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PREFACE

Dear friends, sponsors, and new readers,


It’s been a long time since we last wrote. But we did promise we’d tell you the whole story one day. As you would only expect from the Eber family, each one of us wanted to have a say.


Memory is a fickle thing. And since we were all concerned that you got the true story, we have included as many actual archival materials about our family’s journey for clean air and asthma as possible: World Bike Bits newsletters that we sent to you, our sponsors, as we pedaled around the globe; stories posted to the World Bike for Breath website by Yvonne (who was eleven at the time) and Anya (who was thirteen); route updates posted from the road; postcards and letters sent back home, and perhaps best of all, the many emails you wrote encouraging us as we struggled to keep pedaling on our journey.


To write our own personal chapters, we had our many journals and notes to referee any sticky details—along with over three thousand photos and two file drawers filled with receipts, tickets, and maps from our travels; newspaper and magazine articles about our ride; personal financial notebooks recording our bank balances as we traveled; and the minutes and bank statements of World Bike for Breath. In the process of trying to reconstruct the past as accurately as possible, some details may have fallen by the wayside. If there have been any omissions or errors, we will have a family meeting, debate some more, and then, hopefully, apologize.








Lost and Found

Paula


Day 197—Shikoku Island, Japan
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“Shosanji. Shosanji.” The petite Japanese farm woman gesticulated, pointing her muddy trowel to a steep mountaintop to our west. I fingered the map in my hands awkwardly. Somewhere our family had taken a wrong turn in between the black lines and strange Japanese characters that wiggled up and down the island of Shikoku on the creased map in front of me. Half an hour ago, I had been certain that our two-thousand-foot descent from the lush mountain ridge behind us would wind downward to a busy urban river of cars, people, and bicycles wending their way into the city of Kamojima. Instead, I stared, tired and hungry, at a tidy patchwork of vegetable fields and this sunburned woman kneeling in the dirt between rows of daikon radishes.


“Wa doku desu ka?” I poked my finger on the map, stumbling over the words that my Japanese phrase book had translated as “Where is?” I had been unable to find a translation for “Where are we?” presumably because the book assumed that the readers (our bicycling family not included in their target audience) had at least a vague idea of where they were and where they were going.


Wiping her muddy hands on the pockets of her gray cotton capris, the woman patiently set down her trowel and stood up. The musky scent of fresh-tilled earth wafted over the map as she traced her finger uncertainly along the lines.


“Shosanji. Shosanji.” She pointed again, squinting toward the sun, which hung low and hazy orange above the jagged mountain ridge to our west. I followed her gaze up the lush, remote valley into which we had pedaled, praying for a sign of a village, a house, a car. Anything but the thick green, red, and yellow tangle of bamboo, fall maples, and Japanese black pine that spread unendingly around the peaks and grooves of the silent mountains surrounding us.


I shivered, sweat clinging cold and clammy to my back in the cooling late-afternoon air, and glanced at my watch. Four o’clock. Not a problem in July but we were at the end of November, with each day getting shorter and shorter. We had an hour, at best two, until dark, I fretted as I turned the map and compass to line up with the slowly setting sun. Shosanji. Or maybe she was saying Chosangi? Or Koshanshi? Nothing. Nothing on the map even closely resembled this name.


“Any luck?” Lorenz peered over my shoulder, munching on a rice cracker. “Figure out where we are yet?”


“Not yet.” I reached into the bottom of the rice cracker bag, famished after seven long hours of pedaling and pushing our tandems up some of the steepest mountain slopes we had cycled so far on this trip. My hand came out empty. “Got any more of these things?”


“Nope, that’s it,” my permanently hungry husband replied. Since arriving in Japan a week earlier, our family of four had been struggling to eke out enough calories from the local diet of fish, rice, and seaweed to keep cycling. Standing six foot tall and accustomed to a more calorie-heavy German diet of sausage and potatoes, Lorenz suffered the most. He carefully peeled the plastic wrapper from the rice cracker in his hand.


“Here.” He offered me the cracker. “You can have the last one.” “Thanks.” My stomach was growling, and I was beginning to feel a little light-headed from hunger. “Is there anything else to eat?”


“We have a pile of persimmons.”


I nodded, remembering a friendly, wizened man in a conical straw hat hurrying up to our tandems as we wobbled slowly past his home earlier that morning, his hands full of freshly picked persimmons from the trees in his garden. We had laughed and smiled, using hands and feet to express our thanks for his unexpected generosity. Now, peering down at the almost empty food pannier, I had an uneasy feeling that perhaps, as he saw us pedaling farther and farther away from civilization, he knew we were going to need the five pounds of juicy orange fruit in his arms.


“That’s it? What about food for dinner?” I began frantically rummaging through the food pannier, pulling out a package of ramen noodles, a crumbled box of fried tofu, a strange bag of unrecognizable powder, and a mound of persimmons.


“I don’t know. Weren’t we planning on stopping at a store in Kamojima?”


Lorenz, Anya, and Yvonne stared expectantly at me, their designated navigator. I didn’t know what to say. I doubted there was a store within fifty kilometers of here.


I plonked myself on the ground, the moist soil still warm from the day, and stared at the map again, willing it to give up the secret of our location. Just then an unexpected sound on the deserted road stirred me from my fruitless map divination efforts. Sputtering loudly, a mud-splashed white van pulled over to the side of the road. A sun-browned hand reached out the window, clasping a brown package tied in string.


“A postman!” Lorenz jumped up quickly, grabbing my map. “Come on! Postmen spend their entire day driving all the local roads. He must know where we are.” He sprinted over to join the Japanese farm woman, who was clutching her package and chattering excitedly to the man in the van. She pointed to Lorenz and the map in his hand, her words flowing past us without meaning.


The postman gazed at the map, turning it left then right, scrutinizing the Roman characters on the page. “Shosanji.” He jabbed his finger decisively at the map. “Shosanji,” he repeated, pointing to a steep mountain peak nearby, the same peak that the farm woman had shown us.


Lorenz and I stared at the spot on the map in disbelief. According to the postman, we had pedaled into an uninhabited mountain region in the middle of the island of Shikoku. On the peak above us stood the Buddhist temple of Shosanji. I swallowed hard as I reread the symbol key on the back of the map: Temple Number 12. How was it possible that I had led us into this sacred, isolated mountain valley, cradling the twelfth temple on the Buddhist pilgrimage route through Shikoku’s famed eighty-eight temples?* Ever since Beijing, I had been hoping that traveling through Asia would get easier with time. Instead, we kept jumping from one crisis to another.


“Bad news.” I swallowed hard as I gazed into the tired faces of Anya and Yvonne. Although they were only in sixth and eighth grade, the two sisters had been pedaling just as hard as Lorenz and me behind us on the tandems. They looked completely exhausted. And it was my fault.


“We’re at least eighty kilometers away from Kamojima. On that mountain over there”—I pointed to the steep peak the postman had indicated—“is the temple of Shosanji.” I indicated our position on the map resting on my handlebar bag.


I saw a look of despair cross their faces as my daughters registered the seriousness of my mistake as their leader. “Somehow at the top of the last pass, we must have headed south down the mountain ridge into this valley instead of turning north to Kamojima and the coast.” I waved my arm hopelessly at the ragged four-thousand-foot mountain range that stood between us and the city. “There’s no way we’ll get there before nightfall.”


“So where are we staying?” Yvonne asked tiredly, pushing the buttons on the cycling computer on my tandem in irritation.


“I don’t know.” I shook my head, looking at the lush valley without much hope. Even finding a spot to pitch a tent looked difficult.


Suddenly, Yvonne looked up with a start. “Hey! Maybe the temple will take us in. I talked to this man once who said that Buddhist temples take care of travelers in distress. We’re travelers in distress!”


I looked at Yvonne intently. At first, when Yvonne had pointed out a signpost or told us she remembered seeing something, we had ignored her. What did an eleven-year-old kid know? But slowly we had come to trust Yvonne’s keen observation skills. She listened. And she paid attention to details we ignored.


“So the man said he was lost once and couldn’t find a hotel or anywhere to stay.” Yvonne’s eyes suddenly widened in enthusiasm. “Someone took him to this Buddhist temple, and they gave him a room with gold-plated taps on the sink.”


I stared at Yvonne. How did she find out these things? Well, it was worth a try. I doubted the taps were gold plated. But maybe the temple would have a room we could stay in.
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The road to Shosanji wound, silent and cool, beneath a dark forest of black pine trees. Swish, swish, our bicycle tires rolled in a soothing hum over the pavement with no other sound but the occasional call of birds and the soft croak of frogs to interrupt the deep evening peace settling on this hauntingly beautiful mountain valley. After a few kilometers, the road turned upward, slithering back and forth like a long green snake as it crept toward the mythical temple of Shosan-Ji. In the fading light, the shadows of the trees grew longer, stretching across the road and down into the thick tangle of vines and ferns cascading to the valley below us.


Faintly in the distance, an even, hollow sound echoed from above us. Klock. Klock. Klock. The wooden beat reverberated through the shadowy trees, growing louder as we pushed forward. Klock. Klock. Klock. Suddenly the road narrowed and angled straight up. I ratcheted the gears down quickly, pushing hard on the pedals as Anya and I wobbled into a tight curve. And then, without warning, Shosanji rose in front of us, the ancient temple’s curved, gray tile rooftops etched starkly against a thin, milky sliver of daylight receding on the horizon beyond. In front of the temple, an enormous wooden entranceway loomed, perched like a gigantic Greek letter π at the top of the mountain. Gazing through the gateway to the silent complex of sweeping pagodas and stone statues, I wondered if we hadn’t just pedaled into an ancient Japanese fairy tale.


Klock, the mysterious rhythm beat out once more. Behind the massive entryway, a set of worn stone steps wove their way to a large water-filled urn. A hollow bamboo reed slowly filled it with water. It paused, tilted, then swung against the black metal edge of the basin. Klock, the reed reverberated across the silent evening.


“A Japanese washing basin!” Lorenz exclaimed. He dipped the large wooden ladle hanging next to the urn into the water and poured the cool, refreshing liquid onto his face and hands, splashing away the day’s sweat.


“It’s so beautiful,” Anya, our imaginative thirteen-year-old, sighed wistfully, gazing up at a cascading mountaintop garden of soft moss shaded by majestic cedar trees. Granite statues and little shrines poked up from the landscape, inviting us to meditate in this unexpectedly lovely mountaintop retreat. But not now. I shivered in the suddenly chill night air, the sweat on my skin clammy and cold. We needed to find somewhere to sleep. And soon!


Following the beams of our flashlights, we guided the tandems over a gravel pathway around the temple. Ahead I glimpsed a dimly lit, low building on a hill above us. Yellow squares gleamed in a grid through a rice screen doorway. A hunched silhouette moved across the golden glow carrying what looked like a thick book. Were these the monks’ dormitories? Maybe Yvonne was right! A warm room sounded wonderful right now. Would we be put in bunk beds? I’d even sleep on the floor on the traditional rice tatami mats.


As Lorenz and the girls waited below, I walked up the hill to the building. Gathering up my courage, I rapped on the door. Tap. Wait. Tap, tap. Pause. Tap, tap, tap. I waited in the silent darkening night. No answer. I looked upward at the sky, at the tiny white light that had appeared above the horizon: the night’s first star. Still no response.


Tap. Tap. Tap, tap, tap. I knocked more urgently this time. To my surprise, a second, even more hunched, shadow hobbled to the door and slid the milky screen cautiously to the side. I stared into an ancient brown face crowned by a smooth shaven head. The monk looked at me expectantly, his dark brown eyes searching for an explanation.


“Do you speak English?”


A shake of the monk’s head sent my hopes plummeting. I rummaged in my handlebar bag, my fingers trembling in the cold night air, then pulled out our picture phrase book.* I opened the page to a picture of four beds and pointed hopefully.


“We’re on bicycles,” I began, mostly to fill the awkward silence between us. The man peered at the picture, then looked up at me quizzically, not understanding. I motioned down the hill to the tandems below, almost indiscernible in the dark as Lorenz, Anya, and Yvonne waved their flashlights excitedly, highlighting a handlebar, an arm, a bag tied to the back rack.


The monk gazed thoughtfully at the tandems, fingering the sleeves of his gray robes. Finally, he nodded in understanding and pointed to our picture book. Flipping through the picture book, he found an image of a tent and pointed to the parking lot below the temple. I looked at him, crestfallen. The Buddhist-temple-as-a-refuge-for-travelers-in-distress plan had turned out to be far from what I had hoped.
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A heavy wind blasted me as I tried to assemble the metal poles of the tent in the parking lot below the temple. It was only November, but high up on this lonely mountain it was bitterly cold. When we had planned our world cycling route, I had imagined Japan to be a warm, tropical country where we could escape winter as we pedaled south away from Russia. How wrong I had been! My frozen fingers fumbled as I tried to insert the poles into each other. I missed, then tried again, my numb fingers unable to guide the poles properly as I shivered uncontrollably.


“I think we should all sleep together in our tent tonight,” I said as I finally clicked the tent poles together and hoisted the fading blue fabric. “We’ll be warmer if we all snuggle together.”


Too tired and frozen to argue, Anya and Yvonne pulled their sleeping bags and pads out of their two-man tent and tossed them into the Taj, our three-man tent. As quickly as we could, the girls and I dove into the Taj to escape the wind, abandoning Lorenz outside to create a miracle meal from the dregs in the panniers. Between the howls of the wind, I could hear the flame on the camp stove sputter on, then out, on again, then out—unable to battle the fierce gusts blowing up from the mountain valley.


“Are you OK?” I peered out the tent door to glimpse Lorenz’s frozen hands fumbling with a gooey powder that should have created pancakes, according to the strange pictures captioned in Japanese on the back of the package. He motioned to me to stay in the tent as a heavy blast pushed the tent poles down, slanting the fabric onto Anya’s and Yvonne’s heads. I scurried back inside and hurriedly moved our heavy panniers to the corners to keep the tent in place.


Finally, half-hypothermic and stiff from cold, Lorenz crawled into the tent and handed out four Sierra cups. The four of us huddled together in a circle around the tent walls, cradling the warm cups in our hands. I forced myself to swallow the sticky, burned, tasteless glop in the bowl, then collapsed into my sleeping bag. For a moment, I gazed up at the blue fabric of the roof, my eyes too heavy to focus. Not exactly a room with gold taps. I sighed in disappointment, pulling the sleeping bag over my head.
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At dawn, the soft sound of singing and the tinkling of bells pulled me from a fitful sleep. I crawled to the tent door and stared out in wonder at the steep curved roofs of the temple of Shosanji rising above a valley of pink-tinged clouds. Pulling two thick sweaters and a pair of pants over my long underwear, I stumbled, half hopping, half crawling out of the tent’s foyer onto the frost-covered pavement of the parking lot. The sharp, cold air struck my lungs like icicles stabbing inside my chest. Numbly, I fumbled for our water carrier, my hands too cold to bend easily around the handle. I hobbled awkwardly up the uneven steps to the water basin, trying to urge the blood into my stiff legs. Around me the temple gardens sat silent and serene, dusted in delicate crystals of ice.


I heard the music again. In between the hollow, haunting klock, klock of the water basin, soft rippling voices and the tinkling of tiny bells wafted up from somewhere down the mountain. I turned toward the singing, picking my way back down the crooked, narrow steps to our tents in the parking lot below.


Three steps from the bottom, I paused, wordless, the dripping Platypus water carrier hanging limply by my side. At the far end of the parking lot, a small group of white-clothed Buddhist pilgrims were weaving their way to the temple, singing and chanting. Tiny silver bells danced cheerfully from the tops of their wooden walking staffs, tap-tapping the rhythm of the slow, even-paced steps of the early-morning pilgrims.


By now, Anya and Yvonne had crawled out of the tent to gaze sleepy-eyed and curious at the approaching figures. The flowing white group paused momentarily in front of our tents, settling briefly like a flock of cooing doves landing on a branch. A bald-headed man stepped out from the group, his brown, wizened skin creasing into a broad smile as he gazed at these two young strangers, with crumpled long underwear and untidy blond hair, camping below the sacred temple. Gently, fluidly, he bowed forward in an age-old gesture of friendship and honor. Then, without speaking, the kindly man stepped forward and placed a mandarin orange into each of the hands of the astonished girls.


“Arigato! Thank you!” Anya and Yvonne called out in surprise, bowing in return.


The group of flowing white jackets billowed forward as the bald-headed pilgrim joined them again—peaceful doves heading home to roost on the sacred mountaintop. For a moment, I caught the bright eyes of the generous gift bearer. We smiled in friendship and understanding. Each of us pilgrims on our own sacred journey.



Notes

* The island of Shikoku is the birthplace of Kobo-Daishi, one of the most revered Japanese Buddhist monks and teachers. Devout Buddhists follow a thousand-kilometer pilgrimage route around the island to the eighty-eight temples and shrines that claim a connection to Daishi.


* We carried a small book that contained pictures to explain what we wanted in the many countries where we could not speak the language: pictures of different foods, street navigation signs, tents for camping, and beds for hotel rooms.









PART I

 BIKING FOR BREATH









Prunes

Paula

IT STARTED SIMPLY ENOUGH WITH A SUNSWEET PRUNES AD:



TASTE HOW GOOD LIFE CAN BE!

WIN $50,000 TO DO WHAT YOU ASPIRE TO DO




a large white-and-black vinyl banner proclaimed in the Safeway produce aisle. The challenge hung enticingly above a stand of brightly colored packages containing Sunsweet’s new lemon-and orange-flavored “dried plums.”

A roast chicken? Or spaghetti with salad, I debated, hurrying the shopping cart past the tempting banner to a stack of red plum tomatoes piled high on the stand nearby. It had been a sloshy, muddy bike ride home from Seattle in the rain. I shivered as water dripped off my raincoat and pooled in my soaking-wet shoes. I couldn’t wait to put on dry socks and eat dinner by the warm fire crackling in our woodstove.

A small sticky hand tugged on my shirt. “I’m hungry.” Yvonne stared up at me, holding up a package of lemon-flavored prunes. “Please.”

“We don’t need those.” I reached for the bag, then paused. Standing patiently next to her younger sister, Anya was clutching a bright orange prune package hopefully. “Well—” They looked so little and tired. It was a long day for them too: eight hours at the elementary school on our little island in Puget Sound and then another three at the Boys and Girls Club after-school program.

“OK,” I sighed and walked back to the Sunsweet prune stand. “Which flavor shall we get? Lemon or orange?” Clutching her lemon prunes, Yvonne stared at Anya. Anya glared back, unwilling to let go of the orange-flavored package. “Or both?” I glanced down to the edge of the stand and suddenly noticed a stack of three-by-five-inch coupons. “If you could fulfill your dream, what would it be? Tell us and you could win,” the coupon challenged provocatively.

On an impulse, I tore off a coupon and stuffed it into my purse.
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That night after dinner, as Lorenz and I were loading the dishwasher, I broached my new plan with classic undiplomatic Paula style—you know, break the news immediately and then pick up the pieces. Somehow I have never learned the art of tiptoeing around a subject and playing touchy-feely for hours until finally you just casually mention what you are really thinking.

“I found this coupon in the store,” I began while rinsing tomato sauce off a plate. “Well, actually, it was a contest. Anyway, I was thinking—”

Lorenz’s six-foot frame stiffened slightly. Whenever I started thinking, it usually meant I had a great idea—the kind that required Lorenz to solve all sorts of impossible practical problems. Early on in our marriage, we naturally drifted into our own career niches. I’m an anthropology professor. I love to research and come up with great theories and plans. Luckily, Lorenz, the engineer, keeps our feet on the ground. Like me, he loves adventure; in fact, he craves it. But when it comes to figuring out how to fit an eight-foot, six-inch tandem bike into a thirty-six-inch shipping box or rewire the kitchen… well, he’s just so good at it, I see no point in interfering in his domain.

“Yes… go on.” He had that cautious tone, which suggested I should probably step carefully.

Sensing that I had already started at the wrong end of the stick, I concluded I might as well just rush in and skip the small talk. “Here.” I pulled out the Sunsweet prunes competition guidelines from my purse.

Wiping his hands on a dishtowel, Lorenz looked at me suspiciously and reached for the three-by-five coupon.
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“Remember at the end of our Alaska bike trip?” I continued, one eye on Anya and Yvonne, who were currently negotiating loudly over whether Samantha or Felicity should wear the black velvet coat I had sewn for their American Girl dolls last Christmas. “We said if we could bike six hundred miles from Fairbanks to Seward—you know, with all the grizzly bears and mountains and remote campsites… Well”—I struggled to make this all sound so very reasonable—“Yvonne and Anya were only five and seven on that trip. And they had a great time.”

Lorenz was studying the contest rules carefully. “Fifty thousand dollars to fulfill your dream? What would that be?”

I took a deep breath and plunged in. “We said if they could bike through Alaska with us”—I swallowed hard—“then why couldn’t we bike around the world with them?”

He laughed. “Bike around the world? You’re crazy!”

I must have looked crestfallen because he took a second look at the coupon. After a few minutes, he handed the rules back to me and grinned cheekily. I suspected he was about to make one of those impossible-to-refuse deals.

“If you get the money, can I pick where we go?” he asked.

I braced myself, wondering what concessions I’d have to make.

“I want to see the South Pacific. Tahiti. Or Fiji.” His eyes lit up as he imagined pedaling along lush tropical beaches, palm trees waving to the sound of crashing waves. “Or both.”

“No problem. You have a deal,” I jumped in before he had a chance to change his mind.

I’m pretty sure he thought I wouldn’t win the contest. But then again, considering that Lorenz was constructing the fuselage of a two-seat, homebuilt experimental airplane in our garage, when it comes to being up for crazy adventures, I’d say we were about even.
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I struggled to concentrate on the student papers heaped on the desk in front of me. Instead of grading yet another essay on Edward Said’s Orientalism, I kept turning the three-by-five-inch ad over and over, reading and rereading the details of the contest. “Entries will be judged without bias, and judging will be weighted on the basis of originality of dream wish (50%), reason for desiring dream wish (30%), and creativity of entry presentation (20%),” the entry rules stated. “Submissions must be five hundred words or less.”

Several years later, a television reporter in Seattle posed the question that has consumed me ever since that day: “Why?”

As she stood beside me, impeccably dressed in a tasteful suit with a perfect no-stray-wisps hairstyle, she did not add the rest of the question. But gazing at the camera in my cycling jersey dripping with sweat, my hair frizzy from bicycle helmet head, I understood her need to know. Why would a family with perfectly good jobs, wonderful schools for their children, a beautiful home—with soft beds and a hot shower—want to pack it all up and head off on bicycles into the unknown?

I stared at the contest rules in my hand: five hundred words or less. I needed something catchy. Unique. Maybe I could try a poem. It was clear I was not going to finish grading the papers. So I pulled out my computer. I should title it—hmm,


Breathtaking Bicycling Sunsweet Prunes Contest Entry

Two dusty world-worn tandem bicycles,

sleeping bags snuggled

by a long-loved stuffed bunny and blanket.

Outside the well-traveled tent

the camp stove sputters into life,

aromas of America, Asia, Australia

floating above the laughter

of two sun-browned blond-haired girls

playing tag.

It wasn’t always this way.

I remember another blond-haired girl

with protruding rib bones and dangling emaciated arms

wheezing, coughing, choking.

When I was diagnosed with asthma,

a blue-lipped gasping toddler,

the helpless doctors shrugged unsuccessful suggestions—

move to the pollen-free desert;

sleep upside down;

take breathing lessons,

allergy injections,

counseling sessions.

Childhood was a blurred haze

of sleepless nights in emergency rooms,

breathless days in steamy suffocating hospital oxygen tents,

long lonely months wasting away while watching

laughing, skipping, jumping children

from my window.

It has been a long journey

traversed by miracle medicines and faith.

Terbutaline, Theophylline, Proventil, Beclovent.

Each new discovery breathing hope into me.

Somewhere I began sleeping under the stars

instead of in oxygen tents;

taking trips to Africa rather than to the emergency room;

and cycling tens of thousands of miles

with my own laughing, skipping, jumping children

while others watched curiously from their windows.

One day, I dream

I will cycle around the world with my family.

Each mile raising another dollar for research;

Each news story about us raising the hopes of another child;

Each day raising my spirit in thanks

that those lonely impossible childhood dreams at the window—

were but reflections of a tomorrow I could not yet see.

I pack the memories into my panniers

and cycle off to a new day

pedals clicking to the rhythm of my breath.

Come, the road calls. Follow me

to lollipopped cotton-candied summer county fairs;

to silent snow-laden mountain peaks

and windswept ocean coastlines;

to craggy castles and medieval nights;

to onion-domed cathedrals and holy days;

past shouting rickshawed drivers shadowed by the Great Wall

and desolate kangarooed desert byways.

Come, the way whispers. Let us share

new stories

new friends

new challenges;

a new hope.

—Paula Holmes-Eber









Putting Asthma on the Map

Paula

THE AWARD LETTER NEVER CAME. I RAN TO THE MAILBOX EAGERLY FOR weeks after the posted award date of August 15. I received plenty of coupons for Sunsweet’s latest line of flavored “dried plums.” Even a few samples. I imagined that the prize went to someone a bit more conventional—someone who wanted to study art in Paris, or to fund the down payment on a house for their five homeless children, or even to go to Africa and run an orphanage. Practical dreams.

After Sunsweet had made the obvious mistake of awarding their $50,000 prize to someone more sensible, I stubbornly forged ahead. I may not have won the prize, but the lemon-flavored prune company had given me a much greater gift: a dream. One that gnawed at my mind and fed on my imagination like an insatiable tapeworm. A dream to change the world.

With the confidence that only the truly inexperienced can exude, I marched off to our local library, returning home with a stack of books on how to start and run a nonprofit organization. According to the various experts, one of the first tasks was to convince a few other equally naive and starry-eyed colleagues to sit on my new nonprofit’s board of directors.
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Five potential board members sat around our long pine dining room table, staring curiously at a large map of the world stretched across its center. Lorenz was describing our proposed journey. He leaned over the colorful map, pointing to a black line we had drawn across the world in an unbroken, continuous circle.

“Our plan is to travel the entire route by bicycle. No cars, buses, trains, or planes. Except across Siberia. And the oceans, obviously. We’ll cycle through twenty-four countries and four continents.” Lorenz’s fingers followed the black line. “Starting in Washington, DC, we’ll fly to Greece—and bike across Europe to Russia. Then we’ll head south through Asia”—his fingers moved over Mongolia and China, then down along the islands of Japan and Taiwan—“across the south Pacific.” He motioned over Australia and New Zealand. “We’ll end by cycling across the US and Canada, coming back full circle to DC, where we started.”

My eyes slid across the faces of our prospective board, worried. I had spent months carefully researching a continuous route that would cross through relatively stable and safe countries and follow the seasons, dropping to the warm southern hemisphere from January to March and staying far north of the hot equator from June to August.* But now, showing the map to my friends and peers for the first time, I was not so sure.

“How are you going to get across Russia?” Tom, the tall, lanky owner of BI Cycle, pointed to an enormous uninhabited region on the map from Moscow to Beijing as he munched on a chocolate chip cookie I had baked for the event. For the past six years, Tom had repaired our bicycles as they came in and out of his shop from our family’s various long-distance bicycle adventures. Replacing bike chains destroyed by sand as we camped and pedaled along the Oregon coast. Overhauling frayed derailleur cables that had done too much shifting while dragging a Trail-a-Bike loaded with camping gear up the steep hills of the Gulf Islands of Canada. And rebuilding a cracked bottom bracket that had crumpled from hauling more than two hundred pounds of kids plus trailer through Alaska.

I nodded, having expected this question. “No roads cross Russia after the Ural Mountains.” I pointed to an enormous region of barren, forbidding, roadless steppe and taiga. “So there’s no way to bike across Siberia—at least not on paved roads. Across that section, we’ll take the Trans-Siberian Railway from Moscow to Ulaanbaatar. And then to Beijing.”

Tom looked at me, puzzled. I pointed to a small dot on the map, south of Siberia. “Ulaanbaatar’s the capital of Mongolia.”

My throat tightened. What were they thinking? For that matter, what was I thinking to propose this audacious journey? Who takes their kids through Mongolia? For the past six months, I had been buried deep in maps and books covering our planned route. Absorbed with the lines, contours, and photos, it seemed perhaps I had lost sight of reality. For the first time in months, I stared at the planned route in front of us, seeing it from my prospective board’s eyes. Crap. They must think I’m crazy!

Who was I kidding? I wasn’t a cycling professional. Or even a weekend racer. Sure, I could bike long distances. But with my asthma, I was anything but fast. I struggled to breathe just pedaling off the ferry to Bainbridge Island. As the hordes of speeding daily bicycle commuters from Seattle whizzed up the hill past me to the traffic light, I huffed and wheezed as I cycled slowly at the back. What was I thinking even suggesting that I could bike around the world?

I could feel my cheeks getting hot. Take a deep breath. Maybe two. I swallowed and pressed ahead, aware I was talking too quickly. “Our goal is to educate people about clean air and asthma. Most people don’t see the link between declining air quality around the world and rising rates of the disease.” I tried to slow down the rapid torrent of words and relax. Instead, my entire face began to feel like it had caught on fire. Was I even making any sense? “That’s why we’re cycling. To encourage people to consider alternate clean-air forms of travel.”

Noticing I was beginning to look more and more like a tomato, Lorenz rushed to my rescue. “On the way, we plan to talk to newspapers and radio and TV stations. The finale will be a fundraising and educational media ride across the US and Canada. The goal is to put asthma on the map. Literally.”

I scanned the faces of my guests, unsure of their reaction. Curiosity? Disbelief? Excitement?


“How do you plan to raise the money?” Maureen, a doctor at the Winslow Clinic, asked, her long dark hair brushing the table as she reached for one of the mugs of tea I had set out.

I swallowed hard. My nonprofit fundraising experience was limited to selling Campfire Girls candy in front of Safeway with Anya and Yvonne. But I had watched many of my friends raise money for charity by running marathons or biking in organized events. It seemed easy enough to me. “Through individual and corporate sponsorships. Sponsors will receive special newsletters and updates from our website as we cycle around the world. Our goal is to cycle fifteen thousand kilometers.” I penciled the numbers on a piece of paper. “So that would be one hundred and fifty dollars for someone sponsoring us at one cent per kilometer.”*

“Well, it’s certainly ambitious!” Maureen said. She gazed thoughtfully out the wall of windows lining our dining room. It was an unexpectedly lovely May evening, with no rain and few clouds—a welcome break after the wet, gray Seattle winter. The sky spread crimson over Manzanita Bay below, glimpses of the water poking through a grove of tall red cedars towering over our A-frame house. “But maybe it’s just what I need right now. A way to feel like I’m doing something more than just working and raising a family. Being part of something larger than me.”

I understood that feeling—a hunger to live a meaningful life, to not drown in the dailyness of kids’ carpools, trips to the vet, and cleaning the house on weekends.

“If no one else wants the job, I’ll volunteer to be the treasurer.”

“Treasurer?” I looked at her in surprise. Maureen just didn’t seem the type to like accounting. She was one of the most compassionate and caring doctors on the island. Somehow, I had always assumed that her husband, Brett, an engineer who was currently a stay-at-home dad, managed the family finances as well as running the household and arranging playdates with our daughters.

“You won’t believe it, but I was a bookkeeper before I went to medical school,” Maureen explained. “After a couple of years sitting alone in a room talking to numbers, I admit I was very motivated to become a doctor.”

Sitting next to Maureen, Tom broke into a wide smile as he began to visualize the trip. “Wow! What an adventure! Well, if anyone can do it, I guess it’s you guys. I’m in. I just wish I could join you.”

I felt a sudden lump in my throat and swallowed hard. Tom—a former racing cyclist—thought we could do this? He believed our journey was possible? Maybe it was!

Debbie spoke next. “You can count me in. You’ve been talking about nothing else for months on our ferry rides to work together.” She laughed. “How could I say no?”

“Me too,” Linda said. “As a pediatrician, I see children with asthma every day. It’s a good cause.”

I looked hopefully at our last guest: Matt, a young, sandy-haired business attorney.

“I can’t be on the board,” Matt said. My heart sank. We needed someone to help with the confusing pile of legal incorporation documents, 501-(c)-3 filings, and other requirements I had printed out from the Internet. There was no way I could handle that myself.

“That would be a conflict of interest if I’m going to provide you with pro bono legal advice.”

I gasped, hardly able to believe our good fortune. A new board and a free attorney! I opened my mouth, but before I could speak, Matt continued, getting down to business right away. “We’ll need a name for the organization so I can start filing the papers—”

Around the table, the seven of us toasted World Bike for Breath, our new charity, with mugs of tea and cookies, dreaming of adventure, challenge, an exciting purpose. Oh, how little we knew!


Notes

* Initially, we planned to cycle in a westerly direction. But to follow the seasons to the best advantage, we ultimately switched the route to head eastward. Since the prevailing winds around the world go from west to east, this route traveled with the wind—at least in theory.

* With the exception of Liberia, Myanmar, and the US, the entire world calculates distance in kilometers, a convention we followed on our journey—except in the US, where we switched to miles to match the distances on the road signs.









Top Ten Ways to Fall Off a Tandem Bicycle

Lorenz


	10. Since riding around the world on a tandem bicycle is still just a crazy idea in my wife’s head and none of us has actually ever ridden a tandem, I ask our friends Maureen and Brett to lend us their tandem for training. Being an expert on all things bicycle, I kindly refuse Maureen’s guidance on how to get on this contraption, and in my infinite wisdom I place Anya, the stoker (or rear rider), onto the tandem without me while the tandem is still standing on its bike stand. Promptly the wimpy bike stand snaps, and Anya sprawls onto the driveway. I explain to Maureen that the bike stand is obviously not strong enough and generously offer to buy her a better, stronger one.

	9. After installing the better, stronger bike stand, I roll Maureen’s tandem out onto my driveway and raise it onto its new stand. I mount the front seat of the tandem alone. Promptly, the stronger, better bike stand collapses, and I sprawl onto the gravel. Picking myself up, I have to admit that, sadly, the quality of bike stands has been steadily declining in recent years.

	8. Tom, our local bike store owner, advises me to get on the tandem first and, while straddling it, let Anya, the stoker, climb on without the stand. In light of the current quality-control crisis in bicycle stand manufacturing, I grudgingly adopt this makeshift method of mounting a tandem. Surprisingly, the method actually works. Unfortunately, some previous misguided tandem captain has left the shifters on the tandem in the highest gear. When Anya and I step into the pedals, there is nearly infinite resistance. We totter and fall onto the parking lot asphalt. Humiliated by the public scene, Anya threatens never to get on a tandem again. I swear to her that I will keep saboteurs away from our tandems in the future.

	7. Instituting a mandatory preride shifter inspection rule to prevent tampering by saboteurs, Anya and I mount using Tom’s method. Eureka! We manage to pedal around the block. I am ecstatic and have to admit to myself that I am a natural at tandem bicycling, a born tandem captain. Around the next corner, Grow Avenue rises in a steep hill. Nothing against Maureen and Brett and their cumbersome tandem, but the tandem decides to shift very slowly and the gears jam. Unceremoniously, Anya and I fall into the ditch. Dusting off her dirty clothes, Anya suggests that I ride the tandem with someone else in the future.

	6. I convince Paula that it is time to buy a more responsive, better-shifting tandem of our own. A divorcée in Yakima has put up an ad for an almost-new Trek tandem. When we meet the woman, she promises that the tandem has only been ridden once. Apparently, she filed for divorce immediately after that. Paula and I bike off happily on a test ride. I muse that this is a wonderful way to spend time together as a couple. Gliding down deserted country roads, this truly is quality time, a rejuvenation of our marriage. At the next lonely stop sign, I decide to push through the abandoned intersection. Misguidedly, Paula decides to obey the law and stops the pedals. The tandem jolts, and I lose control. We skid into the stop sign and fall onto the shoulder. In the heated exchange that follows, divorce is threatened on both sides. Bizarrely, we buy the tandem anyway.

	5. The world bike ride is now being planned in earnest. Our friend Eric, the photographer, schedules a photo shoot for the official World Bike for Breath brochure. I convince Anya that our new Trek tandem is much easier to ride, and we head to Hidden Cove, where Eric has set up his photo gear. We feel very important, this being our first photo shoot. It’s like being put on a movie poster. I feel that we must look dashing, experienced, and daring, like real adventurers. On our first pass, approaching the ominous black camera lens, I notice that my raincoat is unzipped and take my hands off the handlebars to close it. At the same time, Anya notices a strand of hair out of place and tucks it in with rather quick jerks. I lose control, and we run off the road and into some blackberry bushes. Note to self: never take both hands off the handlebars of a tandem when feeling vain.

	4. The Burley bicycle company has committed to be our prime sponsor for the world ride! They invite us to their factory in Eugene, Oregon, and give us free pick of any bike they make. Naturally, I choose the most expensive, coolest-looking bike they have, called the Softride. Paula, being conservatively unimaginative, picks the traditional steel frame Duet. My Softride is a marvel of modern engineering and sports a flexible cantilever carbon fiber boom for the stoker to sit on, promising unmatched rider comfort. We strap our brand-new bikes onto the roof of our van and proudly take them home. The next weekend we test-ride the bikes on San Juan Island. For some unexplained reason, Anya has convinced Yvonne to ride on the Softride with me, preferring to cycle behind her mom on the boring Duet tandem. Behind me, Yvonne is loving the gentle flexing of the carbon fiber boom and is listening to music on her MP3 player. When the Spice Girls blast “Wannabe” into her headphones, Yvonne starts dancing behind me on the bike. The Softride instantly picks up the vibrations and escalates itself into increasingly uncontrollable harmonics. Like the doomed Tacoma Narrows bridge, the bike begins to buck, and the handlebars are torn from my hands. Picking clods of dirt off my sleeve, I vow to beg Burley to replace the Softride with another Duet.

	3. Burley, bless their hearts, replaces the Softride with a beautiful green Duet tandem. We now have a matching pair. At the Seattle Bike Expo, a bike dealer convinces me to buy four pairs of cleated pedals and bike shoes that lock into them. He says that cleats can boost your cycling power by 30 percent because now your legs can push and pull on the pedals. We install the cleated pedals on the tandems. The dealer is right, these cleated pedals are amazing… until we get to the first traffic light. We stop, but we’ve forgotten how to twist our feet out of the pedals. Our feet are glued to the pedals! Like two planks, the tandems and Ebers keel over and flop onto the road.

	2. Since we will be carrying hundreds of pounds of gear on our Duet tandems, Burley is worried that the standard brakes on the bikes are not strong enough to stop the tandems when we sail down the long mountain passes we’ll be crossing. Burley adds an extra drum brake to the rear wheels of our Duets and levers on the handlebars to activate them. When set, the drum brakes create an enormous amount of drag, preventing the bikes from becoming runaway trains on a downhill. On our final gear check-out ride in California, just four months before our departure date, Yvonne and I sail down a two-mile-long hill into Oxnard. We put on the drum brake and voila! The descent is a piece of cake. No need to squeeze the standard caliper brakes at all. We watch the beautiful scenery going by as we zip down the hill and totally forget that the drum brake is set. At the bottom is an immediate uphill. Instead of coasting into the uphill, the bike grinds to a halt and flops over. Scrambling out from under the tandem, Yvonne asks with gritted teeth, “Anyone around here maybe forget to switch off the drum brake?”



And the number one way to fall off a tandem bicycle is:


	1. I walk into our garage to grab my commuting bike to ride to work, as I do every day. The bike has a flat. No problem, I say, and decide to take my road bike, which incidentally also turns out to have a flat. I cast around for other options, and my gaze falls on the green tandem. Perfect, why not ride the tandem to work alone? Who needs a stoker anyway? I get on the tandem and set off to work. It’s a beautiful day, and I go fast as I enter the trail through the woods that takes me to work. I am daydreaming and forget I’m riding an eight-foot-long tandem instead of my zippy commuting bike. I scream down the hill to the bottom of the trail, where suddenly there is a sharp turn to the left. I turn to the left and nothing happens. I turn harder. Very little happens except that the cedar tree directly in front of me grows larger. I feel like I am commanding an ocean liner instead of the speedboat I am used to. The cedar tree now fills my entire vision. Bam! My vision goes black, then I see tiny yellow, pink, blue, and red stars—very beautiful. I wake up lying on top of my tandem in front of a badly marred cedar tree. I limp home. I think I’ll go to work another day.











World Bike for Breath Funds Asthma Clinic in India
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Fogg

Paula

“HEY, HOW’S MY BIG GIRL?” MY DAD PEEKED HIS HEAD AROUND THE door to my room.

He’s home! My heart jumped. It was my favorite moment of the long, long day in bed.

“Doing OK,” I answered, fighting to pull myself up in the small single bed—an impossible project since the foot end was elevated ten inches on a pile of bricks, making my body slide into the headboard in miserable contortions.

“Here, let me help.” Daddy grabbed two pillows from the floor and stuffed them behind me, trying to find a position in which I could sit comfortably in this upside-down bed. It was the latest stupid doctor idea: lie in a bed with my head lower than my feet. Supposedly by sleeping at this awful angle, the blood and oxygen in my toes would flow downhill to my lungs and help me breathe. But I knew better. They just wanted to suffocate me faster. Or kill me with excruciating headaches. It was obvious the blood just skipped my lungs and rushed straight behind my eyeballs, pulsing endlessly in a head-splitting rhythm.

I straightened out my favorite pink nightgown with the frilly lace collar. “Can you read me another chapter? Please?”

“Sure. We have a little bit of time before Mommy finishes dinner.”

I reached for the pile of books that had been my best friends for the past two months. The enormous stack from the library sat in a special place on my bedside table, next to two half-full water glasses, an uneaten bowl of soup my mom had made me for lunch, piles of Kleenex filled with sticky sputum, and my “monster inhaler.” All I had to do was breathe one puff of the white monster and my pulse raced to two hundred million beats a minute. As much as I hated the upside-down bed, I loved the monster. It had saved my life hundreds of times. No, I mean it. I really would be dead now without it. Every time I would think for sure, absolutely no question, this time I would in fact suffocate in a world of unobtainable air, one squirt from the monster would haul the enormous, lung-squishing elephant off my chest. And suddenly, miraculously, air, wonderful whooshing air, would pour back into my lungs.

“Where were we?” Daddy asked, holding the latest book. On its cover was a picture of a train, a steamship, and an elephant (a nice-looking one, not the lung-squishing kind) carrying two men—one in a black top hat, the other in a pith helmet—and a beautiful woman in a sari. Scrolled across the top of the book was the title Around the World in Eighty Days.

“Passepartout and Phileas Fogg just rescued Aouda from the fire. And now they are running away through India!”

“They did?” My dad looked at me in shock with that mischievous twinkle in his eye that I so loved.

“Yes, Daddy. Don’t you remember? The Indians were about to throw Aouda on the funeral pyre.” I giggled. It was a little game we played—my dad pretending he couldn’t remember or didn’t know something. It was a game we would play for the rest of our lives—testing my memory, checking my facts and assumptions. It forced me to think critically, to examine issues carefully, and, ultimately, to love the logic of scholarship and research.

“Burn Aouda? Why would they do that?”

“Well, because her husband died. You know. It was a custom they used to have. Kind of like the Egyptians. The husband needed his wife in the next world.”

“Oh dear! How dreadful! Well, we must see what happens to Aouda then.” His lips struggled to hide a pleased smile as he flipped through the book to find the right page.

“Daddy?”


“Yes,” he answered absentmindedly, skimming the pages to find the chapter.

“Can you really go all the way around the world?”

“Well, sure. Today we have airplanes. You can do it in a couple of days.”

“No. Not that. I mean, really travel all the way around the world. Seeing all the countries. Meeting the people and having adventures. Like Phileas Fogg and Passepartout.”

“Hmm. I don’t know. I guess it depends on the countries you travel through. I suppose you could, theoretically. Depending on your route.”

“Well, I’m going to do that then!”

My dad looked down at me, tousling my hair. “Sure, honey.” He looked away to the pages of the book, trying not to let me see his concern.

“But first, let’s get better. OK?”
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I stared at the wooden A-frame ceiling above our bed, unable to sleep, trying to block out the lost childhood dreams. Occasionally a flicker from the glowing woodstove below played on the ceiling above our bedroom loft, creating eerie dancing figures above my head. Next to me, Lorenz lay wrapped in the heavy blankets, a solid, silent form. Asleep. How could he possibly just lie there, happily slumbering away, while everything we had worked for was falling apart?

Relax my shoulders. Count to ten. Fifty. One hundred. I tried to avert my gaze from the dancing figures overhead, pointing grotesque fingers at me accusingly. I’d failed! One hundred one. One hundred two. I sat up, pushing the crumpled sheets away. This stupid counting was a waste of time! Just like going over and over our finances. We had barely $15,000 in our personal savings account. That would pay for one person to bike around the world. Not four!* Where were we going to find the other $45,000 in the next three months? There was no way we were getting on a plane to Athens on May 7 and pedaling off into the sunset. Maybe we could leave later? Instead of on World Asthma Day? I shook my head, thinking of the impossible logistics of changing dates now. Any later and we’d be going through Russia in the dead of winter. No, not an option.

Were those eerie dancing figures on the ceiling actually laughing at me? I pulled my knees up and tucked my head, curling into a ball, hiding from the accusing faces. Get a grip! Those faces aren’t real. They’re just flickering lights from the fire.

I bit my lip, pushing back tears. Two years. Two long hard years. We’d come so far since that first hopeful board meeting. Where had I gone wrong? It had all seemed so easy in the beginning. My stomach lurched as I thought about the many dedicated friends who had helped us start World Bike for Breath. Mike, our favorite Microsoft tech nerd, who’d immediately volunteered to build our website for free. My sister, Tina, and her husband, Gabriel, an art director. What a stunning fundraising brochure they had created with our beautiful purple-and-black logo. Our friends Eric and John, who had taken professional photographs for the website and brochures. So many friends and neighbors had helped hold fundraising events, marched in the Fourth of July parade with us, and sponsored our dream. It had all seemed so possible, sitting with my friend Eileen in my crammed home office, recording donations, while Anya and Yvonne built forts with their friend Electra under the tall cedars outside. They had all believed in us. And I’d blown it!

How naive I’d been to count on the pharmaceutical companies for a large donation to World Bike for Breath. Why on earth had I thought that Merck or Schering-Plough would want to donate money to our tiny organization? Just because I had asthma? So did twenty-five million other Americans! I bet they’d taken one look at the ridiculous proposal that a woman with asthma would think she could bike around the world with two kids, laughed hysterically, and burned the documents.

Stop! I shouted silently to the mocking figures on the ceiling as I slid back down in the bed. We’d come so close to succeeding. We had! What about our six great outdoor corporate sponsors and all the other businesses that had sponsored us? Or our three partner asthma organizations?* And World Bike for Breath had raised over $20,000. Didn’t that count for anything? I sighed. Yes. But at least half of that money was supposed to go for asthma programs and research. No, it was nowhere near enough. I swallowed hard as I faced the grim reality. We were not going.

I struggled to wrest the covers back from Lorenz, who was now wrapped like a mummy in all the sheets. How could he sleep so soundly? We were so compatible in so many ways. And yet so different. I attacked problems, held on to them, and worried them like a dog with a bone. Lorenz? He happily went to sleep, figuring the problems would solve themselves by the morning. I envied him.

I groaned. What were we going to do with all the donations? Did we simply roll in to the Burley factory with our used Duet tandems and say, “I’m sure you can polish off the scratches and put on new tires. Really appreciate the loan.”

Should we send our used panniers back to Arkel? What about the tents from REI? And the muddy raingear from Patagonia? What about the sponsorships from all our friends and family who had already donated for the kilometers we would never pedal?

We’d come so close. We’d done so much right. Except raise enough cash. I stared at the accusing, flickering figures laughing from the ceiling, tears creeping from the corners of my eyes. We’d never see Ulaanbaatar, let alone make it to Washington, DC. All that hard work—for what? My breath pulled in sharply as I thought of the asthma clinic we had already helped fund in Calcutta.* At least we’d done something good with all this fundraising.

Suddenly, I bolted upright in bed. Cold beads of sweat ran down my back. I stared unflinchingly at the flickering shadows on the ceiling. Determined. Clear. I knew what we had to do.
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My hands trembled as I walked out of the bank holding a check for $30,000. Had we done the right thing remortgaging our house and using up every penny of our savings to go on this journey?

“Are you OK?” Lorenz asked as I stood frozen on the curb by our car.


I twisted the check around and around in my fingers, wishing it would miraculously double. Even after refinancing our house, we were still short $10,000.*

I nodded and replied, “I’m fine. Just totally excited! And terrified! All at the same time.” I stared down at the check in my hand and frowned. “I’m sure we’ll find a way to fund the last part of the journey—across the US to Washington, DC. Right?”

“Listen, let’s not worry about the rest of the money until we get back to Seattle.” Lorenz put his arm around my shoulders, then grinned cheekily. “Who says we’ll even make it across Europe? We’ll probably kill each other long before we get to Moscow!”

He was right. Who knew what challenges and great adventures lay ahead of us?

“Well, there’s only one way to find out.” I tossed my head in determination and waved the check in the air. “OK, world—here we come!” I wrapped my arms around Lorenz as he swung me in an excited dance. “Next stop, Athens!”


Notes

* We had budgeted an average of $15,000 per person for the sixteen-month trip, for a total of $60,000.

* We partnered with International Asthma Services, the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America, and the American Lung Association—all designated recipients of the funds we raised.

* World Bike for Breath provided medical supplies for International Asthma Services’ new clinic in India.

* World Bike for Breath paid $5,000 to cover the costs of our health insurance and flights to Athens. Combined with $15,000 from our savings and $30,000 from refinancing our home, we had a total of $50,000.








PART II

 TANDEM TRIALS









An Ill-Fated Odyssey

Lorenz


Day 2—Athens, Greece

Our odyssey began as we stared bleary-eyed at a stopped luggage belt in the Athens International Airport. At our feet lay six bicycle panniers, two bicycle wheel bags, and one large gray suitcase. The luggage belt had absolved itself from any further motion with disheartening finality, and it dawned on me that the other gray suitcase, containing our second brand-new custom-designed tandem bicycle, was never going to come. I had feared this scenario might happen in Mongolia, halfway around the world, but it had never occurred to me that we might lose a bicycle before we even started pedaling.

When we inquired about the missing bike, the luggage handler made us understand with a lot of hand waving that there was only one gray suitcase on the plane.
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“Always I unload aeroplano myself. Only one valitsa,” he said with conviction.

As I closed my eyes in frustration, I could just see the grinning luggage handler and his hazel-eyed girlfriend pedaling past ancient marble ruins and into the Greek sunset. They were riding a glinting, brand-spanking-new, irreplaceable tandem bicycle—ours. There was nothing else to do but to fill out the lost luggage form and hope the baggage handler’s girlfriend preferred sailing to tandem bicycling.

“Don’t worry. Always I find,” said the luggage handler when I handed him the form.

Sure, you’ll find it—right in your own garage, I thought as I walked away, clutching my lost-baggage receipt.

Outside the airport, we caught a city bus that brought us to our hotel. Almost. The bus dropped us off at the edge of the largest city plaza I have ever seen. The plaza, Syntagma Square, was easily a quarter mile across. At the far end, small but clearly visible, stood our hotel. Squinting and shielding my eyes with my palm, I contemplated lugging our nine overloaded bags across the daunting distance of hot, glimmering paving stones.

“Hey, there’s a taxi,” Paula cried out, waving her arms excitedly to get noticed. “The taxi can drive me and the bags to the hotel, and you guys can stroll on over.”

The taxi stopped, and we managed to just shove Paula into the diminutive Fiat after we compressed the last bag into the back seat.

“Ciao. See you over there.” She grinned, pointing across the plaza, obviously pleased with having hatched this clever plan. The kids and I rambled across the plaza and stopped at the central fountain, cooling our feet in the bubbling water to briefly escape the afternoon’s blistering heat. When we reached the stoop of our hotel, Paula stood in front of our humongous luggage pile, fuming.

“That taxi driver charged me twelve euros! One euro per bag and three for me! To drive a total of three minutes!”

“Well, it’s a good thing we lost a suitcase then. One euro cheaper,” I said, grinning, trying to cheer her up.

She gave me a glowering look, and I decided it was best not to mention that if we had stuffed the additional missing suitcase into the taxi, Paula would have had to ride tied to the roof of the tiny car. Over the years I have learned there are times when my entertaining mental pictures are best kept to myself.

Paula stared in the direction of the departed taxi. “What a crook. That trip should have cost three euros max! I want my money back!”

“Why did you pay him?” I asked gingerly, knowing very well that in situations like these my wife was best handled delicately.

“I tried not to, but he started to drive off. Threatened to leave with our luggage.” Paula threw herself onto the surviving gray suitcase, looking hot and defeated. “That thief. If I ever see him again…”

I entertained myself with mental images of Paula setting the tiny taxi on fire and pushing it, grinning, into the sparkling Aegean Sea. Maybe, for good measure, she’d pull our tandem from the baggage handler’s hands and throw him and his dark-haired girlfriend into the sea right behind the flaming Fiat.

“Well, the hotel looks nice,” I said, moving away from fantasies of revenge and toward sleep. “Let’s just go to bed, and I’ll bet tomorrow will look much better.”


[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]


After a good night’s sleep, the next morning did indeed appear much improved. The luggage handler’s girlfriend had apparently put her foot down and refused to be seen on an odd-looking double bike, which had miraculously led to a midnight delivery of our lost tandem. Overjoyed, we went to a scrumptious breakfast in the quaint hotel lobby, its walls painted with frescoes of ancient temples and statues. Our celebration lasted just long enough to finish our coffee, at which point the front desk clerk informed us that additional nights in this lovely hotel would cost us 140 euros. The rates had just changed to high season. With our Athens budget being only sixty euros per day, we found ourselves back in the hot, dusty street by the clearly posted noon checkout. This time with not nine but ten humongous pieces of luggage.

A fierce negotiation with the next taxi driver before we got into the cab landed us for a much more reasonable five euros in front of the Pella Hotel, painted entirely in peeling midseventies orange.


“You’re kidding, right?” said Yvonne, staring in horror at the dilapidated building.

“Let’s just give it a look. Often these places are charming inside,” I said, trying to convince myself more than anyone.

The place was not charming inside. In fact, the place was a dump. When we stumbled into the hot, dark, abandoned lobby, I vaguely noticed a red light near the floor. Thinking nothing of it, I dragged my load of suitcases through the light beam. Instantly a deafening siren pierced our ears. A disheveled woman in a dirty dress raised herself, bleary-eyed, from a cot that stood behind the rickety reception desk. Pointing at the laser beam with some pride, she said something unintelligible over the din that I interpreted as “No sneaking around in my place!”




OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
FALCON®





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
FALCON®





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_006.jpg
Shosanji

SHIKOKU





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_007.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg
TURKEY





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg
Lo aBIKENBILS

Bis and storics aboul Work Bike for Breath. A Bullctin for spomsors. Volume |

World Bike for Breath
funds asthma clinic in
India

With the arival of a computerized spirometer,
oximeters, nebulizers and peak flow meters
donated by World Bike for Breath, a new
pulmonary lung function laboratory is
opening this December to treat an estimated
20,000 people with asthma and lung diseases
in Calutta, the city made famous by Mother
Teresa

The new laboratory will be part of an asthma
clinic run by International Asthma Services.
Services will be provided at minimal to no
cost.“We are very excited about funding this
clinic,” says Paula Holmes-Eber, President of
World Bike for Breath, “Since respiratory
illnesses are the leading cause of death of
children in the developing world, we felt that
our sponsors would be proud to be part of
such an important international project.”

Welcome World Bike
for Breath Board!

Paula Holmes-Eber, PhD
Maureen Koy MD.

Tom Clune, Owner BI Cycle
Linda Warren, M.D.
Deborah Wheeler, PhD

Did you know?

¢ 1in 10 Americans has asthma
.

decreasing air quality, especially in cities
is correlated to this change

* Each year as many Americans die from
asthma related causes as from AIDS

* Air pollution kills over 7 million people a
year

With appreciation to
our volunteer staff

Mike Culver—Web design and maintenance

Eric and Cheryl Fox—Visual media

Eileen Magnuson—Office administration

Gabriel Perez-—Graphic design and
brochures

Matt Topham—Legal Counsel

Many thanks to our

World Sponsors

Arkel Over Designs
Burley Design Cooperative
Cascade Designs

MSR

0Old Man Mountain
Patagonia

REI

T-Mobile
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