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Praise for TO WALK IT IS TO SEE IT






“Elkind brings us along for the walk of a lifetime and shows us that adventure doesn’t have to end when we reach a certain age. To Walk It Is To See It is an honestly written, compelling story of perseverance. Like all great travel literature, it makes us want to take a leap and travel immediately. An inspiring read for anyone thinking of undertaking a physical challenge, as well as for those who like to read about them.”


—MARIANNE C. BOHR, author of The Twenty: One Woman’s Trek Across Corsica on the GR20 Trail


“Movingly inspiring, To Walk It Is To See It tells the story of a journey of 1,400 miles—a journey of a marriage, a journey toward self-awareness. This book is lyrically personal and highly engaging. It says something significant about facing the unexpected, persevering, and cherishing the world around us and the worlds within.”


—JUDY GOLDMAN, author of Child: A Memoir


“Kathy Elkind takes readers on an honest, unfiltered, real-time journey of discovery, exploring the constantly changing landscapes of Europe, of being a woman, and of a marriage in midstream. To Walk It Is to See It is a delightful reminder to appreciate and celebrate every moment of life’s adventures.”


—BETH JUSINO, author of Walking to the End of the World: A Thousand Miles on the Camino de Santiago
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For Jimwho walks with me through life.And for our children, Kate and Sam.


“If you want to go fast, go alone;but if you want to go far, go together.”African Proverb












AUTHOR’S NOTE






Throughout the book I have used the metric system when talking about distance. I’m guiding you through foreign countries and part of the experience is dealing with difference.


Here is an easy way to calculate in your head. Ten kilometers is 6 miles. So 30 kilometers is 3 times 6 or 18 miles.


For meters: 100 meters is 300 feet or 1,000 meters is 3,000 ft. When I say we trudged up 80 meters, we trudged up 240 feet.


In a few places I have consolidated events to keep the narrative flowing. As with all memoirs this is my story. Others may remember things differently.
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PROLOGUE






SHIFTING INTENTIONS


I peel off my sticky sun shirt, hiking shorts, and dusty wool socks, and step into the sandy shallows. The surprisingly cold June river flows over my tired feet, shifting my intentions of diving in. The sun on my pale skin is glorious. Iced feet and warm air caressing my body are all I need.


“I’m just going to forest bathe,” I call to Jim, my husband, who is knee-deep in the River Doubs, about to plunge in.


“Oh, come on in. You can do it,” he says, turning to look at me, his silver hair shining in the late morning sunlight.


“Yes, I know I can do it, but I don’t want to. It feels invigorating and refreshing just to be naked in the forest air. I don’t want to dive into this cold water,” I say. I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, tilting my face to the sunbeams. Why do I still have to be assertive to get my desires heard? After twenty-seven years of marriage, why can’t he hear and accept? For now, I let the irritation float away in the current.


Today is our fifty-third day on the Grande Randonnée Cinq (GR5), a little over halfway on our grand adventure. In many ways, we have been continuously forest bathing—focusing our attention and bringing awareness to what we see, hear, feel, and smell—for nearly two months as we’ve walked through meadows, forests, and villages of the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and now France.


The River Doubs is the boundary between France and Switzerland, though I see no signs of a different country; the wispy birch, sturdy spruce, and Queen Anne’s lace on the opposite bank are identical to the flora on this bank. We stopped at a narrow sandy beach on this slow-moving part of the river to skinny-dip. But I’m content free of clothes and wrapped in sun.


Beech trees stretch their almond-shaped leaves out over the river, shading the shore in dappled shadows. The elegant breeze sets the shadows in motion and adds harmony to the sound of the river rushing down around the bend. Where I stand, the sun dries my sweat, leaving miniature salt crystals clinging to my skin.


I splash water on my fair, freckled, and sun-spotted face. I scoop up another handful and pour it on the back of my neck. The water trickles between my shoulder blades, sending a shiver of wakefulness to every skin cell. In contrast, the sun on my bare white chest and belly is relaxing yet rapturous. I’ve always loved skinny-dipping and sunbathing in the nude. The sensual and loving feelings from experiences stored in my DNA over a lifetime release, and I feel alive.


I place my hands on my belly, stretching my fingers to hold the smooth round roll released from the waistband and snaps of my shorts. My pinky fingers graze the top of my graying pubic hair. No one told me that my pubic hair would turn gray. I have not seen many naked older women. My hands hold the three dimensions of stomach, uterus, and vagina. The fourth dimension is what this area has accomplished over time: birthed two children, digested and nourished me daily, and aroused my sexual pleasure—some would say the essence of what we women have been put on this earth to accomplish. I’ve checked all the boxes. Am I done? Is there more? In the society I’ve grown up in, women over a certain age become invisible and irrelevant. Youth is idealized, but there is change in the air. Strong older women are beginning to be valued. I’m not done. I have another third of my life to live if I’m lucky. I will not be invisible and irrelevant. How will that look? I do not know yet. This adventure is a search for how I want to show up for the last third of my life.


My belly and the organs it protects do not get the positive and loving attention they deserve. Closing my eyes tenderly, I consciously send loving-kindness through my hands to the core of my body. Like a print pulled from a fixer in a darkroom, an image of pulsating energy emanating from my heart and running along my arms and out my hands to my belly develops under my eyelids. Breathing deeply, standing still, I rest in the presence of the divine feminine, my higher spirit. A whiff of fragrance from a blossom I can’t identify rides the current and whispers in my nostrils, You are you.


Jim wades back to shore, dripping wet and grinning big. “The water is really refreshing. Do you want a hug?” he asks, holding his arms out wide playfully.


“No, get away from me,” I say, putting my hand up to stop his advance. “I’m glad you had a good swim,” I add.


I used to be the one who jumped in cold water, but I don’t want to anymore. I know he is kidding about hugging me, but what I hear in his voice is that he is hardcore and I’m not anymore. I hear disappointment in his voice. It is hard in a marriage of twenty-seven years to know whether I am correct about what he is thinking or if I am just inferring it.


Looking back, I see he was sad that I did not share the swim with him. Maybe it is hard to have a partner not want to dive in anymore when they once dove in all the time. Maybe he was worried that there were other things I would give up. Our relationship was born out of being hardcore in nature. I have been hardcore for many years, but I don’t want to be hardcore any longer. Maybe flexible core. Some days, diving in gives me pleasure. Other days, like today, I find joy and comfort being naked in the forest air.


Jim and I are outdoors people. He grew up backpacking, hiking, and sailing with his family. I grew up camping, hiking, and canoeing in New Hampshire and Maine with my father, brother, and sister. My mother mutinied in the 1970s and decided that camping was not her thing. Standing up to my dad and refusing to go on those trips shifted our family dynamics. At the time, I vaguely understood why she did it. Now, I see it was her way of joining the feminist revolution in the early 1970s. I’m proud of what she did.


My father led these expeditions, and he did not leave room for suggestions from the crew. I appreciate that he took us canoeing through the Okefenokee Swamp in Georgia while many of my friends were on Florida beaches for spring break. I learned how to skim dead mosquitoes off instant chocolate pudding and still enjoy the chemical goodness, to shine a flashlight from the tent platform over the water and see the glowing red eyes of the alligators ten yards out, and to put my younger sister in the bow of the canoe because she saw the snakes hanging from the mangroves before I did. Adventures with my dad were colorful experiences, but I always missed the loving comfort of my mom. That division was not what I wanted in my marriage.


When Jim and I first adventured together in our late twenties, each of us tried to impress the other with our daring and our outdoor skills. On our second date, we cross-country skied through the woods outside of Boston. Our first overnight, we camped in two feet of new snow in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. But I had my limits when it came to adrenaline sports. I would not rock climb and I had no interest in white- water kayaking, both of which he loved.


One year into our relationship, we backpacked in the White Goat Wilderness Area in British Columbia. We talked loudly or rang a bell all day to warn the grizzly bears that we were in their backyard. I did not sleep well those nights with only a thin sheet of nylon between a potential bear and me. Because I was still trying to impress Jim, I did not tell him how scared I was. I’m amazed at some of the stupid things I did to impress him. We never saw a grizzly, but we did see fresh scat and ripped-up rotten logs where they had foraged.


I’ve strengthened my voice over the years, thanks to my mom. I will not camp in grizzly country anymore. I’ll do black bears, but not grizzlies. And I don’t want to carry a heavy pack again. Outdoor endeavors continued to strengthen our relationship, but friction arose after our children, Kate and Sam, left the nest and I was traveling through menopause. I did not want to ski off ice-covered cliffs or backcountry ski in avalanche danger, all pursuits Jim loved. We had to find a middle ground.


Along comes the GR5. She is European refined. She is pampered and pampering. She winds from village to village. Read: hotel to hotel. Read: no heavy packs involved. Read: croissants for breakfast and someone else cooking dinner most nights. Yet, while she is refined, she is not a wimp. To walk the extent of her 2,300 kilometer (1,400 mile) footpath takes strength, determination, and curiosity. She is our new adventure.


Some American kids take a gap year between high school and college. It’s a pause in life, a time to find oneself before being sucked into the next inevitable stage. Neither Kate nor Sam took a gap year, but many of their friends did. So, the idea of a hiatus in life was not new to us.


Why can’t adults on the edge of sixty take a gap year? We had sold our house of twenty-seven years, the one where we had raised our family. We’d left our community in Harvard, Massachusetts, and our jobs. We’d just moved to the Green Mountains of Vermont to join a new community in the Mad River Valley. I had let go of my fertile body, as all women do. I had transitioned into this new post-menopausal body, testing her out and getting to know her. What could she do at age fifty-seven?


This was the perfect time to pause. This was the perfect time to figure out who we were as a couple with grown children who had flown the nest. We had a shared vision to travel and adventure before our bodies began to fail us. This was a symbolic journey, representing leaving the old life and entering a new one. We would embark on an unknown adventure to find our true selves and discover who we were as a couple entering the last third of our lives.


Many couples give up at this point and dissolve their marriage. Other couples continue without reflection. We decided to walk for ninety-eight days (though at the time we had no idea how long it would take) with only each other as company. We were going to have kilometers and kilometers of time to reflect.


When you travel by yourself, you are the captain of your journey and make all the decisions. As a couple, we were not going to be captain and first mate, the way most couples functioned before the 1970s on adventures and in the household. That was the dynamic that Jim and I were raised in as children. We had made a point in our marriage to work on being equals as most of our contemporaries had. We were a team of equals. We each had our strengths and weaknesses, and after twenty-seven years of marriage, we knew each other’s strengths and weaknesses well. Though in new territory, would this still be the case?


There is a saying: An adventure is not worth telling if there are no dragons. In many ways, we had already befriended our dragons. We had done our work, but with any adventure, there are always more dragons.


On the edges of ancient maps, dragons and sea monsters represent the unknown dangers. Even though it was on an app on our phones, our map still had dragons and sea monsters. Would we complete the whole GR5? Would Jim get bored and mutiny? Were we crazy to walk for over three months together when we had never hiked more than ten days in a row? Could my body handle walking and walking and walking? Would the snow in the Alps be melted by the time we got there around July 1? What had we gotten ourselves into?


Standing naked and ankle deep in the River Doubs, I’m beginning to see what we have gotten ourselves into. Miraculously, we have fallen into the grandest journey of our life. We walk through the cathedral of the Earth.
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BIKING TO THE BEGINNING






I bless my kids, I bless my backpack, I bless my mom, I bless the rest of my family, I bless my knee, I bless my hip, which hurts today. These are the blessings I repeat over and over to the beat of my footsteps on a practice hike in Sicily. Jim and I never make life easy. We feed on complicated itineraries. Before attempting the GR5 we have spent six weeks building strength and endurance during day hikes in southern Italy.


I’ve longed for a grand adventure all my life, but the time was never right. What is it about a grand adventure that entrances me? The appeal of being self-sufficient with newness around every corner is magnetic. I read once that infants need stimulation from new objects and it is recommended that parents hang new mobiles to stimulate the infant’s brain. Maybe as an infant in this new stage of life, I need new stimulation for my older brain? Some people go on long adventures to escape. Am I trying to escape anything? Or is my longing for adventure a quest for something?


I chose the GR5, and Jim went along with it. He could see I was bubbling over with excitement. What I did not know was that Jim had some trepidations about the GR5. He kept those to himself. We would be navigating the GR5 and navigating our relationship. Or maybe our relationship was going to be navigating the GR5.


After Italy we now head to Amsterdam. We’ve already decided to bike this first section of the trip. It is so flat I worried that walking it would bore Jim. Jim is not fun to be around when he is bored. He might mutiny. He loves risk and physical challenge. Luckily, he has embraced the idea of biking the first week of easy miles in the Low Countries.


After we pick up our bikes in the center of Amsterdam, we explore around the edge of a nearby city park, taking in the architecture and all the people sprawled on the lawn in the sun. Outside the modern Van Gogh Museum, a collection of cherry trees planted in diagonal rows blooms in unison. The petals begin to spatter the manicured lawn with pink and white polka dots. The cherry trees’ position, adjacent to a glamourous glass wall, creates mirrored optics—twice as many pink-and-white lollypop trees as are truly there. My eyes flash back and forth between real and reflected. The white and pink blossoms on the green grass with the blue sky conjure a more joyous image than in any museum. Little do I know at the time how much I will come to love cherry trees on this adventure.


Back at our hotel room, we reappraise, reprioritize, and repack our belongings, this time for biking. Our mission is to fit our belongings into two panniers each. The rest we leave behind with a note of donation, trusting these discarded objects will find future use.


Truth is, we’ve been simplifying and letting go of possessions for months, ever since last year when we were preparing to put our home of twenty-seven years on the market. I’m a good shedder. I’ve had practice. I had cleaned out my father’s treasures a few years earlier. He had been a squirrel, and I filled a dumpster. I’ve read the book about owning only a hundred items. Minimalism has been floating around me like Pig Pen’s cloud for the last ten years.


And Jim is a packing wizard. When we used to venture off with the kids for a long weekend, he packed the car with geometric skill. When the kids started to pack their own duffel bags as five- and seven-year-olds—we thought it was important for them to be involved at an early age—Jim created a spreadsheet for packing. Jim’s lust for organization irritated me and amused me at the same time, though as time moves on the irritation wanes. If Jim is a spreadsheet all ordered, precise, and full of data, I’m a brainstorm web—erratic, spread out, and colorful.


Down in the hotel’s clean and well-lit parking garage where our bikes are parked, Jim rigs up a system of hanging an extra pocket from our packs onto our handlebars for stashing our wallets, phones, and snacks for the day. Finally, I strap my backpack onto the back rack with trekking poles on top. I will not need these until we get to Spa, Belgium.


We pedal south out of the city toward Leiden, which is halfway to Hoek van Holland where the GR5 begins. We are on bike trails and lanes the whole way. It’s just us and our bikes carrying our possessions, free to move at our own pace. We are in a state of nirvana, biking in a country that adores bicycles. Gliding by a commuter train station, I see tens of thousands of bikes parked neatly, three levels high, taking up more than a city block. I’ve never seen so many bikes in my life.


Now out in the countryside, I grasp how flat the landscape is. The blue-and-white sky takes up most of the space, while the foreground is made up of freshly tilled brown earth as we are biking through agricultural lands with some green here and there. Out on the wide-open horizon, the only blips are a few farmhouses and barns; when we come upon tulip fields, the explosion of yellow, apricot, and red shocks my eyes. We see a grass covered dike and ride down it to get a great angle for pictures of the expansive tulip fields, astoundingly brilliant stripes of color racing to the end of the earth.


Tulips have been my favorite flower since I started drawing them at age five. The simple shape, almost the inverse of a heart shape, and the courageous colors speak to me. The economy of a whole nation went from boom to bust because of a global lust for tulips. They are powerful flowers. I had always wanted to experience the tulip fields. Despite all our planning, I had not realized that we would be here when they were blooming. It was not until we were on the plane to Amsterdam and reading about what we might see that I grasped our good fortune.


I’m in heaven to be here, and I did not even plan it! This is a good omen.


The next morning, we wander along the canals in the center of Leiden, eventually searching out an outdoor equipment shop for last-minute items. I buy a knife because I lost my Swiss Army knife in Sicily. We look for a guidebook in English for the northern section of the GR5 but cannot find one.


In the afternoon, while Jim goes to the windmill museum, Molden Valk, and grocery shopping for lunch supplies, I decide to visit Keukenhof with my camera to experience the famous tulip gardens. Even though it is crowded and expensive, I’m rewarded for my decision. My camera and I shoot over two hundred pictures in two hours. I ramble from one garden to the next, no plan, just following the kaleidoscope of colors. It’s like being in a candy shop on LSD, colors dancing before my eyes. Going to Keukenhof in your fifties and sixties is the equivalent of doing recreational drugs as a teenager—something everyone should experience, at least people who love gardens.


That night I don’t sleep well. We are sleeping on a tiny pull-out sofa at an Airbnb on the edge of Leiden. Every time I turn over, I bump into Jim. In the morning, I’m grumpy but also excited that we will be in Hoek van Holland tonight.


Breakfast is buttered rolls, chocolate sprinkles, and yogurt with fruit. What a cool country to have little yellow boxes of chocolate sprinkles for your rolls or toast! I like this country with its canals, tulips, and sprinkles.


We pack up our bikes for the second time. It’s raining lightly, not enough to get soaked but enough to feel damp on the back of our necks. After a day off, it feels wonderful to ride again. We have a short thirty-nine kilometers to ride. Heading south, we ride by more tulip fields, field-hockey fields, and row upon row of greenhouses. Surprisingly, the small country of the Netherlands is the second-largest exporter of agriculture in the world.


We ride through the Hague, home to the International Court of Justice. The bike route Jim plotted lets us slip through the city, going park to park without being on the street with cars. From the parks, we spot impressive opulent building after impressive opulent building. Looking back, I’m not sure why we did not stop and visit a sight or two. At the time, I was so focused on getting to the beginning of the GR5, I did not want to stop for anything, so we said our familiar refrain, “We will have to come back another time.”


An hour later, as a church bell rings in the noon hour, I spot a bright orange bench on the sidewalk. We pull our bikes off the bike lane and sit down to bread and cheese. Right next to the bench, I spy an A-frame chalkboard sign that says, “Never underestimate the power of chocolate.”


“Wow, do I know how to pick a good lunch bench!” I say, pointing at the sign and then the chocolate shop next to us. “I’m going in to order a hot chocolate to warm up. Do you want one?”


“Do you even have to ask?”


I order two hot chocolates, which are basically melted chocolate bars, the liquid is so viscous. I chat with the owner, a slim energetic man, about chocolate and discover that all the chocolates in his store are sustainably grown in South America.


Jim bursts in to see what is taking so long. We end up talking to the owner for an hour about sustainability. Jim ran a solar company in Massachusetts. It turns out the owner’s apartment behind the shop is one of thirty-three in a newly built sustainable housing cooperative. He leads us on a tour of the housing project, which he has co-designed. The outside of the building has beautiful slate and Douglas fir siding. There is a common garden area in the middle with stormwater absorption ponds and a soon-to-be community pavilion for meetings. Solar thermal, solar PV, and air source heat pumps make the apartments all energy neutral.


We are sad to leave our new friend, but with our panniers fuller still with sustainable chocolate bars, it is time to bike on. An orange bench (benches will become very important to us), chocolate, and solar are more good omens.


Two hours later, I stand up on my pedals to see if I can see the North Sea and to give my butt a rest from the saddle, but the grass-covered dunes are too high. The coast here comes down to a point forming one side of a vast opening for Hoek van Holland’s enormous harbor, which eventually leads to the busy shipping harbor of Rotterdam.


We decide to stop at a parking lot with access through the dunes to the beach and the ocean before we get to Hoek van Holland’s center. We want to baptize our feet in preparation for a 2,289 kilometer (1,423 mile) journey.


I think back to a journal entry I wrote seven years before: “I’m listening to my fifty-year-old body at the end of a fluid yoga class. My tummy is round and gurgling. My body feels like she wants to go on a long walk. I want to walk and walk and walk.”


Now it’s April 25, 2018; Jim and I walk into the cold North Sea. We are about to walk and walk and walk after we bike and bike.


On the expansive windswept beach, the sand and waves race each other to the horizon. If anyone else were on this Dutch beach in late April, they would think us crazy standing in the shallow frothy surf, the wind howling so much we yell to hear each other. They would see our wool socks carefully tucked into our gray walking shoes placed out of the reach of the waves. They would see a middle-aged couple: him wearing black shorts over an athletic physique, calf muscles bulging and twitching, his gray hair trimmed like the businessman that he had been; her with straight highlighted blond hair and a padded physique of the middle-aged type that she shields under layers of tech wool.


The odd couple skips and jumps in the frigid water, celebrating both the fact that they are about to embark upon the adventure of a lifetime and that all their preparation is behind them. After a long preamble, they have made it to the true beginning of their journey.


But there is no one else on the beach this day to witness our antics. We are alone together.


“I’m getting out. It’s too cold for me,” Jim shouts.


“I’ll be out in a minute. I have a ritual to perform,” I say. My second sentence gets lost in the wind. Even though the ice-cold water has stopped the flow of blood to my curled toes, I reach down, scoop up a handful of seawater, and, careful not to wet the cuff of my raincoat, deliver the holy water to my lips. I intend to swallow a handful of the North Sea and carry this liquid with me the whole length of the trail. The first salty swallow burns the back of my throat so much that I gag and spit the rest out. I’m sure I managed to get a few milliliters down.


I have read about the ritual of walkers filling a small bottle of the North Sea water and carrying it with them to the end of the trail at the Mediterranean and then pouring it into the warm sea. I love the idea of the ritual, but my practical nature objects to this. I don’t want to carry any extra weight; I need all the energy I have to get me to the Mediterranean. So, I drink the seawater and carry it in my body.


Looking back, I see that I became the vessel, carrying my desires, struggles, and love across the continent of Europe.
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THE FIRST WAYMARK






By four o’clock we arrive in the center of Hoek van Holland. Outside the train station, a signpost that most people probably walk by stands tall in a grassy intersection. I have seen pictures of the signpost in blogs and books, and it’s a thrill to see in person. My head is buzzing. The wooden post is ten feet tall and adorned with five arrow-shaped boards about two feet long. Two of the boards point northeast and three point generally southeast, like a tall thin woman with five arms pointing.


I focus on the lowest arm. The black paint is worn off, but the words and numbers carved in the wood are still visible: “GR5 Hoek van Holland to Nice 2289K.” At the tip of the arrow is a white-and-red rectangle—the waymark to guide us—and a smaller blue square with “E2” printed in bright yellow.


There are twelve European long-distance paths, making up a network of over 70,000 kilometers of trails. The paths are designated by the European Ramblers Association (ERA). ERA was founded in 1969. In 2018 it was made up of fifty-eight walking organizations in thirty-three different European countries representing three million registered walkers. The E2 starts in Great Britain and then comes across to Hoek van Holland. The E2 and the GR5 are basically the same route.


I know none of this history of European walking paths as I stand under the sign. Jim takes pictures of me. I’ve never been one for stopping and taking pictures of signs like at national parks, but this time is different. This time we are walking and biking, and I want to memorialize the first waymark of the GR5. Every cell in my body is fully alive.
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EXHILARATION(DAY 1)






Today is the day. The soft light of dawn floats through the window, knocking gently at my eyelids. My eyes scan the worn hotel room, helping me remember where I am. Jim is sleeping beside me. A painting of crashing waves in a gold frame hangs over faded floral wallpaper. Out the window, I see the steeple of the church.


Last night, I heard the bell chime eleven, twelve, and one. I did not sleep well again. I can’t blame it on a small bed because we are in a queen. My legs twitched restlessly and my exuberance to start the trip could not be contained. I felt like a kid on Christmas Eve who cannot sleep. This feeling was more than just nervousness; there was euphoria folded in.


I realize now there was also the feeling of accomplishment—the accomplishment of acting on my dream. The bubbling emotions of exuberance, jitters, and giddiness would not rest in my body. I was like a toddler with too much sugar in her bloodstream.


I had tried to calm myself with meditation, but that did not work. The cortisol was more potent than the dopamine from meditating. I rolled my body back and forth, trying the left side and then the right, over and over. At some point, I dozed off.


I reach for my phone. Six thirty. Our first day with our new acquaintance, the GR5. I’m a bit sad that we are not walking with her today. We will be paralleling the GR5 and intersecting her many times but not exactly walking with her. Today we are biking to a town three islands away that the GR5 used to go through thirty years ago.


Back at home, I had gotten so focused on reading Walking Europe from Top to Bottom, which was published in 1984, that the name of the island the authors had walked through stuck in my head. When planning the biking route, Jim asked me where we wanted to bike for the first night. I said Renesse, not realizing the GR5 did not go that way any longer. Luckily, on bikes it is not a mistake that matters.


I feel Jim’s body roll next to mine. “Morning,” he says, his eyes still closed.


“Morning. Today is the day!” I whisper excitedly. My eyes are wide open.


“You need to mellow out. You are going to explode,” Jim says, slipping his arm around my waist for a morning cuddle.


“I know. I’m just so happy and nervous. I barely slept at all.”


I jump out of bed and dress in yesterday’s biking clothes, which I conveniently left in a pile right next to the bed. I pull my thin blond hair into a ponytail and don’t look into the mirror. I notice my ears are blocked, and my head feels fuzzy. I wish I had slept better.


We make our way quietly down the carpeted stairs to the dining room. It’s hard to keep quiet when you are euphoric. We had asked for the earliest breakfast. The young waiter brings us coffee and asks if we want eggs. Yes, we do.


Our stomachs are full of croissants, buttered toast with chocolate sprinkles, scrambled eggs, and fruit salad. We reload the bikes after retrieving them from the shed out back. We will come to find all of the hotels have places to park your bike for the night. I think, Can you imagine Motel 6s with places to park a bike?


We bike down to the ferry dock and wait in the cold wind for the ferry to come across the choppy harbor.


On the small ferry, we are the only passengers except for one guy on a beat-up motorbike. The captain takes us close to the shore and points out seals basking in the sunshine on the cold sandy beach. We feel like we are on a private tour.


We pull up to a dock, and the captain motions that this is our stop. We grab our bikes and wheel them off the pier to a large asphalt parking lot edged with massive oil tanks.


“Can this be it?” I ask. We look at the GPS. Yes, this is where we start.


We bike by chemical tanks, more oil tanks, and corrugated metal storage buildings that decorate the landscape. “This is probably why the GR5 was moved years ago. I can’t imagine walking through this industrial zone,” I call over the wind to Jim.


Twenty minutes later, we leave the industrial complex behind as we cross over a bridge to the next island, made up of beautiful farmland and villages. Because of the harsh coastal winds, spring is not as far along as in Amsterdam. Some of the trees still have buds on them. The villages’ houses have well-tended gardens, and I notice espaliered fruit trees and trimmed hedges delineating the gardens’ structure. The Dutch take great pride in their gardens.


We find a bench along a bike path next to a potato field to have our lunch. I’m so tired. Is it from biking or because I have not been sleeping? I feel weak but I don’t want to admit it. I lie on the pavement in the middle of the bike path. We are the only ones biking on this April day. I can feel the gentle warmth of the pavement seep into my back, but it is not enough.


“Are you okay?” asks Jim as he kneels next to his upside-down bike, tightening the crankshaft.


“I just wish I had more energy. I wonder if I caught something on the airplane. How’s your bike?”


“I’m hoping tightening it will hold it until we get to Renesse. I checked—there is a bike shop there.”


In the afternoon, we have a four-kilometer ride on top of a dike. The giant delta system of dikes and tide-controlled gates were built to keep the ocean water out of the flat land that is probably only a foot above sea level. Up on the dike, the headwinds are vicious. They are called wind hills because biking into the wind feels like you are biking up a hill. The flat land allows the winds to roar across the landscape uninterrupted. And, of course, we are biking right into the wind. I feel like I’m biking in slow motion. I lower my gear, then lower it again.


“I need to draft you. This headwind is too strong, and my energy is low,” I call out.


I tuck in behind Jim and draft him. He is a steady rider, and I trust him to bike a straight line. I stay close to his back wheel in the best protection of his body. He is average height and build while I’m slightly smaller than him. Over the years, I have gotten better and better at drafting him. Drafting allows us to go at a faster pace as a couple. His strength plows into the wind, and I follow. I don’t know the calculations, but I know that I save energy and go faster when we ride this way. But it takes concentration on my part to stay with him and not hit his back wheel with my front wheel. My gloved hands are always on alert, ready to brake if I need to. Crashing our bikes is not in the plan. Occasionally, I call up to him, “Slow down. I can’t keep the pace up this late in the afternoon.” He has gotten better and better at listening to me.


About eight years ago, we contemplated buying a tandem bike. We rented one in Walla Walla, Washington, for a three-day biking excursion when we visited Kate at Whitman College for parents’ weekend. Tandem biking was a fun new way to bike together through the rolling wheat fields. But on the second day, we rode down a long half-mile hill on a curvy wet road, going faster and faster. The speed caused my eyes to water even with my glasses on, and I could not see. With fear in my voice, I asked Jim to slow down. He could not hear me because of the wind and the speed. We made it to the bottom of the hill. He turned to me and said with a big smile, “We got up to fifty-seven miles an hour.”


“That’s too fast,” I barked at him. “I don’t like it when we go that fast. I want control of the brakes.” Rage boiled through my body. “I don’t ever want to go that fast again. Do you understand me?” He grudgingly said yes.


We never bought a tandem bike. We work better moving in parallel, not tethered together.


Finally, we cross over one more bridge to the third island of the day and wind our way over to the village of Renesse by the sea. We stop at a grocery store and buy garlic, ginger, and lunch for tomorrow. At the hotel, I make ginger tea and swallow quartered cloves of garlic, trying to support my immune system. I crawl into bed and nap before dinner.


Jim visits the local bike shop across town. The friendly owner replaces the crank shaft. Jim’s bike is fixed, but I’m not sure my body is fixed so easily.


For two more days we bike into the wind with views of beautiful canals, green fields with sheep, and just-born lambs frisking in the cold sunshine. The bike trail leads us through the city gates of a quintessential Dutch town with drawbridges, cobblestone streets, and boat-filled canals. After riding along coastal bays with shorebirds feeding on nutrient-rich mudflats and giant windmills creating green energy, we finally head east into Belgium. We know we are in Belgium when every village has at least one chocolate shop. The beauty of the landscape sustains me for a few more days though my energy is still low.


Out in the Belgian countryside, we bike by fields and fields of black plastic. We can’t figure out what it is. Then we see three men carrying stacks and stacks of plastic crates and a funny looking contraption out in the field.


I slow down and get off my bike to inspect. “I’m going to take a look.”


Jim slows down and waits for me.


The gray plastic crates stacked next to the red farm truck are filled with white asparagus. It is grown under the black plastic to keep it from photosynthesizing and turning green. I ask if I can take pictures, and they nod their heads.


At three thirty, we arrive at the hotel and settle in. I fall right to sleep, exhausted from another day of biking with a weak body. Every muscle is depleted, not just my legs.


At dinner, I order the white asparagus special with hard-boiled egg and ham in a white sauce, the Flemish way. Jim has the white asparagus with smoked salmon. The tender stalks melt in my mouth with a gentle fresh-grass taste bathed in juicy butter. I’m trying to pretend that everything is well, but my exhilaration is gone.


Laying on the bed after dinner I survey the map and make a radical decision.


“I’m going to bike nine kilometers to the train station in Antwerp and take the train to Diest. My body needs to rest so I don’t get sicker. I can’t make the seventy kilometers. I’ll meet you at the hotel.”


“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”


“No, I’ll be fine,” I say dismissing his support.


I’m not good at asking for support or accepting it. I was brought up to tough it out. And I know Jim will be happier biking. I put his feelings above my own, being the good wife, the way my mother modeled for me in our patriarchal society. Think about others’ feelings, not your own. It makes me sad that after all these years I am still putting his feelings above my own. But I am not fully aware that I am doing it. Being sick and away from home, I am in fight, flight, or freeze mode and I cannot make caring decisions.









[image: image]





DEPLETED(DAY 4)






Jim sets off early on his bike as we planned. I’m glad he is fulfilling our obligation, but there is a small part of me that wishes he was coming with me to help.


We are a team. He is going to bike while I’m going to take care of my body and rest. This is how I try to convince myself.


I’m scared to bike to the city by myself, but the thought of a short day gives me courage. With weak leg muscles, I pedal slowly and navigate through foreign streets in a gray drizzle to the busy central train station. I’m afraid to lock my bike outside with all my possessions on it, so I roll it in with me as I stand in the ticket line. People look at me like I’m weird, but I feel so depleted that I don’t care.


Train ticket in hand, I gaze up at the massive schedule board, searching for my train from Antwerp to Diest. There it is. I must get myself and my heavy bike to track seven in eleven minutes.


I’m so focused on my bike and getting the ticket, I haven’t taken in my surroundings. Antwerp Central is the most beautiful train station I have ever seen. The domed ceiling is just as ornate as the cathedrals we visited in Italy. Gray marble columns and gilded sculptures frame an elaborate clock high above the central arch to the Train Hall. Instead of an altar to a god or goddess, the building is an altar to time and travel. The expanse of open space held by the arches mutes the sound of hundreds of commuters and travelers moving across the marble floors. I take a few pictures of the magnificent building. I will study them later, as I now have nine minutes to get to my train.


Wheeling my bike down the steep steps to the underground walkway that connects the platforms is arduous. Luckily a petite woman helps me steady the bike on the way down and helps me push it up the steps to track seven.


As we part, she says, “Next time, use the elevator.”


“Thank you! I will,” I say. Why didn’t I think of that?


The train is there on track seven. I walk along the platform, searching for the cars that allow bikes. Six cars down, I press the red button to open the electric door and lift my bike up the short step to the train. A man inside reaches out to help pull it and me up. I figure out how to attach the bike to the bike stand with the red cord and sit down on the bench across from my bike. There are three other bikes and three riders sitting across from them. I guess I’m doing this right.


Twenty-five minutes later, I’m at my stop to transfer. Google says that I will be arriving at track three and need to get to track one in seven minutes. As I guide the bike off the train, I look for the elevator. This is a small rural train station, and I don’t see an elevator. I see the stairs. How do people in wheelchairs maneuver the underground stairwells to get from one platform to another?
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