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PRAISE FOR NO WOMAN LEFT BEHIND





“In No Woman Left Behind, Kate Grant shares her journey of overcoming setbacks and red tape to help women access life-changing fistula surgeries, offering inspiration and insights for anyone determined to make a difference”


—SECRETARY HILLARY RODHAM CLINTON


“Kate Grant has enabled 100,000 surgeries to transform the lives of women who were facing a bleak future. No Woman Left Behind is an inspiring and empowering story. Read it!”


—Peter Singer, Emeritus Professor, Princeton University, co-founder The Life You Can Save


“In No Woman Left Behind, Kate tells moving stories about dedicated doctors and generous donors that step up and step in to help ensure that women survive and thrive after giving birth. She shines a bright light of hope on the resilient women who emerge as heroes in their own stories. If you are passionate about maternal health and care about creating a world where women can thrive in motherhood like I do, this book is for you!”


—CHRISTY TURLINGTON BURNS, founder & president, Every Mother Counts


“Where a woman delivers a child can be the difference between life, death, and disability. It is easy to ignore suffering when the problem exists a continent away, for poor women living in Africa or Asia. Grant’s book is a call to action for compassionate advocates, and a stunning tale of how deeds triumph over platitudes. No Woman Left Behind is a powerful plea to be our sister’s keeper, and a guidebook to change the world, one woman at a time.”


—DR. DENIS MUKWEGE, founder, Panzi Hospital and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize 


“No Woman Left Behind is part bildungsroman, expedition diary, and call for action against a terrible affliction. Our guide stares down the particular cruelty of vaginal fistula in the world’s remotest corners—stares down, too, her own flaws and presumptions as she relentlessly rattles the doors of donors to ease the suffering. It’s a bracing tale in these uneasy times of redemption for both the afflicted and those committed to their cure, and how to live a life with meaning.”


—BROOKE GLADSTONE, host of NPR’s On the Media


“No Woman Left Behind is a stirring story of how a talented social entrepreneur found her true purpose and defied the odds to build an organization that has changed women’s lives worldwide. This book will fill you with hope.”


—DAVID CALLAHAN, founder and publisher of Inside Philanthropy


“Few have heard of obstetric fistula, but it is a serious health condition plaguing tens of thousands of women injured in childbirth around the globe. Most live in poverty without access to medical care; others are victims of brutal rapes and sexual violence perpetrated by armed combatants as a tool of war. For those afflicted, it is often isolating, debilitating and a source of shame. Repair surgery is the answer, but too often inaccessible. Join the author, Kate Grant, on her remarkable journey of hope to help women suffering from fistula and her powerful call to action.”


—MELANNE VERVEER, former US Ambassador for Global Women’s Issues
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There is no such thing as not worshipping. Everybody worships. The only choice we get is what to worship.


—DAVID FOSTER WALLACE









Don’t let anybody, anybody convince you this is the way the world is and therefore must be. It must be the way it ought to be.


—TONI MORRISON









100% of the net proceeds from this book will go to Fistula Foundation’s Love a Sister program, providing free surgeries to women injured in childbirth.


I’ve tried to relay my experiences honestly. I’ve changed names and details to protect people’s feelings. I’ve left a few things out and sometimes told things out of order to not bore you silly. Any errors are mine.













FOREWORD





By Abraham Verghese


I was born and raised in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, where my expatriate parents had been recruited as schoolteachers. I recall that the parents of one of my schoolmates were both surgeons, Reg and Catherine Hamlin. At some point I discovered that they were also pioneers in the treatment of fistula in women, though I had no idea what a fistula was. That changed when I entered medical school in Addis Ababa and learned firsthand about obstetric fistula. 


The patients with fistula often came from miles away seeking care for an injury that created relentless misery. They continuously leaked urine or feces or both, as a result of trauma during childbirth. Their profound suffering was impossible to forget. Fistula is a condition that is exceedingly rare in the west, and when it occurs, the cause is cancer or radiation injury, not the complication of a delivery. Countries where fistula is common tend to be those where, particularly in the rural areas, women get little or no prenatal care; indeed, to get any sort of medical care they must trek vast distances by foot, by donkey, and then bus. In such places it is the rule for women in labor to do so at home while attended by a relative, or an untrained midwife, or no one at all. The typical fistula patient is one in whom labor stalls; for many of them, malnutrition and rickets in childhood have left them with a narrow pelvis that makes the passage of the baby difficult, if not impossible. Many hours and days after the first contraction, it becomes clear that the baby is not coming out except by a cesarean section or by applying forceps; by then the baby has typically succumbed to the stress. Once the family realizes they need help, poor roads and absent public transport add more hours to that task—that is if they get help at all. If the mother survives, the hours that her bladder, rectum, and vagina were entrapped between the baby’s skull and her own unyielding pelvic bone results in a terrible birth injury. When things heal in a fashion, she is left with an opening—a fistula—between the bladder and the vagina, or between the vagina and the rectum. It is bad enough to be incontinent, but the woman often suffers rejection by the husband and in laws; she becomes ostracized by society because constant dribbling makes it impossible to stay dry. I would guess many others succumbed to recurrent urinary infection; some women are driven to take their own lives. 


I left Ethiopia in the 1970s, when Emperor Haile Selassie was deposed and a harsh military regime took over. After many years in practice, in 2008 I wrote my first novel Cutting for Stone. It was set partially in Ethiopia, and it involved characters who were or would become physicians. Given my vivid memories of patients with fistula, it is no surprise that one of the characters in the book becomes a fistula surgeon. Cutting for Stone did exceedingly well, staying on the New York Times bestseller list for many weeks. By this time, I was living in the Bay Area and inevitably I learned of the Fistula Foundation which is based there. I was inspired by what it did, and I also became a friend and admirer of Kate Grant. I witnessed her fierce empathy for women with fistula and steadfast belief in the surgeons whose work she championed. 


When Nicholas Kristof of the New York Times wrote about fistula and the work of the Fistula Foundation, many more people became aware of the scourge of fistula. I’ve rejoiced from the sidelines, as the Foundation has grown tremendously, helping more and more women year after year. Recently, an incredibly generous gift to the Fistula Foundation by MacKenzie Scott has enabled it to further multiply its efforts. For those of us who have long believed in the work done by the Foundation—by Kate, her staff, her board, and the surgeons they support—this transformative gift feels like a kind of vindication, proof that sometimes the efforts of good people are eventually recognized. 


The time has never been more right for Kate to tell the story of the women who have suffered too long in the shadows, and that of the many people who work tirelessly to help them get life-transforming care. It is inevitably also Kate’s own story of growth and transformation during a journey of a lifetime. I hope you will enjoy it as much as I have.













PROLOGUE





Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, August 1994




Put your ear down close to your soul and listen hard.


—ANNE SEXTON





An ancient cab, the color of moss, speckled with rust, hugged the curb outside my hotel. I got in and asked the driver if he could take me to the Fistula Hospital. We made our way onto the road, nestled behind a bus that belched gray clouds of diesel smoke into the crisp morning air. Out the window I could see a snaky train of haggard women, skinny men with a few missing limbs, and bony kids on foot. Ethiopia had recently emerged from decades of a brutal communist dictatorship and endured a famine of biblical proportions; think rock stars singing “We are the World.” The human toll of that brutal history was trudging by us. 


A few days earlier at Dulles Airport, a silver-haired stranger had asked me with a smirk “Are you a mercenary, a missionary, or a misfit?” when I’d told him I was headed to Africa. The answer should have been easy. I’d spent my twenties largely unburdened by introspection, enjoying the spoils of my Madison Avenue career. In search of a more meaningful path, I’d landed in Washington, DC, working on Capitol Hill. I liked to think of myself as a pragmatic idealist out to save the world. But maybe I was kidding myself. Maybe I was just a misfit trying to escape the rat race.


I was in Ethiopia as part of a “Co Del”—short for Congressional Delegation—and the embassy suggested that I visit the hospital. “It’s for women, you’ll find it interesting,” was all I’d been told. I mulled over the word fistula. It meant nothing to me. I had a vague memory that Italy occupied Ethiopia in the 1930s. Was fistula a proper name, and the hospital was named for a “Mario Fistula” or some other long-dead Italian who may have endowed the place? 


Then, the car darted off the main road, making a hard right turn. We drove past a small green sign with white lettering that said “Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital” in English and Amharic and a wall topped with broken glass stuck in cement. A large open metal gate led into a courtyard.


As I got out of the cab, the lush green lawn and purple bougainvillea surrounding the hospital surprised me. Large trees shaded the two-story, white-washed, tin-roofed building from the morning sun. The chaotic noise of horns and car engines on the main road was gone. The only sound was the soft murmur of conversations that emanated from women in ragged clothes sitting on benches in front of the building.


I opened the front door and stepped into the cavernous entrance. The unmistakable smell of disinfectant was a sharp contrast to the strong smell of urine I noticed while walking by the women who occupied the benches outside. The ward looked like something out of a history book from the days of Florence Nightingale, with row after row of beds.


An older white woman wearing a doctor’s coat and practical flats walked toward me. She smiled and said, “Hello, I’m Catherine Hamlin. It’s lovely to have you visit us.”


Her sparkling blue eyes and Australian accent put me at ease. She was slender and towered over me and everyone else. As she escorted me to a few plastic chairs off to the side of the ward, she asked about my trip and then offered me tea.


Before I could expose my complete ignorance about fistula, Dr. Hamlin explained what it was. “Dear, a fistula is a hole between an internal organ and the outside world that shouldn’t exist.” She paused, then continued. “And in the case of all the women here, the cause is unrelieved obstructed labor. The hole is between the bladder, vagina, and sometimes the rectum, leaving a woman incontinent. Surgery is their only hope.” Ok. Got it. The smells both inside and outside now made sense.


We were soon joined by an Ethiopian woman that Dr. Hamlin introduced as Mamitu Gashe, who she explained was a former fistula patient who now helped with fistula surgery. Mamitu was short in stature but had a giant smile and big expressive eyes. She gently shook my hand.


I asked Dr. Hamlin how she had ended up in Ethiopia. She explained, “I came here in 1959 with my husband, Reg. He, too, was a doctor, and we thought we’d stay a few years.” She laughed then added, “Things worked out differently than we’d planned. We continued to meet patients with fistula. They had often been turned away by other hospitals because of their odor and the stigma from their incontinence. We felt we needed to do something for them.”


That something was the hospital we were sitting in. She said it had opened in 1974 and was the only hospital in the world dedicated to treating women with obstetric fistula. She added, “In places like the US and Australia, most babies are born in a hospital and obstructed births are treated with a C-section. This means where you live, fistula is almost unheard of.”


She then suggested that we take a tour of the floor and meet one of the patients. When we got closer to the bed, I smiled at the young woman. Her expression was blank, and I figured she had reason to be wary of me. She was striking, with high cheekbones, large brown eyes, and skin the color of coffee with cream.


“This is Hanna,” Dr. Hamlin said. “Mamitu, can you ask Hanna to tell us what happened to her?”


Mamitu turned to Hanna and asked her a question in Amharic. I waited for the translation, which took a while because Hanna had a lot to say. “She married a young man from her village when she was seventeen and soon become pregnant, but after five days of labor at home, she delivered a stillborn baby boy. She awoke to find herself in a urine-soaked bed. She hoped it would go away, so she stayed in bed as much as she could. But it wouldn’t stop. Her husband hated her smell and built a separate small hut for her to live in. It was so lonely. That was about five years ago. But when her mother heard there was a hospital in Addis to help her, she sold a goat to pay for the bus fare. It took several different buses to finally reach Addis.”


Mamitu then asked Hanna another question, and a smile radiated across her face. While I didn’t understand Amharic, it was clear something good had finally happened to Hanna. Mamitu explained, “She said arriving at the hospital and seeing other women with her problem made her feel less alone and less sad.”


Dr. Hamlin added, “We were able to close her fistula yesterday. It was an easy operation, and she should be able to go home in two weeks once she’s healed.”


I shook Hanna’s hand and squeaked out the only word I knew in Amharic, “Ameseginalehu,”—it means thank you.


Dr. Hamlin and Mamitu took me around the rest of the hospital. Like Hanna, most of the patients seemed quite young. She was only seventeen when she developed a fistula. What was I worried about at her age? My lack of a prom date? The growing realization that I’d never be pretty like my sister, as smart as my dad, or as charming as my mom? I definitely wasn’t mourning a stillborn child, facing rejection by my husband, or struggling to find treatment for holes in my vagina and bladder. 


As we walked back toward our seats, Dr. Hamlin said with a tender tone, “They come to us often malnourished and usually clinically depressed.” She stopped and turned to me, looking into my eyes, “There are so very many of them. They will break your heart.” The compassion in her voice and the intensity of her gaze was riveting. I could feel her love for her patients in the tenderness of her words. I gazed at the vast ward of patients that were going to get a new shot at life because of this humble giant. A lump rose in my throat and my eyes started welling up.


But then, Dr. Hamlin’s black dog began nipping at my heels trying to play. It made me laugh and the threat of tears vanished. After a few more minutes, it was time for me to go. Dr. Hamlin had a hospital to run. As we walked toward the door, she joked that she was a “professional beggar” with her constant need to raise funds to keep the place going.


“It must be a challenge,” I said, thinking that was obvious.


I knew I’d just met a few people I’d never forget: Dr. Hamlin, Mamitu, and Hanna. I wished I had money to write a big check to help keep the place running. But, at that point, what I had was residual debt from grad school and a ten-year-old Honda that badly needed new tires.


Within a few weeks, I was in Cairo for a once-in-a-decade International Conference on Population and Development, the ICPD, along with thousands of delegates from the 179 members states of the United Nations. The conference produced a 104-page Programme of Action. Years in the making, it was essentially the world’s blueprint for addressing poverty, covering critical problems like accessibility of contraception, education, and safe drinking water. But absent from that ambitious, detailed document was the word “fistula.” In 1994, the world did not acknowledge the plight of a million women like Hanna, let alone have a plan to help them.
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The day a woman gives birth is the day she is most likely to die or be grievously injured. The biggest difference in health outcomes between rich and poor in our world is in the odds of death due to pregnancy or childbirth. As Justin Trudeau proclaimed, “poverty is sexist.” For a woman in sub-Saharan Africa that lifetime risk is 1 in 41. For an American woman it is 1 in 2,700; for a woman in the EU, it is 1 in 11,500. For every woman who dies, an estimated twenty are injured, some seriously. We tell ourselves that all lives have equal value, but this data reveals a very different story. 


The late Egyptian public health leader Professor Mahmoud Fathalla said it powerfully: “Women are not dying because of diseases we cannot treat. They are dying because societies have yet to decide their lives are worth saving.” That negligence also causes disabling injuries, like fistula. The most immediate victims of the losses of life and health are women. But the ripple effects stretch far and wide: to children deprived of mothers; families missing wives, sisters, and daughters; communities and nations cheated out of the contributions of multitudes of women. It doesn’t have to be this way.


Fistula Foundation was founded in 2000 to help support Dr. Hamlin’s work in Ethiopia, powered by volunteers for the first few years. Since then, we’ve expanded to fight fistula globally. Caring people in more than seventy countries have contributed $150 million and counting to support dedicated surgeons in countries across sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. These valiant doctors have enabled more than one-hundred-thousand courageous women like Hanna to get their lives back. Our small but mighty largely female team now support more surgeries for women with childbirth injuries than the United Nations or USAID, the US Government’s foreign aid program.


This book is the unlikely tale of how we got here. Part of that story is mine about finding the path that brought me to the Foundation. I’ve run into dead ends that I thought were through streets, fallen flat on my face, confronted obstacles I created and shortcomings I tried to deny. But my work has given me rewards that money can’t buy and taken my heart to places my younger self didn’t know were possible. That’s in large part because of the people I’ve been so fortunate to meet and learn from along the way.


I have had the great privilege of partnering with extraordinary men and women on the frontlines of healthcare in Africa and Asia. They’ve built hospitals, braved murderous violence and oppressive forces of patriarchy, and provided women with a new shot at a healthy life. They’ve shown me the saving grace of gratitude and the matchless joy of working with others to accomplish goals bigger than ourselves. I’ve been inspired by courageous patients who face a formidable injury that too often relegates women to lives as outcasts. I’ve met deeply empathetic people who step up to help women they likely will never meet receive life transforming surgery. I wanted to try to share their stories and mine with you.















PART ONE:

LOST AND FOUND
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1. IT’S ALL WORTH IT







If you can see your path laid out in front of you step by step, you know it’s not your path. Your own path you make with every step you take. That’s why it’s your path.


—JOHN IRVING







EIGHT YEARS EARLIER, 1986


The elevator door opened. Bright morning sunlight flooded the reception area through a skylight the size of a volleyball court. I walked past overstuffed teal sofas, which contrasted perfectly with the tan floor tiles made of leather. I am not kidding. On Friday nights a crew who spoke mostly Spanish showed up to polish them like shoes. I was in the office of the ad agency Foote, Cone & Belding, FCB, in San Francisco. 


It was the “greed is good” 1980s, and out of college I’d wound up in a training program at the Chicago ad agency, Leo Burnett. They’d created charming cultural icons like the Keebler elves and the Jolly Green Giant, along with dubious characters like the Marlboro Man. Then I joined FCB. It had been named Agency of the Year by Advertising Age and was producing Clio-award winning commercials for clients like Levi Strauss. The place ran on a combination of adrenaline and testosterone; all the senior leaders were men.


When I got to my office, my secretary Barbara greeted me with a smile and a mock-up of a print ad for my review. Advertising was the beating heart of American capitalism, and this day, like most, whizzed by with meetings, memos, and phone calls, pretty much nonstop.


I’d become a devoted practitioner of the industry’s dark arts that make people feel real emotions for trivial branded products. To do that, we used sophisticated research to hack the psyches of unsuspecting consumers. There was almost nothing at FCB that made me question my career path. The exception was a sign one of the copywriters I worked with had on his wall:


In the ad game, the days are tough, the nights are long, the work is emotionally demanding, but it’s all worth it because the rewards are shallow, transparent, and meaningless.



Every time I read it, I had a sinking feeling in my gut. 


I had what I was supposed to want: A job that paid more than my younger self imagined, a closet full of dress-for-success clothes, and expense-account funded trips to New York and LA. But at a place deep inside that I didn’t fully understand, my soul hungered for something more. I’d been frenetically grasping brass rings since my first spelling bee in second grade, my fierce work ethic a birthright of my striving parents and their parents before them. I was constantly driving forward but had not thought much about where I was headed.


An idea had been stalking me with growing intensity, generating waves in equal measure of fear and excitement. It started when I’d bought an outdated copy of Let’s Go Europe off the sale table at a local bookstore. It now sat on my nightstand, and I read it dreaming of places I’d never been. I’d worked every summer to help pay for college at a series of forgettable jobs and seen precious little of the world beyond our shores. This was my potentially reckless plan: I should quit my job and travel around the world. 


But the voice in my head that I’d been raised listening to always shouted back Are you nuts?
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A few weeks later, on a rainy Sunday morning, I walked into Greens restaurant on the waterfront to meet my friend Linda for brunch. She was smart and confident, looked a bit like Sigourney Weaver, and was the only woman I knew who looked good with a perm.


“Let’s sit next to the window,” Linda said.


We made our way over to a table for two. I barely noticed the view because I was focused on my pitch for Linda.


 “I’ve got an idea. How about if we take a break from our jobs and travel around the world for six months? Seriously, wouldn’t that be great?”


Linda laughed with a warmth that brightened the gloomy day. “You’re kidding, right?”


“No, I’m not! Think about it. We don’t have kids, or mortgages. Our thirties are years away. The timing is perfect.”


She asked, skeptically, “How would that even work?”


“Easy. We put our stuff in storage and try to get a leave of absence from our jobs.”


“But what if they say no? Then what?”


“Well, we’ll get other jobs.” As I said that my stomach tightened. I didn’t want to leave FCB and face unemployment. But I kept my spiel going: “We can travel on the cheap. I think we can do it for $25 a day. Start in Europe and make our way around the world. All the way around.” 


She just sat there staring at me, shaking her head.


Then she said, “Let me think about it.”


Linda had a great sense of humor and knew how to have fun. Together with my sister, Shelley, we’d hiked up Mount Tam, skied at Lake Tahoe, and partied until the wee hours at clubs in The City. But this was a new scale of adventure.


Two days later she called and said, “I’m in.”


The next week, I talked to the head of FCB who said he’d consider hiring me back, but “no promises.” I went out for drinks with my boss Ned. He was my favorite person at the agency and I was excited to talk to him about our trip. A New Yorker by birth, he’d cut his teeth on the real Madison Avenue and exuded the savvy confidence of someone who’d been around a few blocks in the Big Apple. He was sarcastic, had interesting takes on all things political. He reminded me of Woody Allen, but unlike Woody, he had a wife his own age, two teenage kids, and a big house in Marin. 


When the bottle of chardonnay was nearly empty, he confessed that he felt like he’d wasted his life. He said he wished he’d become a journalist or a high school history teacher instead. I’d always thought his cynicism was only black humor, but as it turned out his gloom ran far deeper.


“Don’t end up where I am,” he said. “It’s not too late for you to do something different with your life.”
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Rays of late afternoon sunshine sparkled off pricey cars speeding by me as I merged onto Highway 280, the freeway that connected San Francisco with what is now Silicon Valley. I was on my way to my parents’ house in Sunnyvale about 40 miles south planning to talk to them about the trip over Sunday dinner. Nestled in the hills beside 280 were the high-income towns of Hillsborough, Woodside, Portola Valley, and Los Altos Hills with their commanding views of San Francisco Bay.


By contrast, Sunnyvale and the surrounding communities, were in the solidly middle-class flatlands of the valley, home to track houses, high performing public schools, and in later years the tech revolution that would change the world and my hometown forever.


A few decades earlier, Sunnyvale had largely been orchards, but those had been plowed over to make room for homes to house families like ours. The population of Sunnyvale went from less than ten thousand in 1950 to more than ninety-five thousand in 1970. Bye-bye orchards. 


I got off the freeway and drove up Fremont Avenue past rows of single story homes that were as familiar to me as old friends, then parked in the driveway of the place I’d called home throughout my childhood. 


I gazed at our ranch house, grey with white trim and a red front door. It was edged by flowerbeds that were as well kept as my dutiful parents. Though the place was nothing special, I knew it was pure luxury compared to the humble dwellings in Butte, Montana, where my parents had grown up. Back then it was a tough mining town referred to as the “Pittsburgh of the West.” It drew immigrants like my grandfather, who toiled in the city’s copper mines.


My mom’s grandfather had homesteaded a cattle ranch that my cousins still run an hour outside of Butte in a place called Wise River. It’s breathtaking, truly one of the most beautiful places on earth and makes me want to sing “God Bless America” at the top of my lungs every time I visit. But my dear parents, growing up in hardscrabble Butte, with the mountain peaks off in the distance, had a life that was more like poverty with a view. 


I’d put off the visit for weeks. 


I always had their love, but I too rarely had something I craved: their approval.


I knew my parents believed the trip was a bad idea. Having lived through the Depression and a world war, they always lived frugally, as if either of those things could happen again. They re-soled shoes, clipped coupons, and could have originated the idea of re-use and repair. For them, the trip was the kind of thing that irresponsible people did, spending their savings on a lark instead of say, a down payment on a house. This was 1986, so only about 3% of Americans even had passports. No one my parents knew had traveled around the whole world.


Sunday dinner seemed like my best shot at warming them up to my crazy idea. Mom was always at her best entertaining. After I was born, she quit her teaching job and took understandable pride in her lovely dining room, the fine china, table linens, and artwork—possessions that gave her the symbols of the economic stability and status she so hungered for as a kid. Like Dad, she was the first in her family to graduate from college. At that point only about one in twenty American women had.


Dad exuded a stoic energy as he sat at the head of the Danish modern table he’d made for their first apartment. Like my mom’s dad, his had only finished sixth grade. Dad’s motto was luck comes to those who apply for it early, meaning you made your own luck by your own choices. Through sheer tenacity, he made it to grad school, then landed at NASA, working as an aeronautical engineer (aka a rocket scientist). In that Sunnyvale track house, my parents were living out their version of the Great American Dream, raising a quartet of tightly spaced children. And unlike me, my parents never took for granted the prosperity they’d worked so hard to achieve.


I picked at Mom’s pot-roast and then downed a few big gulps of red wine. As I looked into the adjacent family room, I thought of all the fights that had taken place there during my teenage years.


As the oldest girl in our big extended family, by the time I hit high school, I’d had my fill of babysitting, laundry, cooking, dishes and housecleaning. I didn’t know much at that point, but I was sure of one thing: I didn’t want to be a housewife. I came of age during the 70s and the world was shifting under our feet. We fought about a range of things—from the length of my skirts to Watergate and everything in between. I managed to shatter argument by argument any semblance of their previously obedient daughter and become the family black sheep in the process.


I have a vivid memory of her in a sleeveless cotton shift ironing Dad’s pale blue button-downs with a can of spray starch. She implored me to pay attention when she showed me how to press the shirt. I pushed back saying I didn’t care. Mom became exasperated and said something like, “You’ll never keep a husband if you don’t know how to press his shirts properly.” 


I screamed back, “Then I never want to get married!”


I look back now and feel a stab in my heart thinking of how I must have hurt my mom’s feelings as I rejected the person she worked so hard to become. And of course, at the time, I was far too self-absorbed to appreciate her toil that kept our family going.


When it came time to pick a college, that too had been a fight. I wanted to go to Berkeley. For my parents, a college education was not a path to enlightenment. It was a means to an end: a job that kept you off a factory floor or out of a mine shaft; soul-crushing jobs which paid too little and could lead to an early grave. They were two God-fearing, rock-ribbed Republicans. Understandably, lefty Berkeley scared the bejesus out of them. They were afraid the place would turn me into a radical feminist or worse yet, a Democrat, and were so relieved when I emerged four years later heading to a good job not a commune.


I sat there, glancing down the table at Dad, as Frank Sinatra’s “Fly Me to the Moon” played on their stereo. Finally, Mom asked cheerfully, “So tell us about this trip you are planning to take.”


“Well, Linda and I will leave around Memorial Day, first stop Spain, last stop Fiji. We’ll be home in time for Christmas.”


Dad looked concerned and asked, “How are you going to pay for this?”


“I’ve been saving money, just like you taught me. I won’t go into debt. We have a budget.” I was trying to sound more confident than I truly was.


Dad picked up on my angst and asked, “What if you run out of money?”


“We’ve got a cushion of 20 percent for unexpected expenses.” (What I didn’t tell him was this was also for purchasing stuff we’d want, like shoes in Rome, or silk scarves in Thailand.)


“What about your job?” 


“So, I asked for a leave and the head of FCB said he’d like to bring me back.” I conveniently left out the “no promises” part. 


Dad crossed his arms over his chest. After a long pause, Mom changed the subject.
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The day of our departure, Shelley gave me a beautiful leather journal to record highlights of our journey. I’d asked her to join Linda and me on the trip, but she had a new job and said she couldn’t afford it. One of my big regrets is that I didn’t twist her arm to come with us and drain my savings to make the offer impossible to turn down.


As we said our goodbyes at the airport, Dad hugged me tight. When he let go, he sputtered out the words, “Good luck,” as his voice cracked. He was blinking fast and tears spilled over from his eyes. Dad was old-school, “real men don’t cry.” I had only seen him do so once before, when his father died. This was before there were cell phones, so they’d have no idea where I’d be for the next seven months.
















2. ANOTHER WORLD







I think of luxury as a matter not of all the things you have, but of all the things you can afford to do without.


—PICO IYER





I stared at the ceiling illuminated only by the reflected light from a streetlamp outside the window. I glanced at the alarm clock. It was 3 a.m. and I was wide awake. Jet lag. We had landed in Madrid late the previous afternoon. Armed with no reservations and Let’s Go Europe as our new bible, we’d found this simple hotel room for $20 a night. It had two twin beds with scratchy sheets and a musty smell like my grandmother’s attic. I lay there wondering what the coming months would hold as waves of anxious excitement flowed through me. When morning light finally began to peek through the blinds, I fell back asleep.


Three months in Europe gave us an opportunity to see what could be called the highlights of Western Civilization. In Seville, we walked among the remains of Roman aqueducts and partied with a group of minor league bull fighters. In Florence, we looked into the steely eyes of David and up into the soaring ceiling of the Renaissance Duomo. In Rome, we toured the ruins of the ancient Forum, gazed at the splendor of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel, and gorged on plates of cheap pasta while flirting with charming Italians. In Paris, we toured the Louvre and, in a day, saw centuries of art. In Germany, we toured Dachau and glimpsed the remains of Nazi evil and returned to Munich for a cold stein of beer. We went behind the “iron curtain,” past Checkpoint Charlie into East Berlin, the faces of resigned Germans as gloomy as the Stalinist architecture.


We took a student tour of what was then the Soviet Union. A bright American man who had a crush on Linda and was fluent in Russian became our own personal translator, so we largely bailed on the tour and set out on our own. When we got beyond the tourist attractions, the destitution compared to the US was shocking. We walked through a hospital in Moscow that looked like it was from the nineteenth century. We searched for Western publications but, right out of Orwell, all we found was Pravda—“truth” in Russian—which reported anything but that. I’d landed in Moscow, a good Berkeley liberal, thinking the image of the USSR as an “evil empire” was Reagan-era propaganda. I left feeling luckier than ever to be an American, believing Adam Smith truly was a genius and Karl Marx a fool.


After hiking through the Alps, we flew to Israel. In Jerusalem, we saw Jews praying at the Western Wall. In Jericho, Muslims bowed their heads to the ground worshipping Allah. In Bethlehem, Christians prayed where Jesus was born. We floated with other tourists in the Dead Sea and sweltered riding camels around the pyramids in Egypt before making our way by ferry to Athens. Next stop, Asia.
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The two of us and our backpacks were squeezed like puzzle pieces into the tuk-tuk as it weaved its way through Delhi’s chaotic traffic. It was a rickety three-wheeled contraption that felt like a cross between a beat-up golf cart and a tricycle. The narrow streets were dense with people, motorcycles, cars, buses, and trucks. Angry car horns, screeching brakes, and Bollywood music from boom boxes blared. The smells were as overpowering as the noise, a wild combination of sweat, incense, and manure. Gentle cows ambled among people and vehicles, giving clear meaning to the phrase “holy cow.” A blaze of women in colorful saris seemed to be always in motion, while men enjoyed tea and laughter in tiny shops at the cusp of dark lanes. 


We settled into a tiny inn in Old Delhi, where we saw few tourists. It was cheap and everything seemed to be coated in grime, including us. We stuck to our budget and did not escape to the comfort of posh hotels designed for rich foreigners, and so were immersed in the frenzied energy of this exotic city. One morning, two guys about our age that we met in a small restaurant asked if we wanted to join them for a ride around the city on their motorcycles. Because we were young and stupid, we said yes. Because we were lucky, we came back in one piece after a dizzying and death-defying day.
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The next morning, we walked with a gritty stream of humanity to the main train station. Our plan was to travel into the countryside of Rajasthan. In front of the station was a multitude of thin, raggedy kids some with sunken eyes, clad in dirty, tattered clothing. Many of them were barefoot, which was concerning because sidewalks were often littered with garbage and the occasional broken bottle. I quickly emptied my pockets of change. It was surprising to see people pass them with casual indifference, as if they were a mural rather than children in need of help. When we got into the station it felt like the population of a small town was waiting on the platform with us.


Once we finally got on the train, a young Canadian woman with short black hair and a wide smile sat down next to Linda and struck up a conversation. She said she was an aid worker with a children’s charity whose name I can’t remember. I asked her about the kids we’d seen at the station. With a weary tone, she told us that India’s malnutrition rate was about 50 percent, so a lot of Indians grow up to be “stunted,” which she explained was the clinical term for small stature. I realized that this was why at a mere five foot six I towered over most women and a lot of men. She also told us that many of the kids we saw begging were likely street kids. This meant they were living without parents to look after them. She said that they sometimes sniffed glue since it gave them a high and took away their appetites but also could cause long-term brain damage.
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