosca and the covered bridge: I have never had the courage to bring tragic family history so close to their peaceful lives. It still seems too much; but what stories should I tell to my small humans when they worry ‘in case the borders close’? What stories should we turn to in times of change and shifting certainties, when fences and walls and mistrust are increasingly used as the way to deal with difference?


Stories arrive through your ears and eyes and skin; they settle among your bones as you sleep, and when the time is right, you let them out so they can be free to go and grow. My Nonno told me that, I think; or maybe I told myself. Either way, coffee and paracetamol have worked their magic and I feel ready for the day now. Anxiety has coalesced into urgency: the need to weave a story about travel and change, freedom and fear, wide horizons and frontiers – weave it like a sail for navigating times of increasing restrictions. On a beloved motorbike I had crossed borders that are now impassable, changed my understanding of freedom, embraced an adventure which did not end with Mondialita’s burning. I want to share it, like all travellers share tales: a gift from the road behind for the journey ahead, whatever it may bring.


I check on the children, dig out the box of travel diaries, pour a coffee, sit down at the kitchen table and begin.












Part One


FREE TO GO
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Free to go 


Orkney to Italy
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Many travel stories open with a clearly defined event, often dramatic, which catalyses the journey. Somebody dies, someone comes of age, a transformative encounter happens – and so the quest begins. Not so this tale. 


Life was comfortable: I was not long married, moving through glad months filled with love and work and friends. When I was eighteen, I had met a man with crinkly blue eyes and knew he was the one for me, but conflicting desires and distances had kept us apart for years. My work and joy grew in building connections between people, in learning and speaking the languages of warm, thickly populated parts of the world. He gravitated towards remote islands and cold, thinly inhabited places. I thought that finally being together and married was the happily ever after, the end of a journey; our gladness felt like a shining lake. It took me a while to realise that something unsettling was moving beneath the surface, and that it was not a monster: it was me, it was us, a restlessness within. There was no dramatic catalysing event, but a vague sense of unease grew from deep down: careful, its note of warning sounded out, careful, this is not what you need to be doing. 


Instead of listening, I took on extra work, began a masters degree and started training for a half-marathon, but the discordant feeling was still there. I saw it reflected in my husband’s eyes, in the increasing frequency of his solitary walks and short-term jobs on distant Scottish islands. We were happy together, but we needed something different. I didn’t want to ask exactly what that ‘something’ might be: I feared that the answer would involve more incompatible desires, the ruin of our hard-won life together.


The unease surfaced in an Edinburgh club, bubbling up into clear questions amidst the thumping music, like air from lungs forced too long underwater: ‘Is this enough for you?’, we shouted to each other. ‘Is this the life you want?’ We walked out under the pellucid sky of a Scottish summer night washing into dawn, found a pub where we could hear each other speak, and finally, deliciously, all the unresolved fears came up for air. One by one, they were revealed as being shared, and unfounded, and useful. We wanted to leave, but not leave each other; we wanted to go away, but not separately. 


With an ease that didn’t feel reckless, we sketched out a journey together, and it was like a decision made long before. We would quit our jobs and spend our savings on a journey overland to the opposite side of the planet: New Zealand, where we had both long wanted to go. It was as if this plan had been biding its time to emerge, fully formed, once we knew how to find it. I understood what Patrick Leigh Fermor meant when he wrote that his plan to walk across Europe unfolded in his mind ‘with the speed and the completeness of a Japanese paper flower in a tumbler’. 


Deciding how we would travel turned out to be as simple as a list of pros and cons sketched on a pub napkin. 


‘Looks like we’ll be going by motorbike,’ I said.
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So began the alchemy of action, hope and obduracy that transforms scribbles on a napkin into events. No plan is perfect, but this one held such enormous imperfections that all I could do was laugh and order another drink. The first flaw in our plan: neither of us could ride a motorbike. The second: we didn’t own one. The third: had we owned one and been able to ride one, we had not the slightest idea how to fix anything that might go wrong with it. But in that electric moment, no such concerns mattered. I raised my glass for a toast, and grinned: ‘Minor, insignificant and temporary details.’


It didn’t take long for the paper flower of euphoria to sink, pulled down by the many cumbersome necessities that loomed after that initial moment of joyful revelation. Could we really drive a motorbike across the world? My sense of direction is non-existent: I am infamous for getting lost in big supermarkets. Friends were genuinely worried for us as they realised we were serious: ‘You know you really could get killed,’ one said. 


To prove them wrong, I first needed to learn how to ride a motorbike. I procrastinated by reading, one impatient afternoon, a Yamaha motorbike manual instead. It had stern words for the aspiring rider: ‘Motorcycles are fascinating vehicles, which can give you an unsurpassed feeling of power and freedom. However, they also impose certain limits, which you must accept; even the best motorcycle does not ignore the laws of physics.’ It cautioned further: ‘The good motorcyclist rides safely, predictably and defensively – avoiding all dangers, including those caused by others. Enjoy your ride!’


All this safety and predictability talk was tiresome. I wanted what Fermor wrote about: ‘A new life! Freedom!’ Abandoning the intractably severe manual, I turned to motorbike travel books to cheer me up. When in fear, read about the thing you fear, then you won’t have to actually do it; at least not for a while. 


I was looking for accounts of excitement and transformative adventure. I found plenty: Jupiter’s Travels; The Motorcycle Diaries; Two Wheels Through Terror; Long Way Round; Borderlands; Through Dust and Darkness; One Brit, One Bike, One Big Country – the list of books was long, but I felt impatience growing in me again, like a weed you can’t suppress. Why were all these stories by men, about men? I enjoyed all their journeys, most of their company, and some of their writing, but where were the voices of women? When I found some, my sense of relief was strong. Lois Pryce and Melissa Holbrook Pierson’s accounts of riding motorbikes especially thrilled me, although I sensed a warning in their stories: it felt as if they needed to emulate the machismo that surrounded them in the world of motorbike adventuring, almost as a survival tactic. Martha Gellhorn, in her excoriating Travels with Myself and Another, wrote of going to China with that most macho of men, Ernest Hemingway, referring to him as ‘U.C.’, her ‘Unwilling Companion’; but I found not one book written by a woman about driving a motorbike with a willing companion. 


‘I’m willing!’ said my lovely man. 


‘But I can’t call you W.C. – can I?’ 


‘Fair point.’ He grinned. ‘How about Glad Companion – G.C.?’ 


Throughout these days of preparation, my mind filled with memories of my early impressions of motorbikes. In northern Italy, I had watched as first my male classmates and then my younger brother were given 50 cc mopeds at the age of fourteen: a normal rite of passage for boys, which was usually followed by a trip to the mechanic who would ‘unofficially’ increase the power and volume of the engine to 125 or 250 cc. I was not asked if I wanted one. No girl I knew was asked. Girls just didn’t ride motorbikes – unless they rode pillion, of course, preferably in tight jeans or short skirts. Nobody ever said these things directly, but unspoken norms can be very loud, imposing themselves through glances and seemingly harmless comments.


Once I asked if I could try my brother’s moped. With an audience of family and friends, I wobbled on to it, managed to start the ignition, opened the throttle, closed my eyes, and drove straight into a concrete gate post. Driving like a girl. I was aflame with humiliation, my growing anger exacerbated by well-meaning words of consolation: ‘Don’t worry, you don’t need to learn, you’ll always be able to get a lift.’ I did not get a moped, nor ask to drive one again. 


‘Esa? Hello? You with us?’ 


A shout hauled me back to the parking lot in Edinburgh where I was astride a Suzuki 500 cc. It was the day of my motorbike driving test, the end to a week of intensive training. When I first clambered on to the Suzuki I had wobbled even more than on that tiny Italian moped. My feet felt like pebbles, miles away, unconnected to my legs. My chest was a balloon with a panicking cricket trapped inside. I was scarlet and sweating inside my helmet, which led to an intolerably itching scalp. I wanted to cry, to run away, to evaporate. Instead I swore, quietly, at whatever was generating the panic blocking me – and opened the throttle. With my eyes open this time, I managed it, grateful to Jim the instructor, who never once treated me differently because I am female.


Jim was equally abrupt with us all, only softening into smiles when he recounted past biking adventures. On the day of the final driving test, while we sat waiting to be called, he gave us a pep talk that consisted of reasons he’d seen people fail. My favourite story was of a man who opened his visor – ‘to show off his sunglasses, the idiot’ – while he was speeding down the motorway; a wasp flew into his helmet, crawled upwards and stung him all over his face. Jim replicated the exact series of sounds and movements that ensued. I laughed so much I forgot to be afraid. The man waiting next to me shrugged, knees spread wide and helmet dangling between them: ‘Oh, I’ve been riding bikes since I was twelve, what could go wrong?’


There followed a concatenation of roundabouts, traffic lights, motorways, and U-turns-without-putting-feet-down-or-you-fail. I passed. I passed! The wide-kneed dangler of helmets didn’t. My new driving licence, a flimsy piece of pink plastic, felt like a fanfare I could carry in my pocket, a triumphant message to the world: I could do this, despite the fear. 


Passing the driving test gave me the confidence to put my name down for an evening course in Motorbike Maintenance: Beginner Level. I walked into the first lesson to find a room filled entirely with men, all chatting about motorbike journeys past and planned. With horror, I recognised one as a particularly objectionable ex-boyfriend. He stared at me, slowly pulling his long red hair tighter into its ponytail. Sidling into the back row, trying to blend in, I listened to the teacher explain the components of a motorbike battery. I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about, but thought I’d show enthusiasm by asking a question: ‘Why does it have water inside if it’s electric?’ 


The room was silenced by the scale of my ignorance. Objectionable Ex-Boyfriend smirked. And then, just as I thought I would have to leave or melt from embarrassment, something wonderful happened: the teacher said, ‘Good for you, hen,’ and one of the older men echoed him, ‘Aye, that’s why you’re here, eh!’ The silence bubbled into enthusiastic explanations of how lead–acid batteries work. Teaching me became the group’s collective mission, my learning curve the measure of the course’s success. As the weeks passed, I became able to change brake pads and fine-tune a carburettor. Objectionable Ex dropped out after the second class. At the end of the course, the teacher and the other students gave me a compass as a gift, ‘for the road ahead’. Accepting their kindness felt like scraping off the first layers of old, encrusted anger and fear.


We now needed to actually acquire a motorbike that could manage an open-ended journey across half the planet. G.C. started coming home with motorbike magazines and pored over them as if they held the secret of human happiness. Our options seemed to involve bewildering dichotomies: shaft or belt-drive, double-or single-barrelled exhaust, twin-shock or monoshock, water-cooled or air-cooled, kick-start or button start. Only one manufacturer was recommended on every site and magazine we turned to for a motorbike that was reliable and robust: the Bavarian Motor Works – B.M.W.


One we could afford appeared in a local paper. It was an 800 cc touring model, a beautiful fiery red motorbike built in 1982 and owned by only three people since then. From its condition, it seemed that all three owners had treated it like a sacred object; its service manual read like a litany of devotion. This was a bike built for days of comfortable cruising, with a high windshield, a double padded seat, and a wide fibreglass faring designed to keep both of us warm and dry. Twin cylinders of 400 cc stood out from its engine like rocket boosters: a machine strong enough to carry us and our bags across the world, up mountains and through deserts. We fitted an intercom system with voice-activated microphones and headphones which slotted into our helmets, so we could communicate without having to yell over the engine’s noise.


I could see how much strength G.C. used as he eased the motorbike off the centre stand. It swung on to the ground, slamming down with the force of its own weight – a quarter of a tonne. I was scared to try. He got on, pushed the ignition and the engine coughed and growled into life as I jumped on the back and found the pillion foot pegs. It felt like being on a huge, powerful creature, a motorised beast. I was seized by absolute certainty that this was an insanely dangerous thing to be doing, and also the only possible thing we could or should do. The motorbike throbbed underneath me, its engine metronomically precise, carrying us away. 


Daily I practised getting the motorbike off its centre stand, frowning with impatience, the ache in my muscles not quite translating into enough strength to manage the task. I grew increasingly terrified that this journey would find me too small, too weak, too timid; attributes so often associated with ‘girly’ behaviour, while their opposites add up to the figure of the macho male motorbike rider so comprehensively present in books and films. My hackles rose whenever big, strong, brash men assumed I would only ride pillion or – worse – were openly amazed to find that I ‘could drive too’. I resented them with a silent, corrosive fury which did nothing to change the facts: I couldn’t become a huge man; a smaller bike wouldn’t carry us where we wanted to go; we couldn’t afford two separate ones.


I didn’t know what to do, so I threw myself into practicalities that I could control, like getting the paperwork sorted for the motorbike. Vehicles, like people, need a passport to cross international borders without being challenged. The carnet de passage is a customs guarantee certificate which promises that the motorcycle will not be sold in the countries it enters, and will leave within a specified time limit. If these promises are kept, the motorbike has freedom of movement – within certain limits and at a cost. 


Packing was another absorbing practical task. We decided on which tools and spare parts were indispensable, bundled them into small plastic bags and put them into compartments around the bike. There were openings in the frame where we would be able to hide money if necessary, and I took note of them feeling like a smuggler. G.C. stitched sturdy canvas tool bags to the frame on either side of the bike, and in these we dropped our faithful old hiking rucksacks. There were strict limits on what we could each have: one change of clothes, one warm jumper, minimal toiletries, and one book. Before a new book could be carried, the old one would have to be left behind or posted home. The only book we would take for the whole journey was the Haynes Manual BMW 2-valve Twins, which we read obsessively. It was written in a style that alternated passages of sensible clarity (‘be careful to avoid burning your hands on the hot exhaust pipe’) with ones of infuriating inscrutability (‘drop the output shaft oil baffle into the housing’) which made my confusion about water in batteries seem laughable. 


Last on, ratcheted down on the back of the bike, were two bright orange dry-bags that held our camping kit: tent, sleeping bags, stove, sleeping mats, waterproofs, and one shared roll of romantic toilet paper. That was it: our luggage for the undefined future.
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We still have that Haynes Manual, but have somewhat lost the art of minimalist packing. One week after St Bride’s, the kitchen is drowning under bags, waterproofs, soft toys, books, phones, chargers, snacks – the debris of what two adults and three children think they need for ten days in Orkney. I inspect P’s bag and find ten pairs of socks and a few T-shirts, but no pants or trousers. S has packed five variations on the unicorn theme, ranging from fluffy onesies to pencils, but no actually useful clothes. T’s bag is entirely filled with comics and books. I sit down in the middle of the floor and laugh.


G.C. walks in and looks delighted, saying, ‘I haven’t heard you laugh for weeks!’ I realise he is right: my reservoirs of glee have been clogged up by the fear of Brexit’s consequences. I feel a dissolution of who I am, a fraying in the fabric made of family histories carried like an invisible cloak. My children would not exist had it not been for the European Union and Scotland’s place within it: I was able to study in Edinburgh having grown up in Italy because, as a citizen of the European Union, I was not charged university tuition fees in Scotland. This left me free to study, work and find love in Scotland, eventually growing a flourishing family here. My whole life has been coloured by having two languages, two passports, two countries; my children’s lives too. Does Brexit mean that we will have to choose between belongings? 


I turn towards our sea of stuff – belongings, in a different sense – and try to focus on the glad anticipation of travel, the pleasure of visiting friends. 
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The layers of life that G.C. and I had grown in Edinburgh fell away from us like leaves as we said goodbye to friends and worked our notices in various jobs, with no firm plans to return. As we cleaned and tidied, we realised that we would not miss most of our possessions and decided to give them away over the course of a farewell weekend. According to our calculations, our savings would allow us to travel for about a year, maybe up to eighteen months if we were very frugal. We also expected to find work along the way, if we decided that we needed more money to extend our journey beyond New Zealand – to cross the South Pacific, perhaps, and drive through Latin America. ‘I can teach, you can doctor,’ I said to G.C., with the confidence of those whose luck and skills and passports have always brought them such freedom. 
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Today I feel decidedly unfree, my thoughts snagging on tiredness, worry and domestic chores. I have still not unpacked our smelly car since driving back from Orkney with the children. Our time there was filled with the hospitality and warmth of our old, dear friend Calum: a week of drinking whisky into the wee hours of the morning, laughing and making music. But now it is a Monday in the endless middle of February, G.C. is staying in Orkney for another week working as an island locum, S and T are having a ridiculous fight over the jam, and why did I even let them have breakfast in white school uniforms?, and come ON, we’re going to be LATE.


The mess greets me like a scolding when I get back from school drop-off. I ignore it, make a coffee, step outside and message my Italian friends in Edinburgh. We are organising a children’s party for Carnevale – carnival, Mardi Gras, Pancake Tuesday – the festival of excess and fun that sets us up for the austerity of Lent. Our talk of plans for sparklers and party food are interspersed with rumours of disease: an Italian man in Lombardy is in hospital with pneumonia caused by a new virus first discovered in China. His close contacts are being tested – it seems there is a test for this, but nobody is sure. There is talk of travel restrictions between Italy and other countries. ‘This could be even worse than Brexit, guys,’ texts the joker of the group. We say goodbyes and return, slightly subdued, to our various days. 


I force myself to clear up the kitchen and unpack, turning away from the temptation to just pick up the kids from school and drive away from all these worries back to Orkney, that place of welcome where we lived when P was a baby and have returned to ever since; the place where, Before Children, our motorbike journey began. 
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Wide horizons had disappeared into a smudge of grey, with water everywhere. Late autumn gales hit our Orcadian cottage at over a hundred miles per hour. It sounded as if giant fists were battering the thick walls as we huddled inside. I was writing up my masters thesis, G.C. was at the end of a locum job; in between work, we packed and prepared and waited for the gales to ease. 


We left Orkney between storms, on a ferry, just before the midwinter solstice. This, the darkest season of the northern year, is considered inauspicious by some and was most certainly a silly time to be riding a motorbike in Scotland. I tried not to worry too much about that. We had made decisions based on the urgency of enthusiasm, our desire to just go, rather than on logic – not for the first or last time. 


As we approached the ferry terminal gate, the motorbike slipped on some ice. I couldn’t manage the weight, and we keeled over; the heat of the exhaust melted my trousers and shrivelled my confidence. The bike was so huge, so heavy. I would never be able to do this: how could I, when I could only just about touch the ground with the tip of my boot, and had dropped the bike before we even left Scotland? 


‘It’s auspicious,’ G.C. said into the intercom as I struggled to right the bike. ‘When Che Guevara set out from Buenos Aires, he fell off nine times.’ I was grateful for G.C.’s kindness, but also felt a familiar hum of anger: whatever Che Guevara had done wasn’t going to help me now. I needed stories of small women who had ridden motorbikes, not another man on a mission to change the world.


There was frost on the roads of the Scottish Highlands, and the gritters had been out. I drove for short, tentative bursts, never going over fourth gear. On our left, the North Sea shone all the way to Scandinavia while the east wind froze G.C.’s fingers on the handlebars. The woodlands of central Scotland arrived like a benediction, and the fields rolled in green waves down towards the Forth estuary. 


Our last night on the island of Britain was spent with G.C.’s family in Fife, their warmth and kindness filling us up like fuel. His mum presented us with a bottle of sparkling wine, ‘to celebrate your adventure’. His dad showed us how to use fibreglass and Araldite, ‘just in case any cracks in the bike need fixing’. Waving goodbye, filled with sadness and impatience at the same time, I missed the wisdom of their parting gifts: celebrating adventure and fixing cracks before they got too wide would be essential for both our journey and our marriage.
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Messages from family and friends in Italy are buzzing into my phones like flies, the worries of Brexit eclipsed by another escalating disaster: the spread of the new virus now known as SARS-CoV-2, also variously called Covid-19, Covid, coronavirus or the plague. My cousin in Milan supplies medical equipment to hospitals, and this is the first time I have ever seen a crack in his cheerful certainty that ‘everything will be fine’. I stare at his messages showing unbelievable numbers of dead people in our region. I try to imagine each one of those people, their hands or noses, how they laughed. 


Celebrations and laughter still happen, however thick the shroud of grief. Life insists on happening. The snowdrops mean that P’s birthday is approaching: I must think of cake and sleepovers and presents, despite the vertiginous numbers of people dying of Covid in Lombardy, even though I feel that I am leaking grief and worry everywhere, everywhere. I ferociously mop up every trickle as soon as it wells up. It is like cleaning up soul vomit that keeps on spewing out. ‘You can do this,’ I mutter, clutching at lists, trying to remember that past self who learned how to drive and fix motorbikes, pushing through sticky barriers of fear to find freedom on the other side. 
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On the wide motorways of France, I had felt my confidence rise as I edged the motorbike to its highest speed: we wanted to get to my parents’ house in Italy as quickly as possible, in time for Christmas. Soon the motorway was coiling tightly away from the Mediterranean into the Apennines, unravelling on the other side of the mountains as we descended into the vast alluvial floodplain of the Po Valley. I drove through the gates of my childhood home, stomach warm with pride, glanced down at the concrete post I had once crashed into so ignominiously and opened my visor to greet my family.


Technical Interlude
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Just across the border into Italy, at Ventimiglia, the engine had started to make an unusual sound: a clattering, as if the crankshafts within the casing were limping. The plains of the Po were fog-bound in the winter, as usual. Living there is to be at the bottom of a huge geographical bowl rimmed by mountains, with no sea breeze to move the air. The hoar frost was inches deep, and black ice patched the roads: a motorcyclist’s nightmare. Just as well we had planned to spend a month saying goodbye to Italian family and friends before the journey ahead. We took advantage of our time to remove the cylinder head covers to check the valve clearances. 


In Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, Robert Pirsig distinguishes between a ‘romantic’ and a ‘classical’ sensibility: the former is more interested in the aesthetics of an experience, the latter in rational understanding. For Pirsig, checking the valve clearances on a motorcycle is a classical problem, but one that carries all the dignity and emotional power of a devotional act. I first read the book as a teenager and recognised the beauty of the process he described, long before I’d dreamed of performing a valve adjustment for myself. Checking valve clearances was one of the things I had learned on the motorbike maintenance course. Our manual gave it a difficulty rating of three spanners, which was about as tricky as we were prepared to undertake. 


My father found us as we struggled with the four-thousandths-of-an-inch feeler gauge, sliding it into the gap between the valve stem and the rocker arm, muttering instructions and the occasional expletive. The exhaust valves were too tight. This was a worrying finding: it had been only a couple of thousand miles since we’d last adjusted them. He invited us to have a coffee break and gently insisted on paying for a ‘properly qualified BMW mechanic’ to give the motorbike a full service, and fit new tyres. 
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A few days later, as we waited for the mechanic to phone us with updates, my brother Lorenzo made me a coffee and insisted that we needed to name our vehicle: ‘For goodness’ sake, it’ll be like a third person in your marriage and it doesn’t even have a name?’ After more coffee and much debate, he came up with ‘Mondialita’. It was perfect: here was a motorbike made in 1982, the year Italy won the Football World Cup (il Mondiale); a vehicle that could take us half across the world (il mondo); a machine that was clearly fabulous and world-class (mondiale). Mondialita. The diminutive ending belied her massive, tractor-like strength, but it expressed the affection with which we already spoke of her. My mother organised a shopping trip to buy me a pair of new trousers, ‘because you need to be comfortable on the journey’. They were black, soft, tough, with many pockets and zips, and outlived Mondialita. 


These gifts of safety, naming and comfort were well chosen, although it would take me months of travel to realise their true value. Others were not so generous, and we spent a fair amount of time shrugging off questions that were more like accusations from people who were variously appalled by our choices: ‘Aren’t you afraid of getting robbed?’ they would ask. ‘Aren’t you afraid of border guards?’ ‘Aren’t you afraid you won’t find safe places to sleep?’ ‘Aren’t you afraid of breaking down?’ Their questions felt like a leaden presence, an enemy to the golden, bubbling feeling that filled my stomach whenever I remembered that we were free to go. 


Mondialita was declared ‘fixed and ready to go wherever you want’, so we decided to go on a pilgrimage of gratitude, and pay homage to the shrine of Saint Colombano, patron saint of motorcyclists. Colombano lived twelve centuries before the invention of the internal combustion engine. He was a Scots-Irish monk, a wandering scholar who left Ireland in a little leather boat and reached Europe, where he is said to have multiplied flagons of beer, given sight to the blind, and yoked a bear to a plough. He founded a monastery after decades on the roads through France, Savoy and Lombardy – the same itinerary we had travelled in just a few days. 


A rare sea wind managed to cross the Apennines and lift the fog for a few precious, jewel-like days. We drove in sunlight to Bobbio, a small Apennine town where Saint Colombano is venerated in a rock-cut sanctuary beneath the cathedral, under a Renaissance Annunciation. His relics were in a marble tomb, carved centuries after his bones had turned to dust. There were no motorbikes on display, but G.C. inserted a coin into a slot machine and pulled out a wallet-sized laminated card of Colombano. He looked like a Hell’s Angel with a mitre, surrounded by a blue light like the sky above the distant Alps in Lombardy’s springtime. G.C. put the card in his wallet, hoping it would bring us some of the old monk’s luck. 


Just before New Year’s Eve, we undertook something like a monastic ritual, a shedding of the past in preparation for the unknown ahead: we shaved each other’s hair down to the shortest buzz cut. My brother joined in too. We grinned at each other’s new faces, as brown and black fluff gathered in a pile at our feet. Putting on the motorbike helmet was now very simple, like donning a second skin. I thought of the Selkie legends from Orkney and the North Sea rim, the stories of women who were also seals and could slip from land to water by putting on their sealskins. My motorbike gear freed me to slip into speed and flowing motion, a transformation that never failed to thrill me. I was also suddenly free from tugging curls and clips, liberated from the Barbie-like standards of female beauty that still dominated Italian television and public spaces.


We rubbed our stubbly heads as we sat in an Irish-themed pub discussing all the advice we had gathered about the road ahead. Our original plan had been to drive overland to Greece through the Balkans, but every book, person and internet forum had advised against it. The roads were terrible in the best weather, and deadly in the winter. There were many border crossings, and we read of hefty bribes required to pass each one. All accounts by women spoke of harassment by the border police, and of sometimes being asked to pay for border crossings through other means than money.


We considered our route on a map of Italy drawn in beer froth on the table: white splurges marked Florence, Rome, Naples and the port in Puglia where ferries left for Greece. I dabbed some froth at the head of our beery Adriatic. 


‘What about Venice?’ I asked, smearing the map. ‘It’s carnival time there soon.’ I wanted to show off the whole of Italy’s beauty to G.C., but we were both concerned about the long drive ahead through some of the most expensive places of our whole journey.


G.C. dabbed his finger into the foam. ‘We might have to miss out on Venice … unless …’ he said.


‘… Unless?’


‘… Unless we sail directly to Greece from Venice.’
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Today is Shrove Tuesday, or Pancake Tuesday in Scotland. In Italy it is ‘Fat Tuesday’, Carnival time. The northern mornings grow lighter. I watch some high clouds, mind blank for a minute, before turning back to the unbelievable news: Carnival in Venice has been cancelled due to fears that the swirling crowds would be a perfect spreading place for the new virus. Its name tumbles about everywhere in the news, in texts and phone calls and conversations; it seems impossible that only a few weeks back we dismissed it as ‘some weird new flu’. I phone a friend who is a writer and schoolteacher living in Turin, and he confirms more incredible news: yesterday schools did not open across the north of Italy. Nobody knows when children will return to classes. He doesn’t know if or when he will be paid. 


In Scotland, our small Italian Carnival party is also cancelled, even if schools here are giving no sign of closing. I feel fear unfurl from the place where I keep it curled away, covered in lies and smiles to protect the children. I add a layer of pancakes and sweet spreads to my weavings of comfort. P asks me, as he wipes chocolate off his pyjamas, ‘Will we be able to go to Italy for Easter, Mamma?’ 


‘Ach, yes, sure,’ I tell him. ‘Don’t you worry.’ The fear stirs, softly, murmuring. 
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The drive towards Venice took us through the landscapes of northern Italy in its full beauty, the road threading through a tessellation of paddy fields. The Alps were just visible along the northern horizon, like a rip in the sky which cut southward towards us as both mountain range and roads converged on the Adriatic coast where, for most of the last millennium, Venice has been Europe’s window on the East. It started as an island refuge from plundering barbarians and evolved by making its own harmony out of the discord between East and West: a city built for fusing cultures; a place of enterprise, power, and the bridging of empires. Its two principal islands lock shapes like a yin with a yang.


We padlocked Mondialita in a backstreet on the mainland and took a train out over the silvered waters of the Venetian lagoon. A man at the train station, in a fedora and fur coat, approached G.C. with the promise of ‘very cheap-price rooms. View of canal!’ He had a moustache like Groucho Marx. When he realised that I was Italian, he became friendlier, and the price immediately halved. 


From the window of our room, peering along an alley, we could just about make out a metre of water. Plastic cups, dead rats and cigarettes floated down the Canal Grande. It was late February, just before Lent, and Carnevale was in full swing. The walkways and bridges of the old city pulsed with people, many of them masked and gowned in fabulous costumes. The air smelled of cigarettes, incense, damp bricks, dirty water and hot, sweet pastries. We left our room and were carried along in the press and rush, past jugglers and fire-breathers, clowns and acrobats, to the centre of the city, Piazza San Marco. 


It felt that other horizons were beckoning to us through the Carnival fabric of Venice. The Basilica looked more Byzantine than Roman Catholic, with its cupolae and domes, and on its façade were four equestrian statues looted from ancient Greece. Venice, now a glittering tourist bauble, was once a fierce city at the interface between Byzantium, the Ottomans and Christian Europe. Looking past the gondoliers and blown-glass shops, I could sense the stories of other empires and cultures edging in through traces from the past. Further on down the canal, at the entrance to the Arsenale, we found two stone lions, hauled centuries ago as booty from medieval Venetian looting trips around Athens. 


Our last evening in Venice was dreamlike, a time of in-between, filled with visions and omens. We wandered by the Canale di Cannareggio as the daylight faded and street vendors lit rows of brightly patterned wax candles along dark alleyways. We passed a solitary gondolier, lanterns lit at bow and stern, punting alone through the dark waters singing a pop song about lost love. An old man and woman stepped out of their front door. There was a companionable ease about their movements, a togetherness that seemed the fruit of many loving decades.


Squinting up at the antique streetlights, the man turned to his wife: ‘Carissima – è luce, o luna?’, ‘Dearest – is that a light, or the moon?’ 


‘Luce,’ she said gently, taking his arm, and helped him on down the street.


In the morning light, our ferry seemed impossibly huge, a monstrosity rising above the lagoons. The Venetian border official grunted, ‘Where are you going with all these bags and this motorbike?’ My long-standing distaste for his profession rose inside me, dredged up by memories of his uniform in another setting: when I was about ten, my Italian father was stopped at the border between Italy and France, accused of kidnapping me and my brother because our names didn’t appear on his passport. I can still feel the fear of being separated from my family, like a paralysing flood of ice, and remember my dad’s supreme calm while appeasing and persuading the guards that all was in order, that his Scottish wife was waiting for us in Glasgow.


I channelled that calm as I smiled and lied, ‘Oh, just a camping holiday in Greece.’ 


He narrowed his eyes then said, ‘Bah, on you go. But the Greeks are all liars, so watch yourselves. And their coffee is disgusting.’ 
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My brother phones me from his flat in Córdoba as I sit down with a mid-morning coffee. He tells me he has quit his teaching job and is preparing to travel overland from the south of Spain to Italy, so he can be with our parents ‘in case this virus gets any worse’. All flights in and out of Italy are now cancelled: he will take the first train he can and make his way north, then east through France and across the Apennines. We are all practicalities and travel logistics, straight back to the tone we used when he was helping to name Mondialita in a world of open borders. I want to say, ‘stay safe’, but there is no point. I want to say, ‘let me know where you are’, but I know he will run out of phone battery. I say, ‘Go well, brother,’ and he says, ‘Don’t worry, sister.’ We hang up. The weight of reality feels impossible to bear. I burst into tears. 
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Stars gathered in intensity as we sailed south, slowly emerging into an arc of brilliance. The Italian coast became a low constellation on the starboard horizon, feeble against the vast darkness of sea and sky. We fell asleep on the deck. 


The sun came up over the bony spine of the Balkans; we had passed Bosnia, Montenegro, Albania, Epirus. After travelling on our own terms with the motorbike, it was disconcerting to be confined again to a floating metal container, with someone else steering. I gazed at the countries we had chosen to bypass, relieved and regretful at the same time. G.C. and I spoke in occasional bursts: already, after just two months on the road, we were beginning to anticipate the direction of one another’s thoughts and sentences. We sat on the top deck, passing a very fine Greek coffee back and forth, gazing out across the waves. 


‘Not that wine-dark, is it, really,’ I said, and G.C. nodded. He knew I was referring to the sea as described in Homer’s Odyssey, the book I had brought to read in honour of our Greek travels, rather than out of a desire to emulate Odysseus and wander for ten years seeking home. 


Later in the afternoon the ferry slipped around Corfu and past the strait towards Ithaca, Odysseus’s home island. For a moment, the poem ‘Ithaka’ by Constantine Cavafy swooped through my mind – a song of adventure and wisdom which I had fallen in love with many years before. I had made my own translation of its Greek music, to carry around in my head: 


Once you start out towards Ithaka


hope that your road may be long,


full of adventures, full of discovering


‘Here’s to that,’ I whispered, dripping some coffee into the sea-road: another libation, to the health of poets and travellers. 
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