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Praise for She Rides


“We all embark on journeys of discovery, whether in our own neighborhood or faraway lands, but few of us take on the rigors that Alenka Vrecek does in She Rides. The psychological and emotional challenges of this solo-cycling marathon from Lake Tahoe to southern Baja are as daunting as the physical ones, but she navigates them all, emerging from the experience having found what she was seeking: her place in the world.”


—Larry Habegger, executive editor of Travelers’ Tales Books


“She Rides is heartfelt and riveting from the opening lines. So much more than a grueling bicycle adventure; Vrecek openly shares her feelings of longing for her home country, the fallout from the dissolution of her first marriage, and the prospect that she might not recover from cancer. Ultimately, through courage, fortitude, and sheer badass strength, she makes the most important discovery of all: that she can unflinchingly face any challenge and confront every obstacle head-on, and that she’s just fine being who she is.”


—Michael Shapiro, author of A Sense of Place


“In She Rides, Alenka Vrecek finds inner strength and a community that crosses both borders and boundaries as she travels by mountain bike alone on backroads from Lake Tahoe, California, to La Ventana, Baja. Her exciting story will be inspirational—and maybe even a comfort— to women across the globe.”


—Laura Read, journalist, photographer, and editor


“She Rides is a tale of the spunk, perseverance, and desire it took for Alenka to not only finish the ride but always live life to the fullest. It’s also funny and humble, and a touching tribute to the human spirit.”


—Tim Hauserman, author of Going It Alone: Ramblings and Reflections from the Trail
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For my father and mother who have always been 
my guiding lights,


For my children, Mateja, Jana, and Tilen, 
for whom my love knows no boundaries.


For my husband, Jim, who is strong enough to 
love me for who I am.


In memory of Rosalva and Omar.
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Prologue






The sound of the groan surprises me. It is otherworldly. Barely human. Before I realize it’s mine, sharp pain rushes through my right leg and arm. It feels as if a spoke from the wheel pierced my skin. I control my breathing: slow, shallow, quiet breaths, trying not to disturb the silence around me. As my gasps abate, I begin to take stock of my situation, slowly scanning my body from head to toe.


I am lying on my back, my head pointing downhill on a steep and rocky slope, wedged between two boulders. Jagged rocks jab my back and legs like a bed of nails. A small cactus pokes me in the ribs. The Beast, my sixty-five-pound mountain bike, lies awkwardly on top of me, pressing camping gear and supplies into my limbs and gut.


I can’t move. I am too exhausted to do anything but watch the clouds as they roll across the hot, bright Mexican sky.


Is this it? Has death come for me? Here? Now? In the middle of this glorious day? All I see is white light. My feet and my hands prickle. Panic wells up. Am I dying? I want to pray to God to get me out of this mess, but I don’t really know how. Growing up, I learned God, religion, and church were opiates for the masses. Yet, I’ve always prayed in my most desperate moments. I envied my two devout grandmothers for the comfort they found in God, and I liked going to sit in a quiet, cool, dark church with them, pretending to pray. So now I pray because I am desperate. Give me the strength, give me the will to move my body. I need to get back to my kids! I made a vow to them I’d never leave them. I must go back to Jim, my darling, my husband. I am overwhelmed by the feeling of guilt. Jim didn’t want me to go on this adventure, and now he is going to be so mad at me if I die here.


I try to raise my head but can’t.


I close my eyes again and start laughing, but the tears run into my ears.


“You goddamn idiot,” I murmur. “You went on this trip to live, not to die!” I wiggle my toes. I wiggle my fingers. I squeeze my butt cheeks. Strange energy surges through me.


I breathe hot air and go over the crash in my head: my front wheel catching a sharp rock, shooting my bike hard to the right where it slides off the trail down a steep embankment. Quickly gaining speed as I fruitlessly pumped the brakes, I avoided two deadly boulders before bouncing off a third, the granite smoothed by centuries of erosion. It flipped me and my bike into the air, sending out a plume of camping gear, water bottles, and food, before catapulting The Beast and me to our awkward resting place.


I close my eyes again, and I realize that it’s the fiftieth day since I left Lake Tahoe. Right now, home feels impossibly far away. My head starts spinning again, as if I am suddenly falling into the abyss. Haven’t I been through enough in my life? Why did I go on this crazy bike trip all by myself? To tempt my fate? At fifty-four, I shouldn’t have to do that. I shake my head and open my eyes. The hot desert sun blinds me, and I feel it on every inch of my body. Suddenly I realize how thirsty I am.


“Take me home,” I whimper to the travel gods.


But where is that? I’m still not sure.


What I do know is that I’m hours away from help. I’m running low on water, and my emaciated, hundred-pound body is an easy snack for a predator, despite the fact there’s no longer much meat on it.


You need to keep going, says a voice out of nowhere.


I tell the voice, Go to hell! It just laughs empathetically.


This makes me furious.


Inch by inch, I push off the bike and crawl from underneath it, moaning with pain while taking deep breaths in between. Finally, I am free of the burden of The Beast. I’m lying on my back, watching the clouds changing shapes, and in those shapes, I begin to see the antidote to death. I turn slowly from my back to my knees.


Okay, God, and the ancient spirits who roamed here before me. I am humble but not yet broken.


Now get me the hell out of here!


For once in my life, let me finish what I started. Don’t let me fail. I beg of you. Let me climb this impossible mountain so I can go on living with the people I love.


It takes a tremendous effort to drag The Beast back onto the trail. Gear bags and water holders hang loosely. But I do it, if only to get away from the sanctimonious imaginary being giving me the world’s worst pep talk. I begin picking up my scattered gear from the path of destruction. I lift my helmet and hold it in my hands, promising I’ll keep it on my head at all times. I limp along for a while and then get back on the bike to slowly push my way to the top of the climb.


Time feels like it’s running out, but I am not going to quit. Not yet.


I planned this trip for years, if only initially in my mind. At home in Lake Tahoe, my bookshelf is lined with stories written by climbers and explorers of exotic places and new frontiers. They circumnavigated the globe in sailboats, on foot, and by bike. I’ve always dreamed of scaling big mountains like Everest, crossing oceans on a windsurfer, sailing a boat solo around the world. But they were just someone else’s dreams, struggles, and triumphs, distracting me from reality and the immediacy of everyday life, raising three kids. Someday, maybe someday, I told myself, I’ll go and have my own adventure.


Years passed. The weight of it all began to suffocate me. I prayed to higher powers to take over every damn time that heavy black boot began pressing down on my chest, threatening to squeeze the last bit of air out of my lungs. I needed to get away so I could learn how to breathe again. This trip was supposed to be an emotional and physical pilgrimage. I wanted to see what I was still capable of. I needed to show myself and others that dying was not yet on my list of things to do. I left my home because I wanted to find, once and for all, the true meaning of life. My life.


This is no easy task for an immigrant who spent her entire adult life living in the space between nations and cultures. I have always felt a vague sense of exile from the place where I was born. I loved my native land of Slovenia deeply, but I also had a feverish urge to travel and explore unfamiliar places. While I own houses in Tahoe and Southern Baja, I have been in a perpetual search of a home, not just a place but a sense of belonging. I hoped I could connect all the dots of my life by riding door to door.


So now I’m here, in the rugged Sierra de la Giganta Mountains of the Baja California peninsula, where the temperature is already well over a hundred degrees. I’ve covered more than two thousand miles since I left Tahoe, riding along the spine of the Sierra Nevada, crossing the Mojave Desert before climbing back up to the San Gabriel Mountain Range. I climbed and descended the San Bernardino and San Jacinto Mountains and, just before crossing the Mexican border, did the same in the Cuyamaca and Laguna Mountains.


All those miles turned my body into one giant saddle sore. My destination is the Bay of La Ventana, on the Sea of Cortez near the southern end of Baja, where my family has owned a small palapa for decades.


On a bike, one is always moving forward. Only by doing that did I think I would be able to feel alive again. I only needed to prove myself to myself, and in the process of riding my bike, I was hoping to heal my ravaged body and my wounded soul.












–ONE–






The Cradle of My Dreams


He who is in pursuit of a goal will remain empty once he has attained it. But he who has found the way, will always carry the goal with him.


—Nejc Zaplotnik


The Sava River glitters like transparent sapphire and emerald gems as it rushes from the Julian and Karavanken Alps in Slovenia. One of the longest rivers in Europe, it rises from two sources: Sava Bohinjka and Sava Dolinka. Sava Bohinjka emerges as a waterfall that cascades down Komarcha, a sheer wall below Triglav, Slovenia’s tallest mountain, and the symbol on the nation’s flag. Sava Dolinka lazily bubbles as a spring out of the ground in lush green meadows just a few miles south of the Italian border. Each travels several miles to join at the foot of my hometown of one stoplight and a mouthful of a name, Radovljica.


Rich in history, my town was first established in the thirteenth century, when dukes, counts, and Habsburg emperors ruled and built fortresses, castles, and churches perched on hills. Centuries of students who came before me wore down the marble steps of my primary school. On the first day of second grade, I slipped and tumbled down the entire flight, landing at the bottom. Blood streamed from an inch-wide gap on my chin, staining the new yellow dress my mother had sewn.


The natural history and the beauty of Radovljica still captivate me, but the Sava River runs through my veins. At once thunderously crashing over rocks, forcing its way through deep and narrow gorges, or dreamily meandering across soft green meadows—I am like that river. Teeming and pacific. Full of passion, pride, and quiet, heartfelt adoration for the people and places that helped me become the person who is always seeking new adventures yet craves the warmth and comforts of the familiar and safe environment.


I grew up fishing the Sava with my father’s father, Toni, skipping rocks and chasing snakes with my older brother, Jure. We swam its icy waters until our bodies went numb, our lips, fingers, and toes turned blue. My life resembles this river.


Over millennia, the Sava River etched a series of terraces, slowly carving her way into the sloping hills. On the first plateau below our five-story apartment building lay train tracks. That was forbidden ground for my brother and me. The first thing we did when we came home from school was run up the four flights of stairs and throw our backbreaking school packs into the hallway. We knew our parents wouldn’t be home for at least two more hours.


Often, we’d run straight to the train tracks. We could tell time by each passing train sounding its whistle while it sped by us. We’d place coins on the tracks, duck down behind the embankment, and watch the sparks fly. I’d watch people’s heads whizzing by and wonder where they were going. The smell of the railroad still brings back the memory of train cars rattling by. The urge to be on that train that would take me away from home to a faraway world of imagination was irresistible.


We were fueled by book plots and our own imaginations. My brother, a big fan of Howard Pyle’s The Merry Adventures of Robin Hood, wanted to test his marksmanship skills on me. Imagining himself to be William Tell, a legendary hero famous for his crossbow and archery skills, Jure placed an apple on my head and ordered me to stand still against the entry door. Replacing a bow and arrow with a kitchen knife, he stood at the other end of the hallway aiming at the apple on my head. Quivering with terror, I screamed as the knife flew in my direction. The knife missed the target by about six inches and lodged into the soft tissue under my tongue. Copious amount of blood streamed from my mouth. My brother held a teacup under my chin to catch it, all the while begging me not to tell our parents.


I didn’t because I couldn’t talk for days afterward.


In September 1974, when I was ten years old, a famed Orient Express train traveling from Athens to Paris collided with a commuter train two hundred yards out of Ljubljana, the capital of Slovenia. It ran the red light on a foggy morning, leaving fifteen people dead and many seriously injured. The reports from state-run papers and media showing mangled steel cars and bodies didn’t talk about the notoriously high accident rate of the Yugoslav rail system. I had no time to worry about such things. Agatha Christie’s mystery novel Murder on the Orient Express sat on a nightstand next to my father’s bed. I wanted to read it, but English was still unfamiliar to me.


My father read it aloud, translating for me as he went. I was captivated. I knew that if I could sneak onto the commuter train at the station near my house, I could run away to the main station in Ljubljana and hop aboard the Orient Express. I didn’t tell my brother about my plan. This was going to be my own adventure. On the day my brother had a clarinet lesson after school, I slipped past the conductor and hid in the train lavatory. We were soon on our way to the grand capital of Ljubljana. But the combination of a rocking train car and the repulsive smells coming from the toilet made me sick. I got off the train at the next station and arrived home on foot just in time for dinner.


This was just the beginning of my thirst for adventure.


I next turned to my bike (which had the double the advantage of less rocking and no stinking toilets). “Franjo” was named after one of my first crushes. He was electric blue, steady, and capable of making my dreams of traveling and adventures come true. When his human namesake broke my heart, I tore the entire bike apart, nuts and bolts and other parts scattering in our driveway. I intended to paint it all a new shade of red to exorcise the pain of grade-school rejection. By then, we had moved into the house my parents built at the edge of town. When my dad pulled into the driveway after work, he just stood there in bewilderment.


“I am not buying you a new bike! If you can’t put it back together, you’re walking!”


I did put it back together, but several parts were still lying on the ground.


“It works!” I shouted to my father the next day when he came home from work.


Looking down at the remaining bolts and nuts scattered in the driveway, he shook his head. “It cannot possibly run!”


I proceeded to prove him wrong by riding a victory lap around our house, circling around my dad, and coming to a skidding stop next to him, my face shining.


“Will you look at that! Maybe you should be an engineer!” he exclaimed. “Like me!”


I looked away, staring at my feet, proud but shy.


During those early years of school, my dad and I spent endless hours going over my math problems. These sessions often ended with me in tears. He’d always go back to what he referred to “the basics,” and we’d end up sitting there for hours. I’d stare out the living room window where a two-hundred-year-old linden tree towered over our house. I just wanted to get the damn homework done so I could go outside to climb that tree, explore the woods, or ride my bike. I knew that disappointed him. I’d always wanted to please my dad, just as later I would always want to please the men I was with, hoping to find a piece of my father in them.


When I was fourteen, my father took me to a slide presentation and lecture by a famous Italian mountaineer named Reinhold Messner. I could hardly believe that this national hero shook my hand. I still remember my tiny hand disappearing in his rough, strong grip. Messner and his partner, Peter Habeler, had just returned from climbing Everest without oxygen, something that had never been done before and was considered an impossibility. They proved to themselves and to the world that you can find a way to do the impossible. It was one of the few times in my life I was truly star-struck, speechless in the presence of this bearded giant with a thick wavy blond mane. I don’t remember if he said anything to me. It was in his steely blue eyes, reflecting the mountains cased in the impenetrable ice and snow, that I saw myself. I knew then that I wanted to climb my own impossible mountain.


During my senior year in high school, my gym teacher showed us a slideshow about his bike ride through the Middle East. Inspired by him, I wanted to ride a bike across Europe and beyond. Daydreaming of riding through Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Syria, and other exotic lands occupied my mind as I stared out the window during classes. Learning about geography and history from books and listening to dry lectures could not satisfy my curiosity. I wanted to travel all around the world. On my bike. Alone! I had other lofty dreams. I wanted to be the youngest Slovenian woman to climb Everest.


Growing up in the golden era of Slovenian Alpinism, I watched our climbers returning from scaling impressive original routes in the Himalaya and being hailed as heroes. I remember distinctly the day when an expedition returned from a successful climb of Everest’s West Ridge Direct. Nejc Zaplotnik, the youngest Slovenian to stand on top of Mount Everest, was a member of Kranj Alpinist club, with offices right next to my high school.


I was a member of that club as well. The Alpine clubroom was always packed with a bunch of sweaty, smelly, bearded guys—and me, a small blond high school girl. I was waiting to hear Nejc’s reports, see his slideshows, and listen to his stories from faraway exotic places. After the meetings I rode home on my bike fifteen miles in the dark, often in the rain. My bible was Nejc Zaplotnik’s book Pot, which doesn’t mean the kind of pot we smoke or cook in, but “The Path” or “The Way.” Pot still sits on the bookshelf across from my bed in the great company of books by mountain climbers, explorers, and other adventurers. In 1983, Zaplotnik died in an avalanche on Manaslu, leaving his young wife and three sons behind. In his book, he wrote a line that inspires me to this day: “He who is in pursuit of a goal will remain empty once he has attained it. But he who has found the way, will always carry the goal with him.”


When I was a sophomore at the University of Ljubljana, I made a spur-of-the-moment decision to ride my bike across Slovenia. Slovenia is a tiny infant of a country, and there are a mere two million of us. We are surrounded by high mountains to the northwest bordering Italy and Austria, wine country hills spill to the Hungarian border in the east, and the Adriatic Sea splits a contentious border with Croatia to the south. The ride took only a handful of days, the time I had between classes. I did little planning, just strapped a sleeping bag on my bike and started riding. I had no trouble finding quiet country roads to ride. I met people in villages along the way who generously fed me. I drank from fountains and streams, picked apples and pears along the gravel roads, and slept in barns snuggled in hay. I tried drinking milk straight from the cows’ teats, but that didn’t go over too well. I was seventeen. I was full of wonder and dreams of new places and challenges. My bike satisfied my desire for freedom and planted the seed for future adventures.


A year later, at the end of the fall semester of my junior year, I boarded a plane with a backpack and a pair of skis to teach skiing for a winter in Squaw Valley, California. I said goodbye to my family. I was to be gone the whole second semester of my junior college year. I fell in love with Lake Tahoe the first day I arrived. It was Thanksgiving, the first one I was able to celebrate. I could ski powder, climb smooth granite walls, windsurf across the deep blue lake, and eat juicy turkey all on that same day.


I came to love Lake Tahoe and its surroundings. I returned to Slovenia planning to finish my studies, but as fate would have it, I would never live there again.


Toward the end of 1984, not long after I’d arrived in the States, I took a road trip with two freshly minted friends, Mike and Rob. Mike’s family had invited me to stay with them in Squaw Valley until I found the place of my own. Rob was Mike’s college friend. Both avid skiers and skilled mountain climbers, they were home on a Christmas break, planning to ski the Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl volcanoes just southeast of Mexico City. I eagerly agreed to join them, neither considering a lack of camping or climbing equipment nor worrying about the dwindling amount of dollars in my pocket. At age twenty, one does not worry much about the future. I just knew that things would somehow work out. It was a lofty goal for a three-week trip. I was looking forward to skiing the glaciers of these two massive volcanoes and excited to explore the Great Pyramid of Cholula, the largest pyramid in the world. Our first stop was to climb for a few days in Yosemite. Looking up at massive granite walls I’d only read about and could only dream of climbing, I was in awe. It was a completely different climbing style than what I was used to in the crumbling limestone rock of the Julian Alps using pitons. Jamming my fingers, fists, elbows, and my entire body deep into cracks and chimneys was a new experience. I was a good athlete. I was light and strong and flexible, so I quickly caught on to the new climbing style. My fingers bled, but my heart sang with freedom on the rock. Mountains were where I always felt most at home and alive. I felt like I belonged.


On my first New Year’s Eve in the US, we slept under Yosemite Falls as it was bathed by an almost full moon.


Two days later, I turned twenty-one. We climbed one of the all-time classics, the fifteen pitch Royal Arches on a glorious, sunny California day. The snow was melting on the ridge above us, and we bathed in water that was collecting in pools on the sheer, vertical granite wall way above Yosemite Valley. But we also lingered on top of the climb for a bit too long. We rappelled back down and landed on the cold, snow-covered ground in pitch dark, ate frozen pizza, and went to sleep.


Our next stop on that same road trip was to climb the rough granite boulders in the high desert Joshua Tree. We were having a great time climbing but realized we were running out of time to drive all the way to Mexico City to ski the volcanoes. We got as far as Mulegé, a town on the Sea of Cortez along the eastern edge of the Baja California Peninsula.


In early 1985, the Transpeninsular Highway 1, also simply referred to as Mex1, was rugged, and many sections remained unpaved. Although we were strongly advised against it, we camped on deserted beaches and drove at night, surviving on cans of beans and the youthful spirit of adventure. The boys constantly made fun of my broken English, and I was getting tired of being the butt of their jokes. One night, while camping on yet another beautiful and empty beach just south of Mulegé, we were sitting by the fire, roasting hot dogs on sticks. Listening and trying to understand the meaning of their jokes, I suddenly jumped up, feigning terror. “Someone is walking around our car!” I shrieked. Both boys jumped up, Mike holding the knife between his teeth. Both were ready to fight the invisible bandits. I smiled inwardly with satisfaction. It was payback time. Mike and Rob didn’t close their eyes that night, while I slept quite soundly, curled up by the fire.


I fell in love with Baja’s rugged frontier. I felt its mystical energies and the presence of ancient spirits. I knew that someday, I’d be back.


There, I felt free.












–TWO–






Changing the Course


I was born to be born, to remember the steps of all who approach,


Of what pounds at my chest like a trembling new heart.


—Pablo Neruda


Returning from Baja to Squaw Valley, I was even hungrier to travel the world and began making plans to climb and ski mountains on every continent. I also yearned to continue exploring the Baja Peninsula and the Mexican mainland.


On a very crisp morning in February, I was hitchhiking to work at the Squaw Valley Ski Resort from neighboring Alpine Meadows, where I shared a house with several young ski racers. A red Bronco pulled over, and a friendly man named Tom and his wife gave me a ride. The car quickly filled with Tom’s loud and enthusiastic voice. He asked questions, and we told stories. Mostly, he told his stories. Tom worked for a well-known ski and outdoor company, and they were looking for models for a photo shoot. Always ready for an opportunity to make any kind of money that would help fulfill my dreams of traveling, I quickly accepted his offer to model ski clothing. The week-long photo shoot paid well.


After that, my path continued to cross Tom’s. Not all our meetings were coincidental. Still, I had no interest in anything more than a friendship. Soon, I returned home to Slovenia to finish my studies at the University of Ljubljana. Tom was persistent, often calling me at my parents’ home. He assured me he just wanted to chat, but my parents grew more and more concerned. They would warn me to stay away from a man who was much older than I and already married. During one of the calls, Tom informed me he was getting divorced. He had many suggestions about our future.


“You should come back to the States and finish your studies here,” he said.


I liked that idea and started applying to different schools in California. Eventually, I transferred my credits to the University of Nevada, Reno, an hour drive from Lake Tahoe. The school offered me a ski scholarship, and Tom offered me a place to stay in his mountain cabin.


Tom started inviting me to heli-skiing trips and ski fundraising events sponsored by the company he worked for. I would meet famous musicians, movie stars, and other influential people.


This is how naive I was. In a plush ski resort in Colorado, I was introduced to Mr. and Mrs. Ford. Many of the ski events were sponsored by car companies, so I assumed Ford car company was the sponsor. I was quickly corrected that the couple standing before me were, in fact, the former president of the United States and his wife. Everyone around me, including President Gerald Ford and his gracious wife, Betty, had a good chuckle. I wanted to evaporate into the thin mountain air. Tom thought it was hilarious. I was an innocent young girl, looking for a father figure.


Growing up in a small town in what was, at that time, still Yugoslavia, I was terribly impressionable, and I allowed myself to be won over by a man fifteen years my senior. I imagined life with him would be one perpetual adventure. What I liked about Tom was that anything was possible. His enthusiasm was contagious. A born and well-trained salesman, he could talk you into anything. While his divorce was in process, our relationship grew into something more than friendship. Just before I graduated, I got pregnant. Marriage followed. We were in constant motion, soon with our first, second, and then third child in tow. My children became my entire universe. Motherhood changed me. There was no time to follow through on my plans to return and travel alone through Mexico. Climbing and skiing the tallest peaks around the world was just a wishful dream of the past. But I didn’t mind. I was in love, and this love for my babies consumed me.


The nomadic lifestyle can be fun and exciting, but with three small children, it was impossible to follow a routine. I got hardly any sleep. I was exhausted. Besides our age and cultural differences, Tom and I had very different ideas on raising children, which soon became apparent. Piles of Christmas presents grew larger every year.


“We need to get away from all this stuff, Tom,” I pleaded. “We need to simplify our life. I’m burned out.”


The growing materialism became a constant topic of conflict, and our marriage was strained because Tom didn’t seem to listen. Instead, he would show up with new cars, dirt bikes, sail boats. I needed to have a say in things but felt I wasn’t being heard. This tension went on for several years. Finally, I packed a few bags, loaded the kids into the family motorhome, and drove to Baja. Our friend Bruce Spradley had told me about the Bay of La Ventana south of La Paz, a beautiful place where winds blew throughout winter. This is great place for windsurfing, which Tom and I were both very passionate about.


“All I want for Christmas this year is just to be a family,” I said to Tom in as firm a voice as possible, before driving off. “We’ll get each kid just one present, something they can remember.”


A week later, I pulled into the campground on the beach in La Ventana. The kids ran around and played all day while I enjoyed windsurfing and the wind on my face. Like climbing mountains, sailing across the water and catching waves on my windsurf board made me feel free. There was no TV, just sand, wind, the sea, and plenty of other children for my kids to play with. Happy and exhausted, each night we snuggled in bed, and I’d read to them until we all fell asleep with smiles on our faces. I fell in love with La Ventana Bay’s abundant sea life, pristine white sandy beaches, and small fishing villages on the Sea of Cortez.


Tom flew down a couple of weeks after I’d arrived to join us for Christmas. As soon as we picked him up at the airport in La Paz, and I saw the giant orange North Face expedition duffel bag bursting at the seams, I knew we were in trouble. It was full of toys I thought we’d agreed we wouldn’t buy, especially electronic toys like Game Boys. In the interest of keeping the peace, I swallowed my words, but the resentment that had driven me away two weeks earlier continued to build.


We both agreed that La Ventana was a beautiful place. At the end of the trip, we purchased a piece of land two miles out of El Sargento village, where no other houses were visible around us. We planned a life off the grid that would last between Thanksgiving and the New Year. Over the following summer, I designed a simple palapa, a palm-thatched roof structure with no walls, that provided sun protection while we enjoyed the magnificent outdoors surrounding us. We were finally in agreement—or so I thought—that keeping life simple, playing board games, reading books by candlelight, and exploring the outdoors was good for us all. Baja became my safe place. I should have been happy. We had three beautiful children, a lovely home in the mountains, and a simple but beautiful place on the edge of the ocean; we drove nice cars, made good money.


It didn’t last.


After I gave birth to our second baby girl, Jana, Tom and I started to drift apart. I could no longer feel the love for the man I was married to. I felt guilty and ashamed, and I blamed myself. Because the pregnancy was complicated, I’d been confined to bed rest. Terribly concerned about the wellbeing of the baby, I neglected the needs of my husband, or so I believed. Longing to free myself, I wanted to leave, but couldn’t. I was too scared to be on my own with two little babies. I carried on with everyday tasks as if someone had turned on automatic pilot. There were apologies, there was remorse, there was begging for me to stay, but a large part of me died, and I was numb to any love other than the love for my babies. Not knowing what else to do, I agreed to have another child in hopes of healing our marriage. Three years later, my beautiful baby boy, Tilen, was born. My children were my salvation, and I had no room to love anyone else. There was a fundamental divide between Tom and me; a threatening, dark cloud was casting shadows on what should have been a happy life.


Still, I didn’t want our marriage to end. Why else would we have bought property in Mexico? For years I held onto our marriage with everything I had. I realized more and more that I’d made a mistake or had changed. Most likely, both. I became increasingly restless. Baja was supposed to be our healing place where we could just be a family. Instead, it magnified our differences. I fantasized about leaving while the leaving was still possible.


I often thought about our pet bird, an orange-fronted conure. I named him Jaka after my uncle. I loved that bird almost as much as I loved my father’s brother. After returning home from one of our many family trips, I walked into the house, expecting loud screeching greetings from Jaka. He was always so excited when we returned home.


Nothing. All was quiet.


I walked to the cage. Jaka’s little, green-feathered body lay on its back, tiny feet sticking stiffly into the air. In horror, I realized I’d forgotten to ask the neighbor girl to come over to feed the bird and give it water. I was responsible for killing the bird locked in a cage, helpless, doomed. The kids started crying and ran away, but I just stared at a tiny, stiff, shriveled body and thought, This is going to be me if I don’t open the door to this cage and fly away.


I thought of my grandfather, who suddenly lost the will to live, and how that frightened me when I was young.


My grandpa owned a grocery store, but if you asked him what he did, he’d say he was the keeper of the bees. I adored him and would sit under one of his apple trees for hours, watching bees fly in and out of their hives, each painted a different bright color. Atek is what I called my grandfather. Diabetes robbed him of his right leg when he was still in his prime. He’d often sit in a chair under the apple tree wearing his blue work apron, and we’d watch the bees together. He wore a black rubber boot on his good leg, and his crutches leaned against the back of a wooden chair. I’d rest against the trunk of the apple tree, its rough bark poking me in the back. No matter where I seemed to look, the stump of my grandfather’s right leg—still purple and red from amputation—was always in my peripheral vision. It frightened me. The constantly oozing wound disgusted me, but I also found it fascinating. I could never look fully away from it. The knee was still there, a five-inch stubble dangling off the edge of the chair, always smelling of the antiseptic lotions my grandmother would apply.


“Remember this, my Lenka,” he would gently lecture. “Honey, is the best medicine for everything.”


Then he would spread a dab of honey over his tender red scab before continuing. “All these modern medications the doctors prescribe cannot compare to the magic of the nectar the bees create. Don’t forget this, nature always knows best.”


As he spoke, I tried to hide my tears. Every summer, as far back as I could remember, we would climb aboard his light-blue moped and ride to the forest just a few miles away from my grandparents’ house in a small village called Kokrica. There, we’d pick blueberries, mushrooms, and sweet wild strawberries. My grandfather seemed ancient to me then. But he was fit and strong. He was only sixty-six when they admitted him to the hospital, after complications from his diabetes became grave.


In a postcard to my grandmother from the hospital, he wrote, “I have to make a decision which surgeon to choose. One wants to remove the leg above my knee, the other below it. I feel as if I’d been struck by lightning. I want to just come home and end it all. You should make a decision if you want to live with and take care of an invalid. Send me your opinion by whoever comes to visit on Sunday. Your loving husband, Joško.”


The doctor my grandpa chose cut his leg below the knee. His leg was gone, and so was his dignity. I remember all of us piling into the family car the following Sunday. My father drove our tan-colored Audi. Grandma Hani sat in the passenger seat, and the rest of us squeezed into the back. My brother and I couldn’t even fight. I was sitting in my mother’s lap, my uncle, (my father’s brother) sat in the middle, separating us, and my brother sat in my aunt’s lap, (my mother’s sister). Yes, that was my family. Two brothers married two sisters. No seat belts were used back then, and my parents spared us by not smoking in the car that day. Off we went to see my grandpa and the leg that no longer was. It was a somber ride to a hospital in the capital city of Ljubljana. With my face pressed against my aunt’s armpit, I fought back nausea. The sweet and sour smell of fear permeated every cubic inch of the stagnant air in a car way too small for seven people.


I was a small child, but I felt even smaller in the presence of the tall gray building in which a doctor just sawed off my grandpa’s leg. Walking through the white, echoing hallways of the clinic, I regretted not hiding behind the bee shed in the lush, green garden when we picked up Grandma Hani. The nurse pointed to the door at the end of a long hallway smelling of disinfectant. My brother and I made squeaking noises, dragging our sneakers in skating motion across the shiny, gray, linoleum floor. We were quickly reprimanded to behave properly, which was to be seen but not heard. We all squeezed into the room, which smelled of bananas and oranges. For some reason, they were the standard gift to bring to a patient, as if they would admit a ray of tropical sunshine into a windowless room. Every white, metal-framed bed had a gray metal cabinet next to it. Every metal cabinet held rotting bananas and oranges. There were three beds in a row on each side of the room, separated by white curtains.


All I remember grandpa saying was, “I can still feel my toes on my leg.”


That was enough. I’ve never forgotten that ghostly image.


That day he lay in bed, listless, frustrated, sad. Starched, creaseless, white linen sheets were stretched so tight I was afraid to wrinkle them, so I didn’t touch them. A light-blue cotton blanket covered both his legs, but a bump under the blanket ended abruptly on the right side. I could hear adults saying words, but they had no meaning, except that I knew they were desperately trying to cheer up my grandfather. I just stared at the void in the bed and the tubes coming from under the blue blanket, that ran to a clear receptacle hanging off the edge of the bed, into which a pungent, yellowy fluid dripped. The visiting hour was over.


“Take me home to die.”


I heard the odd voice that no longer belonged to my grandpa. The room also smelled of decaying flesh and disinfectants. I now hate the smell of rotten bananas, rotten oranges, decaying flesh, and disinfectants. A few weeks later, a white ambulance with a red cross painted on the sides and blue light flashing on the roof brought grandpa home to die. All he wanted to do was sit under the apple tree and watch his bees. He didn’t die. My grandma’s love wouldn’t allow that, even after he suffered the stroke that crippled him. He became a little child again, crying at every family meal.


The day before I boarded the plane for California, I came to kiss my grandpa goodbye. We were sitting at the kitchen table, kneading dough for pasta. Grandma, as always, stood by the stove, frying liver and onions. The smell of it watered my eyes. A red-and-yellow-colored transistor radio was playing polka music. Suddenly, grandpa burst into tears.


“I’ll never see you again!” he cried. “America is so far away!”


“Oh, don’t be silly, Atek! I am only going to be gone for a few months. By the time our apple tree blooms again, I’ll be back!”


I was on the plane the next morning.


Only two months later, I was up in the mountains, sharing a crowded cabin with other ski racers, when the phone rang. My mother was on the other end of the line.


“Atek died this morning,” she said, her voice barely audible through the tears. “I held him, and it was peaceful. Before he closed his eyes, he asked me to tell you he loves you.”


I held on to the cold phone receiver, shivering. I couldn’t make a sound.


The next morning, I caught a ride to the city to get off the mountain, out of the snow, and away from the pain.


I spent that night in a stranger’s apartment. We made no attempt to act as though we’d ever see each other again. I quietly untangled myself from his clammy sheets and hurried into the fog-shrouded morning. My body felt wooden. Heavy. I kept moving, passing shops, noticing nothing around me. Then it hit me: the smell of roasting coffee. The very same smell of my grandpa’s roasted coffee in his grocery store. It penetrated my nostrils, slid down the back of my throat, entered my lungs, and oozed into my bloodstream. In an instant, I was a hopeless heap of sobs. I crumbled onto the curb and cried until snot dribbled over my lips and down my chin. There were two halves of me now, split even further by death. One rooted in the Old Country, one looking for what was to become of me in the New World. The void would never be crossed again. People just kept walking by, stepping around me, glancing at me in discomfort. No one stopped. I was invisible in Fog City, surrounded only by air saturated with the aroma of roasting coffee beans.


I thought a lot about my grandfather in the years after my divorce. I sought solitude wherever I could find it, often jumping on my bike in search of solace. I’d push my bike over punishing hills, hoping the exertion would soothe my scattered mind and wounded heart. After one particularly grueling day, I found an apple tree heavy with unopened pink buds and delicate white petals. The branches were buzzing with bees—a hum so strong it sounded like the tree itself were trying to fly away. I found a place to sit under the branches and let the sweet air transport me back to my grandpa’s garden. I thought about the abrupt change in the life my grandfather so cherished. It beat him down, leaving him unfulfilled. I wondered if my divorce would follow a similar course.


Pulling out my light-blue, pocket-sized collection of the Persian poet Rumi’s work, I sat under the apple tree reading. Something in that moment inspired me. I took out my pen, turned to the back of the book, and wrote this:


“I am just trying to do things right, to live without regret. I want an adventure. The attainable kind. It will give me time to think, time to feel, time to write. Time to feel alive again. Time to be alone. I want to ride from my home in Tahoe to my palapa in Baja.”


There it was, in black and white, the kernel of an idea that would forever stare at me whenever I’d opened that book of the great Sufi poet and philosopher’s work. It was more than just an idea. It was an inner command, pointing me toward what I needed to do. Finally, I had a sense of how to connect the painful dots of my confusing and grief-ridden life, but life was busy, and the years kept going by, the dream tucked away for that someday.












–THREE–






Ready to Love Again


To love:


to create a body from a soul,


to create a soul from a body,


to create a you from a presence.


—Octavio Paz


No divorce is ever amicable. I don’t believe the process is easy for anyone, no matter how ready they think they are. In mine, there was a lot of confusion, sadness, bruised egos, and blame. Blame for quitting the marriage ultimately fell on me. We were on Christmas break in Baja when we told the kids we needed to separate for a while to figure things out. We all sat on the bed in the family motorhome.


“Your mother has something to say to you,” Tom said to the kids.


I clenched my fists and looked out the window, holding back the tears. At that moment, I hated Tom even more for placing all the blame on me in front of the kids. Even as the words came out of my mouth, I couldn’t believe I was saying them.


“Your dad and I need a bit of time apart.”


Tom sat on the bed looking at me with his arms crossed, stern eyes, lips pressed into a tight line. Mateja, our eldest daughter, sat up straight and said, “Do us a favor please. Don’t drag this out and keep us hoping it will all work out. Just get divorced and move on. It will be easier for everyone.”


She was fourteen, and she was holding the hands of her eleven-year-old sister, Jana, and her seven-year-old brother, Tilen. A floodgate of tears opened, and the three of them were swimming before me. But watching them hold hands gave me hope that they would get through this together. Mateja watched her best friend’s parents go through a lengthy divorce and knew how difficult it had been for that family. The girl and her two sisters resented their parents for giving them false hope. Still, I was broken and feeling incredibly guilty, watching my beautiful children and feeling their pain. They didn’t deserve this. But staying together for the sake of the kids didn’t feel like the right thing to do any longer. I was thirty-nine and dying inside. I didn’t believe in living falsely. We decided Tom would fly back to Tahoe with the girls, to get them home before school started. At San Jose del Cabo airport, I hugged the girls tight but couldn’t hold on to them forever. Tom handed me his wedding ring without looking at me and walked away. I wanted to say I was sorry, but it was too late for that. It was too late to say anything. I had long ago reached the point of no return. My love for him died a long time ago, and I couldn’t find the way back to what I thought love meant to me when we first met. I needed to rediscover who I was beyond my role as a mother and a wife. That day I stood alone at the curb of the airport, teetering on the precipice of the unknown and uncertain future. Tilen’s little blond head was looking out the window, his eyes following his sisters and his father walking away. He was too young to understand what was happening. Everything was blurry. I held Tom’s ring, then removed mine from my right ring finger and slid both into the pocket of my shorts. I climbed into the thirty-eight-foot monster of a motorhome and started my drive north. Finally, I had made the hardest decision of my life. Frightened but emboldened with the prospect of new beginnings, I flew the safe nest. Eventually we came to an agreement that Tom would keep the mountain home; I would keep the palapa in Mexico where I felt free, safe and happy; and, for the time being, we would share the motorhome.


A few days later, on January 5, 2002, I pulled into an RV park in Truckee. The temperature was four below zero. The kids weren’t excited about living in a freezing motorhome in winter. I was looking for a house I could afford to buy with the divorce settlement. In March, we moved into a small fixer-upper cabin. I was elated to be free of the bonds of the unhappy marriage. For the first time in my life, I had a house of my own. It had no foundation and was poorly insulated, as it had been built for summer use only. It didn’t matter how small and shabby it was in comparison with the house I’d left; for a long time, that house had not felt like home.


Soon, I was overwhelmed with juggling work and a busy life with three kids. I tried to immerse myself in painting and fixing up the small cabin to create a new home for the kids and me, but I was depressed. I’d drop the kids off at school in the mornings, come back to an unfamiliar place, and lie on the couch, trying to harden myself. But I couldn’t. I was paralyzed, unable to do anything until I had to go back to pick the kids up from school. Our seven-month-old golden retriever, Bodie, lay on the couch next to me with his head on my lap while I tried to unclench what felt like the grip of an iron collar around my neck. Without judgment, he was patiently waiting for the fog to lift from my brain and my heart.


One night after the kids had fallen asleep, a bottle of Chardonnay empty on the coffee table, I went for a walk down to the lake. Losing my footing on a wooden bridge, I fell several feet, landing on the rocky ground below. I woke up shivering with no idea where I was or how long I’d been there. I wanted to die.


A shooting star split the night sky and jolted me back to reality. I thought of my children, alone in an unfamiliar house. They had named it “the House of the Ghosts.” They referred to the room they shared as an orphanage. I ran back to find all three of them sleeping in my bed. Hungry for their warmth, I slipped under the covers and gathered them in my arms like three little kittens. I listened to their soft breathing and made a vow never to leave them alone again.


In the summer after I moved into my own house, I went on a mountain bike ride with a man named Jim whom I had known and had a crush on for years. We got lost and had to hike out carrying our bikes on our backs up a steep and rocky hill. When we got to the top, we sat down on a flat granite boulder, the sun warming our sweaty backs. Suddenly we both started laughing. We wondered how we could have been so lost. As we sat in silence looking across the lake, he turned to me and said, “I will never hurt you.”


Years earlier, I’d met Jim in front of his brother’s house. I was there to pick up my kids from a playdate, and he was standing next to a snowplow. The snowbanks were still over five feet high that spring. Jim held a golden retriever puppy in his arms, which were the size of two snow shovels. His daughter was holding onto the belt of his Carhartts. Jim was gentle with the puppy and his shy daughter. My kids and his brother’s kids all gathered around the two of them, petting the puppy. I wanted Jim to pet me with his large hands. I wanted him to hold me as gently as he held his puppy. I wanted him to place his hand on me, to comfort and protect me. All I saw were his hands and his piercing blue eyes. It was not the first time I regretted being married. But I held on because we had kids. I believed that you must hold onto marriage no matter what when one has kids. And now this guy with his blue eyes and a puppy was standing in front of me, smiling at me shyly, not saying a word.


Years passed. The kids grew, and so did my unhappiness. Jim kept showing up in my life. Usually, I’d see him at dinner parties at his brother’s. But he appeared in my dreams as well. All I could do was think of him. I’d never felt that way before, and I was sure I was going mad. I would be telling myself it was just my mind trying to escape the life I was living. But all I wanted was to spend every waking and sleeping moment with that man. The man who had a daughter. The man who was not the father of my kids.


The first time I asked Jim what he wanted in life, he gave me a very simple, one-word answer so typical of him.


“Home.”


The meaning of everything I yearned for was wrapped up in that one word. I pushed him for more.


“What does that mean to you?”


I waited eagerly for his explanation. He didn’t think for long.


“Love, family, flowers on the table, aroma of fresh bread baking in the oven, watching the snow accumulate so we can go skiing, fire in the stove to keep us warm, sitting next to you reading the Sunday paper, dog by our feet.”


That was one of the longest string of words Jim had ever put together without taking a breath. It was enough for me. He promised he would never leave me, but it would take years to learn to trust again. How could anyone promise something and remain true to it?


When we started dating, it was like two meteors colliding, sending sparks into space. I was afraid our relationship would evaporate when the passion cooled down. I was worried we’d both end up hurt again.


Jim was an exceptional athlete. On his mountain bike, he would clear huge jumps that I was way too chicken to attempt. While backcountry ski touring, I’d fall behind with a whimper on the uphills, unable to keep up. On the downhills, he struggled to keep up with me, though. I was a better skier. He loved playing hockey with his brothers and friends. He was a champion Laser class sailor. Together we loved cross-country and back-country skiing, ice skating, windsurfing, kiteboarding, paddle boarding, sailing, hiking, and running. Actually, no, he hated running, but sometimes he would come along just to appease me and would run a few strides behind me as if he were my personal six-foot, two-inch bodyguard.


Six years after my divorce was finalized, Jim and I got married on top of a mountain, on the flat granite boulder overlooking Lake Tahoe. It was the place where we were lost and found on our first mountain bike ride together. On a sunny day in March, we climbed up the mountain on our skis. Surrounded by our family and friends, the big blue lake, and the snowcapped mountains, we each made a promise for the second time in our lives to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part.


I slowly started moving our things to Jim’s house six months after we got married. I kept my house for a few years just in case. Jim had been a bachelor for fifteen years after he divorced. It was like going from zero to sixty overnight, once I moved in with three kids in tow. It took years of adjustments to turn his house into a home for all of us together. In time it became an oasis where he and I could both retreat from the world.
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