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To Savannah, my only constant.


PREFACE

If you’re considering traveling, I would advise against it. If you’re reading this while already skimming a foreign land—especially if by train, bike, or foot—say bon voyage to your future happiness. Traveling, you see, is a perpetual revealing. By simply existing in new places, being exposed to new sights, flavors, and misunderstandings, the world unfolds before you and you unfold before the world, unraveling yourself until you become unrecognizable. In the moment, there are few things more rewarding, but the longer this goes on, the more ruined you become.

For the sake of your happiness, it’s best you stay in your hometown with your cousins and the friends you knew as a child. By staying, your connections will be deep, your intentions understood, and your heart protected by an umbrella of familiarity. There’s nothing ignoble in this. Across the world, having generations of history to a place is the norm. Some of the most wonderful people I’ve met have been sixth or seventh generation to a place. They’ve hosted me with warmth and assuredness and revealed to me hidden wonders of everyday places that I would have otherwise overlooked. A piazza to someone who’s known it all their life isn’t just something beautiful, it’s a collage of memories: the adrenaline of holding hands for the first time, the scent of the farmers market on Tuesday, the breeze rushing over the café in the evening. People who stay hold the history and details to their home—no small thing.

But if you travel too far, your hometown will be lost to you. There’s no avoiding it. In fact, your hometown is one of the first things to go. Rather than experiencing it through that collage of memory, you’ll begin to compare it. Of course, there are better views in Tuscany, better infrastructure in Copenhagen, and warmer people in Turkey, but that has little to do with the matter. Your hometown is fine. The thousands of people living in it like their restaurants, their parking, and the gossip that drifts in the air like a mist. The problem isn’t your hometown, it’s you and how you’ve returned.

My hometown, a suburb in South Jersey, a few miles from the Ben Franklin Bridge, was in many ways a utopia. I grew up on a back street with no through traffic, two blocks from a river. My friends and I played build-up-the-army—climbing fences and garage roofs to avoid being tagged. I never worried for my safety. I walked to elementary school and high school, and after college, I returned to live with my parents. Before walking around the world, I didn’t have a bad thing to say about my hometown. I was motivated to leave, but in no way jaded.

Traveling can’t be undone, though.

At the outset of your travels, the unfolding is noticeable. Everything is new and exciting and as you bumble your way across new cultures, the big lessons hit you first—you’re dumb, naïve, and everything you’ve read amounts to nothing. In a certain way, these lessons are easy to live with because they come with a hunger for greater understanding. And for that hunger, there’s food: more travel.

So, you press into ever more remote regions of the world and the unfolding becomes more subtle. Lessons don’t hammer you over the head like they used to. They come in small gestures—a hand to the heart to signify contrition, a pause where before you would have spoken, an invitation accepted rather than feared. With enough time and enough cultures, you become so removed from your past self that you lose the thread of how you’ve grown. The change quits being noticeable and an unnerving quiet sweeps over you because that sense of progress that traveling provided no longer exists.

Nonetheless, your progress continues, whether you know it or not. Once you lose that sense of growth, you become capable of feeling places in a way that was before impossible. You stop seeing the world in terms of individual interactions. You understand that men are small; that geography, history, and government dictate life more than anything aside fortune. This understanding—that man is separate from his failure and success—offers relief but brings frustration. It means the stakes for good systems are unimaginably high and that the great populations oppressed by self-serving government, harsh landscape, or strict culture cannot be helped with the stroke of a pen or the proffering of kind words.

Travel—by that, I mean experiencing places for what they are and allowing those places to change you—is probably more than we were meant to take. It expands your perception, but not your influence. Over time, this incongruence leads to an uncomfortable balance—you see the systems divining people’s fates, but know you’ll never possess the power to change them.

You are, and always will be, human.

Perhaps an underwhelming revelation, but the road to this knowledge is peppered with joys small and profound. Many are born of serendipity, that fantastic and forgotten virtue which veils itself in the unknown and only graces those willing to bump against it. Serendipity leads to bruises and scrapes, but it also marks the path to wisdom. To know the world, you must exist in it. And to exist in the world, you must accept that you will be wrong, that you will be hurt, and that you will be made a fool a thousand times over.

I traveled in a strange manner, by walking with a companion at my side—my dog, Savannah. For seven years we walked the world, covering thirty-eight countries and twenty-five thousand miles. There were stretches of long solitude, particularly in the deserts of Peru and Chile, but Savannah provided me with a baseline of companionship that filled the gaps of isolation. No matter how poorly a day went, each difficulty was forgiven the moment we sat at our campsite and took in how far we’d come.

My desire is to give you our adventure and the memories that glimmer in my mind, but unfortunately there’s no substitute for being there. There are too many details—mangoes hitting the ground, the taste of the air in the Páramo, and knowing what satisfaction comes from walking twenty-four miles a day for years on end. The World Walk is for myself and Savannah only. Still, I’ve done my best to give it to you here.


LEARNING TO LIVE

As snow drifted over the mountain edge, the vision of sliding to a gruesome death was clear in my mind’s eye. I moved a step at a time—tamping out a place to put my foot, finding my balance, then pressing out a place for the next foot. After each step, without realizing it, I crouched a little lower until I was halfway across, clutching the snow with my hands.

“Don’t do that!” called Husnidin. “Stand straight. You have to stand straight.”

Over six years, I had crossed every terrain imaginable, yet taking a single step farther was suddenly impossible. I was slipping; millimeter by millimeter the snow was giving way. So near to the end of my dream, I was going to die in the mountains of Kyrgyzstan.

For most of my life thoughts of death followed me to bed. When I was young, I would place a pillow over my eyes so I couldn’t see, press my thumbs to my ears so I couldn’t hear, then lie perfectly still so I’d lose the sensation of having a body. From there, I would search for a stillness that resembled the nothingness of death, but always as I searched, thoughts crept in. And in death, there are no thoughts.

Whenever that idea resurfaced, my meditation turned to panic and I would open my eyes in terror. Too many nights with that fear forced me to give up trying to imagine death. I wrote it off as something impossible to resolve and I went about my life. I was young, comfortable, and prepared to live the quiet suburban existence laid out for me. Time slipped by in a steady stream, and it might have gone on forever that way, but at seventeen, my delicate peace was shattered.

Lowering the music in his father’s convertible, my friend Kevin answered his phone, then turned to the back seat to tell us our friend Ann Marie had died.

“In a jet ski accident.”

A little while later we sat cross-legged in the front yard of Ann Marie’s best friend’s house. Shannon was Kevin’s girlfriend, my neighbor, and she would die three years later in a car accident. Lines of mascara streaked her freckled cheeks, Britny’s blue eyes were etched red, and tears hung from Kevin’s long eyelashes.

I didn’t cry.

After an hour, I walked across the street to my house to lie in bed and stare at the ceiling.

A few days later, there was a service for Ann Marie. The procession went around the block. People fanned themselves in the sun. The service was closed casket, so I never saw Ann Marie again. Her father, Jack, was broken. Even at seventeen I could see that. I knew him from growing up. He’d been soft-spoken and gentle, but now he leaned forward and had a fretful stare as though perpetually realizing he would never again take a full breath.

From then on, I thought of death obsessively. I carried a pain in my chest that I identified as a bit of Ann Marie—her life caught in me like shrapnel.

Ann Marie and I grew up a block apart, my house on Morgan Avenue and Ann Marie’s on Fern. We walked to elementary school together. Through high school we existed in the same circle of friends. Early on I recognized that Ann Marie was better than me. She was a better student, which wasn’t difficult, but more importantly, she was kinder. She was kind to the point that it annoyed me. When we would spend time together, I spent most of it trying to get her to say anything less than immensely generous, but I never succeeded. She never spoke a bad word about anyone and yet, at sixteen, she was dead.

My senior year began in a fog. I felt death looming over my shoulder, his hand turning the air cold on the back of my neck. I barely slept. Every night, I tried to imagine death like I had when I was younger: pillow over my eyes, thumbs against my ears. But now my thoughts turned too quickly and there was never silence. My grades slipped. The fog thickened.

It wasn’t until someone played Dead Poets Society in class that I found a way out.

“Carpe diem! Seize the day. Make your lives extraordinary.”

My classmate only played a few clips of the film, but I knew in an instant I had found the counterpoint to death that I had been searching for all my life. I would soon be dissolved, but while I lived, I would reach as far and deep into life as I could. Where before death’s inevitability terrified me, it now provided my liberation. With the ending decided, what was left to fear? Only cowardice, only laziness, only a self unexplored—a life not lived.

Carpe diem became my guiding light.

I kept the phrase on the background of my phone. I wrote it idly in my notebook during class. For weeks, I watched Dead Poets Society every night, attempting to absorb the lessons of Thoreau, Whitman, and Frost. I read Walden twice, Leaves of Grass once, and “The Road Not Taken” a hundred times. On empty afternoons I rode my bike to Harleigh Cemetery to sit at the grave of Walt Whitman. What were the essential facts of life? What verse would I contribute? What path less traveled would make all the difference?

Those questions, illuminated by the phrase carpe diem, became the principal sounds troubling my soul. In order to answer them, I had to know myself, and in order to know myself, I had to take action. But for months, despite knowing what I had to do, nothing changed. I read new books, thought new thoughts, and knew at the heart of carpe diem lay action, but I was unable to break from my nature of deference, timidness, and introversion.

My frustration came to a head when I stood on the sidewalk, kicking myself for not kissing Britny yet again.

We’d been on three dates, and I had the chance to kiss her during each of them, but instead, once more, I slunk down the street, sat on the curb, and opened my phone to gaze at the phrase I claimed to be embracing but that seemed to be mocking me. I intoned the words a million times and believed what they promised, but I had yet to act on them. Moments of opportunity abounded, yet I hadn’t grabbed one.

I knew that if I didn’t take action soon, my window of clarity would shut and I would go through the remainder of my life embittered by all the things I should have done.

So I texted her, asking if she would come outside again.

It was cold enough that I could see my breath, but the adrenaline was what made me shiver. I waited for a shadow to pass across the light of her door. I thought of taking my gloves off to hold her cheek with my bare hand, but then she was outside and walking over to me.

I put a hand to her cheek and kissed her.

When we broke apart, she stepped back and smiled. I didn’t know what to say.

“Well, goodnight,” she said, before hurrying back inside.

“Goodnight,” I said belatedly.

Inside me, the universe was expanding, possibilities unfurling like ribbons let loose in a hurricane. I stretched out my arms and leaned my head to the sky. There were only a few stars visible, but I felt a billion passing through me. I felt each of them, the same as I felt every word from Frost, Whitman, and Thoreau. The opportunities I’d been seeing weren’t mirages, they existed just as the poets promised and they held all the potential I imagined and more.

I took off in a sprint, jumping to slap every street sign I passed on the way home.

From that night on, I understood one fundamental truth: an extra-ordinary life exists in the realm of action.

After the kiss, I had no fear of taking action. I saw opportunities as I did before, but I now possessed a decisiveness that was previously dormant. If a single kiss could set me alight, what would happen if I packed my days with the new?

“You should join the swim team,” my best friend Fitz suggested.

I hadn’t been on a swim team since thirteen and I hated every chilly morning, but now waking at 5:00 a.m. to dive in a cold pool seemed like an adventure.

“You should join the one-act,” said my choir teacher.

I had nothing else planned after school in winter, so why not? I joined the production of Once Upon an Island and was cast as a tree, but what better time to socialize than when you’re a tree without lines?

I felt myself growing, changing, learning. Each choice I made, each action I took, revealed new aspects of myself in a way that the passive drifting through life never had. When I took action, I set a course. And through my actions I was able to evaluate what it meant to me to live a full life.

I was already on the course for higher education—I received early acceptance to Moravian College—but what did I want beyond that? Who did I want to be?

I knew I wanted to travel.

Two years prior, I had taken part in an exchange program where I lived with families in Ireland and England for a month. That whetted my appetite, but my desire to travel came more from my father than anywhere else.

In our living room, propped loosely in front of a framed photo, was an image of my dad in the brambles of South Point, Hawaii: hair below his shoulders, arms skinny as the branches around him, and wearing a bright orange shirt that read: SEX, DRUGS, AND ROCK AND ROLL. Throughout our upbringing, our father regaled my sister and me with his many lessons from living under a tarp in Hawaii for four years. He spearfished for food and harvested sugar cane for money. At the time, we made fun of him for telling the same stories over and over, but naturally his priorities grew into us without us noticing.

My mother would never find herself living under a tarp. She was an artist, just not the “living-under-a-tarp” type of artist. It was from her that I knew I wanted a greater understanding of the world. She was a toy designer for most of my childhood, then a freelance artist, a master gardener, and finally a landscape designer. Attached to our garage was her studio. During the day, the sunlight came through a skylight and the paintings that hung to the ceiling ricocheted with color. More often than not, she worked into the night when the skylight revealed the stars. She was a perfectionist, often depressed, and thus either motivated with a fire to see her through fourteen-hour days or caught in some unknowable abyss.

“Be sure to pay attention,” she told me at museums, botanical gardens, or in passing as I sat reading.

For much of my life, I didn’t take her advice. I didn’t understand it. It wasn’t until Ann Marie passed that I understood what my mom meant: Life is here now.

While my dad danced through life, my mom was forced to wrestle it. I fell somewhere between—light enough in disposition to seek adventure but weighted enough in spirit to struggle for understanding.

Toward the end of my senior year, I began looking for cheap ways to travel—cheap because I only had a thousand dollars to my name. What I found first were people taking the rail across Europe. I offered the idea to my cousin, Aileen, who was the same age as me, in a stage of rebellion against her parents, and looking for any way to escape the quiet rectitude of her Quaker high school. She loved the idea, so we set backpacking Europe as our plan for the summer.

With a plan set, I grew even more excited about a life filled with travel. Late most winter nights, I ignored any assigned reading in order to lose myself in a blue light of travel blogs. I read everything I could about backpacking, attempting to divine the perfect order of European capitals until being waylaid by a story about Steve Newman, an Ohioan who had walked around the world in the seventies. After discovering Steve Newman, I found Karl Bushby, an ex-British paratrooper who was in Russia after walking from Patagonia, through the Darien Gap, and swimming across the Bering Strait. Between the two men, they had walked every continent except Antarctica.

Amid that wild unfurling of possibilities that occurred after kissing Britny, one ribbon suddenly illuminated itself above the others—I would walk around the world.

I knew as quickly as that.

Walking around the world was as big an adventure as I could imagine, and it would be deeper and slower than traveling in any other form. Even cycling meant zipping by villages when it suited me, but on foot, I would be forced to spend time in every place—the interesting, the dull, the beautiful, and the ugly. I would see it all.

By seeing the world without bias in my route—other than visa-friendliness—I would see the details of real life. Of course, I wanted to see the beautiful, but I didn’t only want to see the beautiful. If I sought to understand anything, I first had to acknowledge that the world is too complex to seek palatable histories and photogenic places. There isn’t anything made less wonderful for its multitudes and idiosyncrasies. The same goes for attempting to live a full life. A life guided by the essential facts and in search of the essential facts means striving to know the self in all its depths and facets.

Walking around the world would test me at every level. It would bring me to the boundaries of myself.

A few months later, in the same Speech and Communications class that introduced me to Dead Poets Society, I gave a speech outlining how I planned to walk around the world. No doubt I was written off by most everyone; teenagers have wild, unfulfilled ideas all the time. But I meant what I said, and by some quirk in personality, once I made my goal of walking around the world public, I felt there was no turning back. I could imagine few things worse than becoming someone who talks about the great things he’s going to do then does none of them.

I wanted to leave immediately and as the school year neared its end, I broached the idea with my mom.

“You’re going to college,” she stated flatly. “If you have a degree, you have a backstop. You have a minimum. I hope walking around the world works, but you can’t put all your eggs in it. Get a degree then go. You’ll be better for it, and you’ll get more out of it.”

What she knew at the time, but didn’t say, was that I was about as naïve as a person could be and if I started a walk around the world at eighteen, there was a high chance that I would never make it home. I was the soft, untested product of an idyllic North American bubble and being young and inexperienced made me blindly confident. Thankfully, my mom had the foresight to insist I grow up before setting out.

Aileen and I never backpacked Europe. Instead, I installed solar panels to save money and the following autumn, I started at Moravian College. The year after that, I met Layla.

“What is this?” I said, tapping her flip phone at a party. “It’s the twenty-first century. We have smartphones now.”

“I like my phone.”

“That’s because you don’t have a smartphone to look up how out of date your phone is.”

She laughed a singular, sarcastic laugh.

“The first thing I’d look up on a smartphone is where you can get a new shirt.”

Layla flicked a button on my green oxford, then tilted her head and smiled widely and full of braces.

When my dad met her, he said, “She’s full of life.”

In another world we would have married, but after three years together, when she was a few months from graduation, I realized if I continued a life with Layla, The World Walk would grow out of reach. My responsibilities would become increasingly difficult to throw off. We would move in together, buy furniture, build careers, fall deeper in love, and eventually start a family. Part of me wanted those things. All of me wanted them with Layla, but nothing stands alone and each step down one path is a step away from another. I had money to save. I had student loans to pay. By moving out, I’d be spending thousands on rent and food. My loans that might be paid in a few years by living at home would instead take ten years to rid. And who would I be in ten years? What responsibilities would I carry?

So, with an unsteady and unwilling hand, I broke things off. I wanted to be with Layla, but I knew in order to walk around the world, I couldn’t be.

After college, while my friends pursued masters and PhDs, moved in with their partners, and built careers, I lived with my parents. The job I worked every summer through college, installing solar panels, paid as well as it ever had, so in a little over a year, I paid off half of my student loans and began to envision the start of the walk. With a couple more years of work, I would be in good shape. My loans would be paid and I would have enough saved to see me through two years of walking, which I figured was time enough to prove myself and corral a sponsor. But, unbeknownst to me, my parents were losing their house.

My mom lost her job during the recession and the massive solar arrays my dad had lined up to develop were put on ice. My parents, my father especially, had a strong instinct to shield me and my sister from money concerns, so despite my parents being underwater on their house for years, I had no sense of it until my mom approached me in the kitchen one afternoon.

“I hate to ask this,” she said. “But we’re going to need some money to keep the house.”

The severity in my mom’s voice was surprising. Usually, she tended to myself and my sister, Lexi, with the same light touch she used to tend to her plants and paintings. She listened, considered, and offered advice, guiding us this way or that, but rarely, if ever, did she prune us, erase us, or approach us with the directness she did that afternoon.

“How much do you need?”

“Five thousand for now, and we’ll probably need more after that.”

Over the next few months, I wrote my parents more checks. My plan to begin the walk was delayed, but for my family I would have delayed the walk indefinitely if that’s what was needed.

I continued working, living at home, and saving as best I could. But eventually, it became clear that we didn’t have the funds to keep the bank from foreclosing, so my parents stopped asking for money. At twenty-five, three years removed from college, I decided I needed my life to break one way or the other. My parents were easy to live with but I had to begin a life of my own. I didn’t have enough saved to pay off my loans and walk two years. After another year of work I still wouldn’t, but there was no way I was moving out of my parents’ home to pay rent without giving the walk my best shot. Ending my relationship with Layla was meant to change my path, not keep me on the same one without her.

On my twenty-fifth birthday, I resolved to begin the walk before my twenty-sixth.

With a date set, my focus narrowed.


THE UNEXPECTED SUPPORT

I had known for years the route I wanted to take. I drew it with two things in mind—how to walk every continent, and how to do that with as little visa trouble as possible. Under those criteria, estimating I would average fourteen miles a day including rest days, I believed my walk would take five years. My first year would be from New Jersey to Panama City. My second, from Bogotá to Montevideo. At the end of the South American summer, I’d catch a boat to Antarctica. Year three was Ireland, the UK, down Western Europe, and across North Africa. I wanted to walk sub-Saharan Africa, but Africa was enormous, a Gordian knot of visas, and would likely add three years to an already long walk. So, after Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, I would head up Italy, make my way to, then across, Turkey, Central Asia, and all the way to Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. After that it was a few months down the coast of Australia and a six-month homecoming across the US, from the west coast to my front door in New Jersey.

There were only two season-sensitive sections of the walk. To catch a boat to Antarctica, I had to finish the South American section by the end of their summer. That meant if I began the walk on April 2nd, the day before my twenty-sixth birthday, I had a little under two years to make it to Uruguay. During those two years, I would be walking through a perpetual summer—the North American summer for six months, the temperate zone for a year, then the South American summer.

The only other season-sensitive section was the walk to Ulaanbaatar, the capital of Mongolia. That part of the world was so far north that I would only have a brief window to walk it before an impassable winter set in. But that section was years away, and what was currently on my mind were the details of how to begin.

The first thing I did once I knew I was leaving was order a baby carriage that could be attached to the back of a bike. What I learned from the two weeks of total backpacking I had done in my life was that I hated backpacking. I had no desire to attach a seventy-pound tumor to my back for five years. I wanted my things in a cart.

I took the bike carriage to a business off Haddon Avenue, thinking I could have the arm modified to attach to my waist. The Factory Workers was an early twentieth-century theater repurposed into a maker space. I had never been inside, knew no one there, but I figured if I stood around long enough in a place where people built things, I could find someone to build something for me.

I was outside the entrance for only a few minutes when someone approached—a bearded man with the flicker of warmth in his eyes.

“You need some help, bud?”

“I have this baby carriage for a bike.” I pointed to the carriage inside my one-hundred-dollar Jetta. “I need the arm modified so I can attach it to my belt or around my waist.”

“Can you get it out of there so I can see it?”

I withdrew the cart and sat it on the ground between us. He tilted the carriage back by its arm.

“This is aluminum. I don’t have an aluminum welder. But anyway, you’d be better off getting a new arm than welding this one.”

“Could you do that? Build an arm for it?”

“You’re planning on pulling this? With a kid inside? Are you running? They have strollers for that, you know? There are people running Cooper River with jogging strollers all day.”

“I don’t have a kid. I’m planning on walking to South America. I was thinking this would carry my gear.”

The man studied me. It was the first time in years that I told anyone outside my immediate circle that I was planning the walk and I remembered why. It felt ludicrous. Who was I to make such a claim?

“Where are you from?” he asked.

“Haddon Township.”

His crow’s feet pinched. “What street?”

“I grew up in the Bluebird Section, but we moved to Hampton a few years ago.”

“You know the Maros?”

“Fitz is my best friend.”

“I grew up with Sandy. What’s your name?”

“Tom Turcich. You?”

“Tom Marchetty.”

We shook hands.

“Do you rent space here?” I asked. “I’ve heard it’s amazing.”

“I own the place. I could use fifty grand to refurbish the murals, but it’s coming along. How’d you get the idea of walking to South America in your head?”

“Actually, the plan is to walk around the world. All seven continents over five years.”

“You’re best friends with Fitz?”

“Since fourteen or so.”

“And when are you leaving?”

“In six months.”

“You have a sponsor?”

“No, but I’ve been saving for years.”

“You get any press?”

“I’ve haven’t told anyone. I only told you because I need to figure out what to do with this cart.”

“Well, I have friends at the Inquirer and Matt from NJPen.com works at the coffee shop inside. I’ll make some calls and we’ll set up a press conference to get your story out. Are you free now? I can introduce you to the businesses renting space. One of them will sponsor you. Hell, they should all sponsor a kid walking around the world. We need to scrap this bike carriage, though. It won’t hold as much as you need, and you’ll want to push it sometimes. I can build you something tougher and bigger. Something you can lock, too.”

“How do you have so much confidence I’ll actually walk around the world?”

“You don’t look like someone who says something without meaning it. And anyway, the Maros are a great judge of character.” He gestured to himself.

I met Tom a few more times over the next couple months. He was gregarious and willing to talk about my plans in exactly the way I needed. Where I found it painful to promote myself, Tom did it energetically. He introduced me to the businesses renting space from him and helped me find my first sponsor, Wildfire Radio, who promised to host and run my website. When I told Tom how tight I thought I would be on money, he decided to throw a send-off fundraiser at The Factory.

The send-off was scheduled two weeks before my birthday. A month before, Tom called a press conference with the largest newspapers in the Philadelphia area. Soon, journalists were interviewing us and scribbling notes on Ann Marie, my planned route, and what I hoped to gain out of such an enormous undertaking.

Displayed at the center of The Factory, surrounded by lathes, saws, planers, drills, and presses, was the cart Tom had constructed—a metal box with run-flat tires that looked like a white ice cream cart with THE WORLD WALK decals pasted on the side. The cart would hold everything I would need and then some. The newspaper photographers asked me to push it around.

The next day, unbeknownst to me, the owner of another local business was at lunch with his son, reading my story.

While I stood behind the host counter of Indeblue, the Indian restaurant I had been waiting tables at the previous six months, I received a text from a friend I went to high school with, Brian Mehmet. He said his father owned Philadelphia Sign, a local sign-producer, and he wanted to meet me and talk about funding my entire trip. I read the text twenty times to be sure I wasn’t missing something.

A few days later I was meeting with Brian and his father, Bob.

“Are you crazy?” Bob said as he entered his office.

I stood from the sofa to shake his hand.

“No sir.”

“Had to ask.” He took the chair across from me. Brian sat beside him, smiling. Behind them, a wall-sized window revealed a rock garden.

“You’re really going to do this?”

“There’s nothing I’ve been more certain about in my life. And now that it’s in the newspapers there’s no turning back.”

Brian laughed. Bob didn’t seem to notice I had made a joke.

“How much do you think it will cost?”

This was a question I had considered a thousand times over the years and researched endlessly by way of travel blogs, but now I could tell Bob anything. Fifty thousand dollars! Sixty thousand! A hotel every night. Gourmet meals in every city. But there was no need for that. If someone was willing to pay for my dream, that was more than enough.

“I think I could do it on fourteen a year.”

“That’s less than minimum wage.”

“I don’t need much, just food and the occasional hotel.”

“Maybe we’ll put you down as an employee. I’ll ask payroll to figure something out. I want to do something for Ann Marie, too. Maybe we could donate a dollar a mile to her scholarship fund.”

“That sounds great, but just so my intentions are clear: I have to tell you I’m not doing this for Ann Marie. I’m doing it because of her. I don’t want to misrepresent myself. I never thought of this as a charity walk. I just want to see the world.”

“Okay, but it’s important we donate in her name. How many miles will you walk a year?”

“My guess is forty-five hundred.”

“Perfect. We’ll donate a dollar a mile.”

“We should do Shannon’s, too,” said Brian. “They were best friends. You all were.”

The night before I was set to leave, I looked over my things spread across the dinner table with my sister, parents, and my girlfriend, Catherine. After our first date, I told Catherine I was leaving in a year, but that we could enjoy the time we had before I left. She agreed, and she was wonderful, but I never permitted myself to open up to her. After ending things with Layla, I wouldn’t allow myself to get tied to anyone until the walk was finished.

Catherine held up a pack of Spanish flash cards and the Spanish version of The Sorcerer’s Stone.

“What about these?” she asked. “Won’t they be too heavy?”

“I have to learn Spanish before I get to Mexico.”

“You’re going to trash that chair before the week is through,” said my dad.

“It barely weighs a thing.”

“A tarp on the ground weighs less.”

I found space for the chair anyway. It folded to the size of a water bottle. I tucked it beside my camp table.

“Why can’t you just walk across America?” asked my mom, wiping tears from her eyes.

“Because I don’t want a six-month adventure. I want to see the world. I want to see what I can become.”

I took the paper maps of the bike route I planned to follow to Florida and slipped them into my backpack.

“But it’s just so far and you’ll be gone for so long.”

“It wouldn’t be a big dream if he wasn’t,” Lexi put in.

“Call if you need anything,” my dad said. “You won’t be far for a while, but even when you’re in Maryland or Virginia. We know people there. Mitch lives in South Carolina and Michael will be in Virginia next month.”

“Okay.”

“Will you ask for help if you need it?” asked my mom.

“Of course. When I rode my bike to the shore and cut my hand on the spokes, I knocked on doors until finding someone who could help.”

“But you have to be smart, too. Not everyone is nice, Tom. You can be naïve, you know?”

“I know.”

“But most people are nice,” my dad said.

“But not everyone,” my mom interjected.

“But most,” he reiterated.

“Tom. Not now. He has to be careful.”

“He’ll be fine,” said my sister with a wave of the hand.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Just pay attention,” said my mom. “And don’t be an idiot.”

“And meet people,” said my dad. “That’s why we’re here. That’s how you learn places. That’s how you really learn places.”

“I know. I will.”

“He’ll meet loads of people,” said Lexi.

“Are you sure you need to bring so much food? There will be grocery stores all along the east coast.”

I looked at the two plastic crates packed with pasta, bread, peanut butter, jam, granola, trail mix, protein bars, protein powder, dried mango, canned tuna, sardines, and chocolate. My mom had a point. It was more food than I could eat in a week, but I had already bought it, so I figured I might as well bring it.

“It’ll get eaten eventually.”

“I’ll go to L&M for donuts tomorrow,” said my dad. “There will be a lot of people here.”

The next morning, I woke at six. At seven, neighbors and friends trickled in. The first person to show was our neighbor, Bob, a World War Two vet and the person I spent the most time with while living at home. On my free afternoons we sat beside his record player and listened to Tommy Dorsey and Frank Sinatra. Bob gave me his 1933 track medal for good luck. I put it on a chain and hung it around my neck. At seven thirty, I clipped my backpack around my waist and pushed my cart out the front door. All told, there were about twenty people to see me off.

The crowd cheered in our driveway. A camera was slung over my shoulder and a small solar panel dangled from my backpack. Outside my neighbor’s house, I turned and took a photo of everyone. My mom had a napkin to her nose, my sister was smiling, and my dad was waving.

“See you in five years!” I hollered.

Down the block, I turned at my elementary school then onto Haddon Avenue. A few people who had seen me off honked as they passed in their cars. The sky was an unbroken blue. The sun was gold. I thanked Tom outside The Factory, then followed Haddon Avenue through Collingswood until reaching the bent iron fence of Harleigh Cemetery. At the stone gates, I looked in on Uncle Walt. “Oh me! Oh life!”

I was beginning.


A BLISTERED BEGINNING

I woke to the burr of cyclists and the smell of shit, but I might as well have woken to Chopin and roses. It was my twenty-sixth birthday, and I was on an adventure. I was camped on a patch of grass between the Schuylkill River Trail and a sewer treatment plant, but after eight years of saving and maneuvering, I was living the dream I had carried since seventeen.

The Schuylkill River Trail took me to Valley Forge. On the highest hill, I bent over my cart to rest and catch my breath. In front of me was the National Memorial Arch. Through the arch was an American flag and three wooden bunkhouses. In the valleys to either side, a fog rested like a militia of wintering ghosts. When it began to drizzle, I unlocked my cart to find my rain jacket and saw with fresh eyes the sheer quantity of unnecessary things I had brought. My dad was right: the table and chair were absurd, as were the Spanish flashcards and the Spanish Harry Potter. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to toss them just thirty miles from home.

Around midday, the rain stopped. At five, I found a clearing in a forest to set camp. Down the hill, I could make out a house and the smoke leaving its chimney. The house was far enough away that I doubted they’d be able to see light from my camp.

I staked out my bright orange tent, then unfolded my chair and table beside it. At my feet, I boiled water for a dehydrated meal. The rain made the air cold and creeping. I zipped my down jacket to my chin and pulled my beanie over my ears. When a breeze rolled over, raindrops fell from the maples. I ate dinner, lit a cigar, then opened my box of Spanish flashcards to study. For a while, I thought of Layla and the life we might have lived.

After my birthday, nothing went right.

Rain began and didn’t stop. In my great wisdom, I had brought a table and a chair, but no waterproof gloves. My hands were so cold from clutching the cart’s metal handle that when I reached a bus stop or a church awning to escape the rain, it took five minutes of rubbing my hands together before they could make any shape other than a talon.

Even though Pennsylvania wasn’t densely populated outside of Philadelphia, the houses were close enough together that finding somewhere to hide away for the night was nearly impossible. The night before Easter, I slept in a patch of woods tightly encircled by eight houses. The night after that, I camped in a forest opposite a high school where kids walking home spotted me, then shouted and waved. Another time, I didn’t reach a woodland until after dark. When I clambered out of my tent in the morning, I was greeted by a woman shouting and a cop asking if I knew I was on private property.

The bike route I intended to follow to Florida didn’t work as planned either. After the Schuylkill River Trail and the path through Valley Forge, I nearly died a dozen times walking the narrow, sinuous roads that the maps recommended. I had to sprint around one blind bend after another. Twice, I barely made it to the top before a car spotted me and slammed on their brakes. After a few harrowing roads, I flung the maps into the trash.

My custom-made cart was failing in remarkable ways, too. Three days in, when I moved off a road to make space for a car to pass, my cart sank into the earth and its run-flat tire snapped clean in half. Luckily, I was only fifty miles from home, so Bob and the warehouse manager, Pat, were able to drive out two inflatable tires. But after that incident, I winced each time I rolled the cart down a curb and fixated on the things I knew I should toss to cut weight.

I thought because I had been an athlete my entire life that walking every day would be an easy adjustment, but my body wasn’t accustomed to the new demands I was making of it. I was in pain—my knees ached, my ankles were swollen, my feet were blooming with blisters, and my hamstrings cramped constantly. There were times each day that a cramp caught me with such ferocity that I fell to the ground and quickly slung a shirt around my foot to stretch my hamstring and keep it from charley-horsing. During one of those episodes, my grandparents video-called me.

“I thought you were supposed to be walking?” shouted my grandmother upon seeing the grass I was laid on.

“I thought I’d be able to walk more than fifteen miles a day.”

“Oh God. I don’t like this, Tom,” said Pop-Pop while putting his hands to his head. “What’ll happen when you need to stretch in Mexico?”

“My body just needs time to adjust.”

“How are your feet?”

“I’ve got a blister or two. There’s a big one on my heel that I’m waiting to pop.”

“Oh God.”

“It’s fine.”

“Where are you?” asked my grandmother.

“Almost to Maryland.”

“Maryland! Well, hitch a ride home for a pedicure and you’ll be back before nightfall.” She cackled gleefully at her own joke.

By the end of my first week, I had made it to the small town of Parkesburg. I was exhausted, but instead of falling into bed after a long day, I was once again searching for a place to camp. Just outside of town, I came to a patch of woods lining the road. Yellow PRIVATE PROPERTY signs were stapled on every large tree, but from looking at Google Maps, I knew there wouldn’t be another patch of forest for miles, so I left my cart on the road and tramped into the woods. Just a few feet in, my pants were caught with thorns. I loosened each prickle, then navigated a maze of bushes until reaching the top of the hill for a better view. The woods beyond were thornier and more uneven than the area beside the road. There was nowhere to camp.

I returned to my cart and gazed down the road. I could have fallen asleep standing there, but the day was dwindling so I returned to the main road and kept walking. When I cleared the edge of the woods, a pickup pulled over on the opposite side of the street and a man called to me.

“I know you!” he said.

I didn’t recognize the man, but I was eager for any excuse to take a break, so I dropped my cart to a stop.

“I saw you on the news!” The man glanced up and down the road, flung open his door, then jogged over to me. He stretched out his hand and shook mine vigorously.
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