
		
			[image: Cover Image]
		

	
		
		

		
			[image: ]

			
			

			First published in 2024 by Elise Rose Richmond

			Port Arthur, Tasmania, Australia

			www.eliseroserichmond.com

			Copyright © Elise Rose Richmond 2024

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any other information storage retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

			National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-publication entry:

			Take It Outside / Richmond, Elise Rose

			ISBN: 978-1-7635511-1-4 (Ebook)

			Category: Memoir / Adventure Travel

			Cover and internal design: Nada Backovic

			Cover image: Main image/Yok Chaiwat and background images/ J. Schiemann 
and Jack Krzysik on Unsplash

			
			

			


			For Mum. 

			If strength is learned, 
you have been my greatest teacher.

			
			

			Introduction

			I urge you to go outside. 

			Pour yourself a morning brew and wander out into whatever beauty the sky has to offer today. Let the breeze tickle your face as you stare at the clouds for no other reason than to have a moment to yourself. 

			In that moment, consider letting nature’s little discomforts in every now and then: the wind, the rain, and the dirt; the healing elements we’ve tried to abolish for a more comfortable way of life. Cook on a fire, eat with your hands, and sleep under the stars. Wear the same clothes a few days in a row, then, if you must, wash your single pair of socks in the river and hum to yourself as they dry. When the opportunity arises, be more naked than clothed outdoors, and remind yourself how to enjoy your body again. Commit to enough time in the wild that your apartment, and all those things you thought you could never live without, being to blur.

			You cannot overdose on nature, so, whenever the opportunity arises, gulp it down in large quantities. Get so lost in yourself outside that you uncover those endearing pieces of your soul forgotten underneath countless emails and to-do lists. When you can’t find the time for big doses, take little nibbles of nature as often as you can: lie on the grass without a rug, let the sand stick to your feet, and stroll through the storm without worrying about your hair. 

			Take this book and find a tree with soft sunlight sifting through its branches. Rest there with these pages until the guilt of not being busy leaves you. I can’t promise all your problems will be resolved when you return home, or that there won’t be moments in your future that threaten to split you in two. What I can promise is that the outdoors will always be there for you if your days feel too heavy to shoulder, offering precious gifts that won’t cost you a thing.  

			So go, take it outside. 

			
			

			1

			Bollywood

			My childhood was the ideal setting for a human to come into the world. Our tranquil Sydney suburb of Carlingford provided a safe nest for a carefree coming of age. My best friend, Anna, lived a few doors down, and together we would divide our time between her pool and my arts and crafts box. Michael is my older brother, and we matched like gravy and potatoes. We went on adventures in the bush and parks, that acted as bookends for our peaceful avenue, and whacked cricket balls in the street with the neighbours until someone yelled ‘Car!’ as a warning for us to bolt to the gutters. We played marbles, climbed trees, and filled the gaps with Mario Kart on the Nintendo 64. There were no disputes; I was always Yoshi, and he was always Toad. Christmas holidays were spent at our beach house with all the grandparents, eating homemade pudding with hidden silver threepence that corresponded with a present (if not accidentally swallowed). Mum would warm up our pyjamas on the coil heater in winter, and summers were spent leaping through the backyard sprinklers to cool down, with the smell of Dad’s freshly mown lawn hanging in the air. It was by all standards, a blissful upbringing.

			While many young girls take dance classes most don’t grow up intending to turn their weekend pastime into a vocation. For me, there was no other option but to dance. From the age of five, I lived for the asthma-inducing amounts of glitter spray, pulling out leotard wedgies, and uncomfortable overnight sleeps in hair curlers—the kind that press deep into your scalp, leaving it looking and feeling like a golf ball hit fresh off the tee. Most of my afternoons and evenings were spent at a small church hall that smelt of Bushells Tea and Scotch Finger biscuits. Weekends were occupied with dance competitions, exams, concerts and eisteddfods, complete with stiff hair and even stiffer smiles. The instructions were always, ‘Even if the floor collapses, girls, you just keep smiling!’ The floor never collapsed, though I did manage to keep a smile plastered on my face even when I fractured my fifth metatarsal.

			Whether my feet were under the dinner table, in the playground or on the bus, they were in a constant state of tapping. Trying to mentally engrain the latest combination for dance class that week was all that mattered to me.

			‘Would you give it a rest?’ Dad’s voice boomed out across the living room when the ad breaks ended, and the Friday night football flashed back on the screen. The dark reflection of the floor-to-ceiling windows provided the best opportunity to practice my pirouettes. ‘Fine,’ I’d huff, while cramming my toes back under the couch frame, a trick from Miss Kimberly for perfectly pointed feet.

			My mum, Pamela, wasn’t what you’d call a stereotypical dance mum. She never forced me into anything and, conversely, never said no, especially when it came to dance. She lovingly nurtured every pursuit I chased  without question. The guarantee of her transportation, money and time was the only license I needed to become infatuated with the world of performing. 

			At age 11, I decided I wanted to take up Irish dancing, coinciding my timing with Mum and Dad’s lingering divorce. Despite this shift, my joyfully oblivious childhood continued, all thanks to the woman shielding her children from their alcoholic father. 

			‘Irish dancing, aye?’ Mum queried, with scepticism around her ability to finance this dream, rather than my ability to master the dance form. After spending over a decade caring for me and my brother, Mum didn’t have a financial leg to stand on, and the three of us were living in my grandparents’ roomy federation home. 

			‘Yep! You wear hard shoes and soft shoes and these big dresses with a tiara!’ If I had any concept of money at that age, I would’ve felt the tightening of my mother’s chest from across the room as she tallied the expenses in her head. Without fail, a few weeks later my hard shoes arrived from England, and I was tapping away, grinning from my tiara to my toes. 

			Only as an adult did I appreciate that my childhood achievements were directly correlated with my mum’s level of commitment to my hobbies, be it driving to classes, picking up costumes, sewing on sequins, or sitting through hours of other children’s attempts at greatness; all for the two-minute window that their offspring is on stage. The incremental increase in my 11-year-old happiness usually came at the cost of even greater sacrifices from Mum. Like most children, I was delightfully unaware of what went on behind the scenes to make my passions possible. All I knew was that I dined on Big Macs and strawberry thick shakes as a reward after my competitions, whether I nabbed the trophy or not. 
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			In my final years of high school, I was accepted into one of the two performing arts schools in New South Wales. Its concrete classrooms were nestled in the eclectic suburb of Newtown, in Sydney. After spending the previous four years at a sterile and conservative all-girls Catholic school, that insisted our uniforms touched the floor when we knelt, I slipped into a teenage dream. Newtown had a heartbeat. Every type of fashion could be seen walking down the trendy café-lined streets, from drag queens to goths. Surrounded by dreadlocked hippies, homeless people, funky musicians, and buttoned-up professors, I now felt a freedom to explore and trial all possibilities for the person I might want to become. But the most thrilling part was discovering the hundreds of teenagers with stage fever, just like me. 

			Lunch times were filled with guitar playing, dance routine practice, and harmonising. People were celebrated  for their talent in music and dance more so than their academia, and I revelled in it. By the time my final exams loomed, my mother, cluey as ever, realised my study time had been swapped out for house parties and cafe hopping. The result was an involuntary seven-day Christian study camp out in Woop-Woop, which did the job of improving my final marks and gaining me a long-term boyfriend. However, the decent results were almost as irrelevant as the Bible studies. I knew my path; I’d known since that first night sleeping in hair curlers. Where I was heading, I needed nothing but raw talent and a thick skin. 

			I devoted the year after high school to honing my skills with 46 other starry-eyed artists, at a full-time performing arts college. Eight hours a day, five days a week, I was trained by industry professionals in every form of dance, from ballet, to tap, to hip hop. I took private lessons, learning to sing on key and perfect my future audition pieces. I polished my skills in acting for stage and screen, mastering my improvisation, and even learning to cry on cue. Simon, the flamboyant college director, would flit in and out of class. His choreography always involved a healthy amount of head whipping, and his ruthless rehearsals left my neck aching for a week. He prowled around at lunchtimes silencing our conversations with a single raised eyebrow and a suggestive question, ‘Do you really think you should eat all those nuts, Elise?’ Eager to fit the dancer mould, my lunch was regularly left untouched while the groans of my hungry belly were muted by the music in afternoon classes.

			That December, a graduation performance was held to showcase our skills for industry agents. In a blur of pirouettes, grands jetés, and an overabundance of pleather and feather, we all did our best to stand out and get signed. As the night ended, excited backstage conversations veered towards which agent we all wanted to work for. 

			‘I hope I get Urban.’

			‘I want to get Grayboy.’

			‘I don’t care, as long as it isn’t Pete from Instinct,’ a laugh and nod of agreement rippled through the room. Pete’s status in the industry wasn’t great. He was known for getting his talent the worst jobs, that nobody else wanted to touch for fear of a ruined reputation. 

			I waited patiently by my Nokia over the following days for the offers to roll in.

			Finally, the phone rang; ‘We’d love to represent you!’ It was Pete from Instinct. His call was the only one I received. 

			Pete ticked all the boxes for a creepy, egotistical, and equally unprofessional talent agent. He was far from the lucrative agent I’d hoped for and as I signed the contract, I reminded myself loudly and firmly, ‘You’ve got to start somewhere, Elise.’ The bottom of the rung sounded as good a place as any. 

			Over the next few months, I formed an intimate relationship with the bottom rung of the dance industry. Weekends and school holidays consisted of rolling the crotch of a pair of stockings over my hair and shoving myself into the darkness of various cartoon character suits. I was grateful for the disguise that the giant, felt,  Power Puff Girls costumes afforded me. The exuberant praise of toddlers is likely to be the best audience you will ever have as a performer, however, I couldn’t help but feel my talent was going to waste. 

			In between unglamorous shopping centre gigs, I auditioned for cruise ships, Disneyland theme parks, casinos throughout Asia, musicals … anything that would offer a contract for longer than two weeks. With masses of girls all vying for one or two roles, the competition was fierce, and the odds were never great, but I stayed positive that my lucky break would soon come.
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			Sydney offered a forgettable morning, as I sauntered spiritlessly to my 34th audition. It had been 14 unsuccessful months since graduation, and my enthusiasm was dwindling. I leapt from awning to awning, attempting to shield my headshot and pristinely applied makeup from the drizzle. The frozen image in my hand no longer resembled the girl who potential employers would see before them. After so many rejections, my 20-year-old budget, and lifestyle, prioritised weekend drinks with the girls instead of up-to-date photoshoots and Broadway dreams. As I approached the dark lower level of what used to be sought-after real estate, my foot landed deep in a puddle. I scolded myself for not keeping my shift at Howard’s Storage World, where I’d be paid and dry. I shook myself off and walked inside. 

			A burnt smell hit my nostrils, the ancient electric heater doing its best to warm away the damp without setting the place alight. Seven familiar faces all looked up from stretched positions on the scuffed floorboards. There’s a camaraderie among the girls who never seem to land the job. After this long, auditions stopped becoming competitive and became a chance to catch up. But the chats would happen later. For now, we had to pretend we were professionals in front of the woman who could be our next meal ticket.

			‘Do you know what the audition is for?’ I didn’t recognise the petite girl who whispered the question from her wide straddle pose.

			‘No idea,’ I whispered back, before a voice I did know punctured the space. 

			‘You’ve put on some weight since last time I saw you.’ I smiled politely at Marie, the woman running the audition, as panic began welling up from within me. I had planned to audition in a crop top, but her comment instantly made me second-guess my outfit choice. ‘You will need to get rid of the weight, you don’t look like your headshots,’ she kindly added. Her attention was diverted elsewhere before I had a chance to reply, and the audition promptly began. I quickly placed my bag at the edge of the room and got ready to wow. 

			Marie was no stranger to me after so many auditions and was on my list of unimportant adults I had to  impress to move forward in my career. Though I was unsure of her credentials in the performing arts world, her withering appearance suggested that the foundations of her industry clout were built many decades ago. 

			Two hours later, I walked back out onto the street. The rain had stopped, and by the time I reached the train station the mysterious audition was lightyears from my mind. 

			The next few weeks were slow on the audition front, which I embraced with extra shifts at Storage World. One lunch break, I wandered aimlessly in and out of the neighbouring homeware shops, nibbling on my homemade ham sandwich, with no cheese or mayo courtesy of Marie’s comment at the audition. While I rested on a couch I had no intention of purchasing, my phone rang.

			‘Elise, it’s Marie. You have a six-month contract. It’s in Mumbai, dancing in Bollywood, you leave next week. I need an answer by tomorrow.’ She hung up. 

			A chorus line of emotions hit me at once and I slipped into a daze. Marie’s voice pinballed about in my head as I grappled internally for any information I could to supplement her few words. Mumbai? Bollywood? My surroundings eventually snapped back into focus, and I saw the smartly dressed woman with a toothy lipstick-smeared smile looming over me. 

			‘I have a job!’ I blurted out.

			‘That’s great honey. Did you need a couch too?’

			I couldn’t believe it; I had landed my first notable dance contract. Had I said anything to Marie? Had I told her yes? Adrenaline was surging through me. There were so many unknowns and it terrified me in an utterly irresistible way. My next decision would send me into the life I didn’t yet know I wanted. A life full of adventure. 
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			Within a week I was vaccinated against Typhoid and Hep A and lugging a 20-kilogram suitcase, heaving with costumes, through Sydney International Airport. A pale girl with exquisite red curly hair, and a convoy of family members, met me in the Qantas departures queue. Charli would be my roommate for the next six months. She had a contagious energy and sarcastic humour which matched mine nicely. When she affectionately referred to her mum by her first name, as I did with my own mum Pamela, I knew we’d be good friends. 

			Charli missed the 23-kilogram bag limit memo, and was asked to step aside to unload ten kilograms worth of belongings. She flipped open the suitcase to reveal two kilograms of shampoo and basic human necessities that I hadn’t even thought to pack. My mind lit up with uncertainties. Surely, they have shampoo in India, they all have such lovely hair. Although the shampoo didn’t make the cut, I did make a lucky last-minute grab at  a few boxes of tampons before boarding. These little luxuries would become a staple of my developing world travel in the years to come. 

			After 18 hours of getting to know each other in the sky, Charli and I touched down in Mumbai. The bedlam of the airport was standard for most and gave away very few hints about the pandemonium that lurked outside the doors. We weaved our way through the crowds hopelessly searching for the man who was to be our boss, Jayesh. Eventually, we stopped dead after realising we were hunting for an Indian man, in the second busiest Indian airport, in a city of over 12 million people, while he was only searching for two white girls, a blonde and a redhead. We stood completely still as the mayhem around us continued, and within a few minutes, a set of perpetually tired eyes approached. 

			‘Hello girls, I am Jayesh.’ As I reached out and shook his limp hand, an uneasiness etched itself into my whole body. My gut was screaming at me not to trust this man, but I was young and jet-lagged so I disregarded whatever I was feeling and followed him to the car. 

			The midnight hour cloaked the dusty streets in darkness, obscuring the life force that is India, but unable to restrain it. I gazed out the window in silent awe at a country so vastly different from my own. The driver honked his way around several cows. Mothers slept on cardboard boxes on median strips, cradling their babies. Rickshaws, also known as 
tuk-tuks—the preferred means of transport—lined the roads, with their owners catching some zzz’s in the back. A few women flitted about. The effervescence from their saris was striking, the only colours in the street that weren’t weakened by a film of grime. Charli and I shared the occasional wide-eyed glance as we took in the place that was to become our home. 

			We arrived at a beige high-rise apartment building that had all the makings of a prison. Every inch of window was covered in grates, bars, or barbed wire and it was unclear whether the security guard at the entrance was for keeping people out or keeping us in. I remained inside the taxi, petrified, with my seatbelt fastened for safety. I thought I had made a huge mistake. Just as I leant forward to tap the driver on the shoulder and tell him to take me back to the airport, my door swung open, and the decision to stay was made for me. 

			The still heat of the night air sat on top of me, causing sweat to gather in my elbow creases as I heaved my bags towards the lift. A knowing nod was exchanged between Jayesh and the security guard on the way past, and I wondered for a second if they were old friends or new enemies before deciding I was too tired to care.

			Jayesh unlocked the door to the top floor flat and we said our good nights. Exhausted, Charli and I flopped onto our shared bed. 

			‘Ouch!’ we cried out in unison.

			‘It’s just a sheet on wood?’ Charli said, as she inspected the dismal excuse for a mattress. We settled in for the first of many restless nights spent giggling uncontrollably on our timber plank bed. 

			
			

			The following day, two more blonde Australian dancers dragged their lives through the door. Rachel and Ricci were stunning 18-year-olds from Brisbane, with legs destined for the Moulin Rouge. Following closely behind them came our assigned help, Suri. This shy, flat-faced girl from Burma was tasked with helping us navigate Mumbai. She would be our go-to girl for everything, and I was about to put her straight to work. ‘Suri. You know where is phone? Call Australia?’ I asked, removing unnecessary connective words in hopes of making myself easier to understand. ‘Yes, no problem, we can go and find a phone now and maybe get some groceries for you as well,’ she replied in near-perfect English. I stared at Suri, stunned and red-faced, completely embarrassed by my assumption. 

			The five of us stepped from the security of our gated compound and Mumbai immediately attached itself to my senses. The faded version of India I witnessed the night before was now animated and pulsating, forming a new personal definition for the word crowded. Swarms of people overflowed from the footpaths onto the streets as if there was some major event happening nearby. I would quickly learn it was just the daily comings and goings of life in a country of 1.2 billion people. 

			While Suri motioned for a tuk-tuk, I stood by helplessly, watching my personal space become engulfed by a tidal wave of humans.

			Despite growing up among Sydney’s cultural diversity, I had never experienced what it was like to be acutely aware of my skin colour. Standing amidst the commotion of India, I felt iridescent. Necks almost snapped, trying to glimpse the four exotic white girls who had suddenly materialised. I quickly recognised it wasn’t just our skin colour that was drawing attention; it was also the amount of skin on display. As I compared our Australian fashion to Suri’s conservative shin-length dress and shawl, I knew we weren’t doing ourselves any favours. Exposed legs, shoulders and belly buttons would have to become a thing of the past, at least for outdoor excursions. 

			Our drive lasted no more than two left-hand corners. Between the heat, the ogling onlookers, and the footpath craters that were deep enough to swallow me whole, I was grateful we weren’t travelling on foot. We stopped in front of one-man shops that spewed onto the hazardous path. Some seemed to specialise in car seats or plastic goods, while others sold miscellaneous bric-a-brac. I strained to see anything resembling a phone among the unorganised jumble. Suri moved ahead of us to talk to a man with sunken cheeks. He pointed two shops down and promptly shouted something in Hindi to his neighbour. Items were thrown around, and gradually a worn telephone was uncovered from the clutter. 

			I shuffled around the junk to reach the landline phone, and picked up the receiver. The traffic noise erupted as soon as I began to dial. Passers-by shoved me like I was invisible and clouds of dirt, dust, and loneliness mushroomed around me. Suri and the girls vanished. Replacing them were two local men, with penetrative stares that forced me to avert my eyes. I crammed a finger into my open ear to block the racket of India, but it  was like trying to stifle a bomb blast. After fumbling with the numbers and second guessing the codes, the call finally went through. I flattened my ear with the phone to better hear the faint ringing but was distracted by a tug at my side. I peered down into the oblong pupils of a goat that had chosen my bag for its lunch. Amidst trying to compute what was going on, Mum’s voice spilled through the phone. 

			‘Hello, bub?’ Her familiar sound triggered my tears. 

			‘Mumma, there’s a goat eating my bag,’ I sobbed down the line, as the chaos overwhelmed me. It was only day one, and I was standing alone on the streets of India, already desperately homesick. ‘Oh sweetheart. Just shoo it away,’ Mum chuckled down the phone. I pulled myself together, just enough to give the goat a nudge in the ribs and my mum some cohesive reports on my first night in the land of curries and cows. 
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			The following morning, before the street vendors had wheeled out their carts, Suri knocked on the apartment door—our first day of work had arrived. We nervously piled into three tuk-tuks and began winding our way up inclines too steep for the weight of three humans relying on a tiny two-stroke engine. Our destination was Film City, a purpose-built, theme-park-like place covering over 500 acres, with 20 indoor studios and constructed replicas of villages, skyscrapers, forests, and palaces. I hadn’t yet comprehended the beast that was Bollywood, and our driver, assuming we were tourists, began to enlighten me. ‘Bollywood you know, produces over 1,600 movies every year, four or six maybe every single day, double what Hollywood makes. Over 60% of them are made right here in Bombay. If they are filming, you can maybe be in one today sister!’ 

			If you have ever wanted to star in a movie, Bollywood is your best shot. Most of the films produced are set in glamorous western cities like London or Paris. Talent recruits scout popular tourist destinations like Colaba markets in Mumbai, looking to fill their movie with pale-skinned extras that match the backdrops. If you are a backpacker on a budget, it’s a cheap way to get a curry feed, and sometimes, if you hit the right set, you can even get paid a wage of eight dollars a day. India’s desire for movies to appear foreign and exotic is precisely how four Caucasian girls ended up on a six-month Bollywood contract.

			As we pulled through gold-trimmed gates, Suri directed the driver through a maze of slapped-together buildings to reach a rundown caravan. A couple of mangy-looking dogs scattered from underneath, as we inched our way into the space that was to be our changeroom, waiting room, eating room, napping room, and everything else room while we were on set. It looked as though it might collapse at any second, so we collectively administered a few solid jumps; and to our relief the caravan’s foundations held. 

			
			

			Within minutes of arriving, a man who could’ve been either 16 or 45 approached us and abruptly introduced himself as Papu. ‘I your spot boy,’ Papu announced with a big smile that showcased every tooth. His bowl-cut hair matched his name so perfectly that I couldn’t help but smile back while wondering what a spot boy was, and why I needed one. I discovered that this man-boy’s sole role was to serve our beverages on set. Water, Fanta, Pepsi, whatever we wanted in liquid form, he was our guy. It took me a moment to wrap my head around a whole job being created just to pour us drinks. I could immediately see he had a heart the size of the Taj Mahal, and took great pride in his job in Bollywood. On every set from that day forward, Papu was there pouring us drinks into the tiniest plastic cups imaginable. 

			As Papu flitted off to quench the thirst of the other dancers, a man poked his head through the door. ‘Okay girls, makeup. You, you, and you,’ the man’s finger landed on Charli, Rachel, and me for a split second, before he quickly ushered us through the dirt into another caravan in need of demolition. 

			A thick layer of hairspray hung like smoke from a bonfire, causing me to squint. Mascaras, eyeshadows, hairspray, and hairbrushes littered the counters and seats. Three middle-aged women in saris greeted us and told us to, ‘Sit, sit, sit.’ These women, and sometimes men, would be known to us as makeup Didis and Dadas—affectionate names for Hindu elders. With a forceful grab of my arm, I was planted in front of a woman whom I hoped had recently graduated from the L’Oréal Paris school for cosmetics, though it was more probable that she was someone’s mother’s cousin who needed some extra work on the side. I sat back and tried to think glamorous thoughts. 

			The women promptly got to work, dabbing, poking, and fluffing at us. Their laughs boomed off the caravan walls as they babbled to each other in Hindi, and I felt like I could be in any nail salon across the world. Despite the language being new to our ears, there were always clues as to what was being discussed. Yellow hair was unusual in India, however, Charli’s red hair was even more eventful and would continue to be a point of conversation in most makeup caravans. They lifted her long locks high into the air, wiggling their heads from side to side as they marvelled at the novelty of hair that wasn’t as dark as the night sky. 

			Suspicious grumbles were coming from Rachel’s direction throughout the swift process. When the Didi stepped back, seemingly satisfied with her work, Rachel stood to inspect her makeup in the mirror. ‘Oh. My. God.’ She turned towards us with tears forming in her densely painted eyes, and my thoughts on this being a side job for the Didi’s were confirmed. Her naturally porcelain neck was divided by a harsh line of brown that continued higher, engulfing her face. Dark navy eye shadow stretched unevenly up to her eyebrows and off to the sides. Mascara had made its way from her eyelashes to anywhere it could make contact. And the blush. Oh lord, the blush! Upon seeing the absolute devastation that was Rachel’s makeup, Charli and I erupted in belly-cramp-inducing laughter and made a mental note of which makeup Didi to avoid in the future on our way out.

			
			

			‘This way, girls, jaldee, jaldee!’ We’d been primed and ready in our silver plastic costumes for hours; now they wanted us to hurry? 

			We inched our way out of the airconditioned caravan, the stifling heat slapping my entire body like a belly flop. Sweat trickled down my cheek before my oversized silver boots touched the dusty ground, removing my thick makeup with it. I wiped at the droplets, so distracted by the heat that I tripped over a bag of rubbish. The path ahead was littered with plastic, food scraps, and discarded junk, making the walk more like a game of trash-avoiding hopscotch. I breathed through my mouth to circumvent the thick stench while stray cats scattered from the sound of our boots, just as eager to avoid us as we were them. I was swimming in garbage and confusion—where were the lights and cameras? Before my thoughts became words, the waist-high boy leading us to the set jumped over a pile of rubbish and peeled back a black curtain. 

			My eyes adjusted as stage lights blasted away the darkness to reveal room heaving with people. Men wearing business pants with socks and sandals darted all over the set like an army of ants: sweeping, sticking down power cords, adjusting cameras, climbing scaffolding, fixing fans, moving fans and breaking fans. I had discovered the answer to the question of how many Indians it takes to change a lightbulb—it’s 23. One to check if the light bulb is broken. One to get a ladder to stand on. Two to fix the ladder. Two to hold the ladder. Three to buy the light bulb. Seven to assist with the buying, driving there, paying, and general hovering around. One to get a candle while the power is out. One to light the candle. Three to watch the lightbulb area in case anything happens. One to tell everyone to do all these things. And one to physically change the lightbulb. 

			The inefficiency and bureaucratic nightmare of getting simple tasks done is a quality I would grow to loathe and adore about India. It became the most comical part of every movie shoot and casual outing the girls and I underwent. In a country of over one billion people, I now knew how they managed to have jobs for a significant portion of them; and why we had a boy that poured us drinks. 

			As we proceeded on set, I could see one woman, with striking features and hair from a Sunsilk commercial, getting her brow dabbed off. Nearby a man in a velvet jacket was on stage being taught dance moves. We were taken directly to him as 14 more western girls, dressed identically to us, also appeared from behind the curtains and joined us on stage. A man, who I presumed was the director, yelled at no one in particular: 

			‘Teach them the moves, nah?’

			‘Okay, boss, no problem,’ a young man responded with a head wobble and darted up to the stage. He counted us in slowly, ‘And five, six, seven, eight, ta taa, da da da. Bup ba, da da da.’ The universal dance language of da’s, ta’s, and ba’s were spat out, and we all copied the steps. These bizarre circumstances had me dancing like I didn’t know my left foot from my right, with my classically trained head stumbling around the simplistic moves. Before I could get it together someone yelled up into the blackness of the ceiling; ‘Play the music!’

			
			

			The speedy process went against everything I knew about being a great performer. I had danced in a few music videos in Australia, and we would drill and drill and drill until not an ear lobe was out of sync. The casualness of my current situation was perplexing to the perfectionist in me. After a total of five minutes rehearsing, we were shuffled into a loose formation around the man in velvet and told to wait. 

			I hadn’t taken much notice of the rather forgettable-looking man before then—despite it being Sanjay Dutt, one of Bollywood’s most famous actors. Having graced the screens since the 1980s, Sanjay had starred in over 100 movies by the time I met him. However, at close range, it was clear the grace part may have started to wane a little over the years.

			‘Okay, everyone ready? Rolling, and ACTION!’ We were on. Lights flashed into the mirrored backdrop bouncing in every direction. Music came throbbing out of a stereo that I could feel in my chest but couldn’t see. A man with a broom darted out of shot. I flicked the hair out of my eyes, rearranged my top, and began to dance. Welcome to Bollywood. 

			I had never watched a full-length Bollywood movie up until this point. Standing there on a stage with cameras, lights, and directors was my first taste of the Hindi film industry that emerged in the 1930s. Back then, it was known as Tollywood, having originated in the West Bengal district of Tollygunge in far East India. It wasn’t until the 1970s that the industry embedded itself deeply into Bombay, the former name for Mumbai, and the term Bollywood was born. From there, it became the unstoppable force millions of people have come to know and love. 

			The delicious concoction of larger-than-life heroes and villains, political corruption, melodramatic family rivalry, ridiculous love triangles, and spectacular musical numbers is known as Masala Film, meaning ‘spicy mixture’. Its goal was to allow the masses to forget their misery and dream of a world without poverty, where fate is kind to the underdog. Producers found their winning formula in this concoction, and now every movie is a musical, with success riding on catchy songs and dance routines. Oscar-winning plot lines are not why people go to see a Bollywood film, and box office numbers usually come down to pure star power. To increase audience numbers further, the theme songs are released before the movie and accompanied by a film clip of memorable dance moves. 

			It is well known that the star will rarely sing their own songs. Instead, professional playback singers compensate for the lack of talent, allowing the big names to lip-sync along to pre-recorded tunes. And as I was discovering, it’s also rare that a star is a standout dancer. 

			‘Cut, cut, cut.’ We were reaching our ninth take, and our superstar was struggling. I couldn’t see how accurate his lip-syncing was from the back, but I could clearly see his lack of timing and coordination. Twenty dancers would flick their heads to the left; he would go right. We would splay our right arms out; he would put  out his left. After four more attempts, the director seemed oddly satisfied and sent us all back to our caravans for lunch and a costume change. 

			During our break, we got to know the other dance troupes living in Mumbai. The girls were mainly from England and had formed a tight bond. With everything being so new and unfamiliar, it was nice to have the reassurance that life here could feel somewhat normal. They advised us on how much a tuk-tuk ride should cost, taught us some essential Hindi words, and pointed out the best places to eat around our apartment. ‘Oh, and when you get your makeup done, try to avoid this one Didi who always wears a pink sari.’ The final piece of advice had already been noted, though too late for Rachel.

			We threw down some boiled eggs, lentil curry, and biscuits, and swapped out our costumes for identical pieces in electric blue. We stepped back onto the stage to learn more choreography, performing take after laidback take until first day jitters had well and truly subsided. Day one on set ended when the sun disappeared over the Bollywood hills, and Suri hailed a tuk-tuk to take us home. 

			The first week was a rapid introduction into what life would be like for the next few months. We rose early each morning, to be in our caravan for hair and makeup before the heat began to bite at our vulnerable pigment. The dance crews would flit between caravans, mingling and snacking until we were all hastily ushered to set, wiping the crumbs away from our mouths and taking our makeup with it. Jumping from complete sloth mode to ‘lights, camera, action’ made warmups and worrying about what we looked like a thing of the past. The final edit always came out so choppy that no one would notice smudged mascara or a shiny forehead. 

			It wasn’t until we showed up at our location on day five, that I noticed we were filming a completely different movie, with fresh sets and costumes, new stars, and a new director. Despite the changes, we always had one constant: Papu, the most reliable spot boy in Bollywood. 

			Along with Papu’s hydration, our daily food consumption was mainly happening on set. Boiled eggs and white bread for breakfast, a mix of dal, samosas, naan, and biryani for lunch, with sweet biscuits for snacks throughout the day. My cultural adaptation was not happening as quickly as I’d hoped, and the curries sat heavily in my unsophisticated stomach over that first week. Add in some swift dance moves after our breaks, and it was a white girl recipe for disaster. I decided I needed a little detox to get me through. Our initial grocery haul had been wiped out, and as I licked the last yoghurt lid, I prepared myself for the inevitable. I was going to have to navigate my way to the mall for more supplies. 

			I was used to walking everywhere back in Australia, not giving a second thought to a six-kilometre stroll to avoid the five-dollar bus fare. Often, I’d break into a canter to speed up the process of getting from A to B, then C to D and back again. I could rarely justify the cost of transport, or the time spent waiting when I could womanpower my way to my next destination. Hailing a tuk-tuk to travel the negligible one-kilometre stretch of  Indian suburbia was something I just couldn’t do, so I rallied the troops for safety in numbers. ‘Put some long pants on, cover your belly buttons, we are going out!’ I announced, and we all set off, determined to negotiate our way to sustenance on foot. 

			The heat shimmered off the pavement outside our complex, distorting images that sped across my view, shifting my vision into a dreamlike state. At first glance, India seemed chaotic. However, now that I was immersed and living in it, I was beginning to see the order. While it may have been different to what I knew order to be, I noticed that tasks still got done, eventually. 

			We cautiously made our way along the sidewalk, dodging holes and skipping over broken pavers. The crowds glared at the gaggle of white girls, and we stared back, each group equally fascinated by the other. A slight man stood in front of a wooden carriage stacked high with mangoes that wouldn’t survive the day, and I could hear a piece of eternal music that lingered in the air, its source unknown. It was comforting in a way, like a faint theme song that accompanied me wherever I went.

			My forward gaze broke, as a young boy on a skateboard rolled up alongside me. I physically cringed at the state of his mangled body, instinctively diverting my eyes. His torso was bare, exposing a right arm that finished above where an elbow should be. The animated stump dangled from his shoulder while he balanced on his hips. His pant legs were vacant, allowing the material to flop over the side of the skateboard. A thick doormat of hair covered his head like an old wig from a dress-up box. His left hand rhythmically slapped the ground, providing the momentum to keep pace with us, and he did, slowly and quietly, for the length of the street. 

			This was not my first interaction with the harsh realities of the world, but the image of this boy dug into me like the thorns of a dying rose. Pain without the beauty. If I didn’t look, was he there? If I didn’t see or acknowledge him, could I ignore that this is how some of us are forced to navigate life? Though I didn’t understand my emotions at the time, I would eventually come to know I was experiencing the pang of guilt, while being granted the gift of gratitude through the wide lens of perspective. When we reached a six-lane road, the boy jumped his torso around on the skateboard and paddled back in the opposite direction. 

			There were no crossings to get us to the other side, so we waited for a gap in the thick traffic. A minute passed. Then two. Five minutes, and three failed attempts later, we were all melting in the sun without making any progress towards our destination. Meanwhile, locals zipped in and out across the constant flow of cars, trucks, and tuk-tuks. A woman who must have been watching us made her way over. ‘You just go. They will stop for you,’ she said. This translated to: ditch everything you were ever taught about crossing a road and just walk. She grabbed my wrist and plunged me into the oncoming traffic, with the rest of the girls following close behind. We dodged and weaved our way across the highway, arriving on the other side injury-free and educated on how to be a pedestrian in India. 

			
			

			We collected our groceries in the quiet delight of the air-conditioned mall. As we walked back out onto the steaming sidewalks, an assembly of children ran up to us, hands motioning towards their mouths, chanting, ‘Khaana, khaana, khaana.’ We combed each other’s faces for a solution to this predicament, as more children sprinted in for their next meal. The heat was rising in my chest, my cheeks, and off the pavement, as an internal voice said, ‘Just give them what they want.’ From the way I was reacting, my amygdala seemed to mistake these innocent six-year-old’s for an armed robber or a pack of wild wolves. 

			My hands rummaged through my shopping bags for easy to disperse food. I timidly handed out boysenberry yoghurts to the kids that were now pulling at our clothes. As the other girls did the same, I saw more hungry faces approaching from the corner of the highway. This was a losing battle. ‘I think we should get in a tuk-tuk,’ came Charli’s voice of reason over the calamity. ‘Great idea,’ we all conformed and dashed towards the closest transport. The pack of kids followed. As I climbed aboard the vehicle’s relative safety, my heart rate lowered, and I calmed down enough to stop and see that my distress was unwarranted. 

			The children had huge smiles that broke through their grubby faces, like the glowing sun through a stormy cloud. They laughed, joked, and danced, oblivious to their hardships. I had assumed that all they knew was suffering, though there was not a glimpse of distress to be seen. 

			We pulled away as they waved and sang at the top of their lungs. I sat back and acknowledged I would never have enough boysenberry yoghurts to feed the world, but I could share a smile with every child I meet, and that may be enough.  

			We arrived back to an apartment with packed bags waiting at the door. Our English housemate, Pippa, who arrived three days after me, was done with Bollywood. She feigned an obscure illness, code for ‘India is tough going, I’m out!’ and booked herself on the next plane home. Pippa wouldn’t be the first or last girl to break contract and hot foot it back to the motherland. I, however, was beginning to relish in the challenges and lessons this ancient culture was throwing my way, and couldn’t see myself breaking ranks. 
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			Organised chaos leaked into every aspect of Indian life, including its entertainment industry. Like paramedics on call for an emergency, we were rallied at all hours of the day for jobs that seemed to arise out of thin air. Jayesh never turned down a chance to get paid, which meant that an 11 p.m. phone call for a 7 a.m. start was not uncommon. Outside of Bollywood films, we performed on television shows, at weddings, as halftime entertainment for awards nights, and were put on display at car shows. ‘Buy this new Suzuki!’ *Random white  girls not included*

			I grew more relaxed in my new surroundings and began to nudge my social outings closer to our 10 p.m. curfew. Eventually, curfew was well and truly breached, and the true purpose of the security guard at our apartment building was exposed: he reported directly to our boss. But the lectures and threats weren’t enough to stop me from immersing myself in the local culture. Bars, restaurants, and cafes that didn’t initially register on my radar now beckoned me. I rode second-class on overcrowded trains, with my face shoved into the sweat-filled armpits of fellow travellers. I walked the sandy shores of Juhu Beach, munching on salty cobs of corn, and preparing to dive in and save any number of seemingly uneducated locals attempting a refreshing dip in deadly rips. I bought every colour of harem pants. I adorned my arms with bangles and admired their delicate chime that accompanied the slightest movement. I coated myself in the brown henna that Indian women had been decorating their bodies with for over 5,000 years. I absorbed Mumbai in my own youthfully naïve Australian way. 

			Our jam-packed schedules were beginning to feel like Groundhog Day, so when Jayesh rang and said to be ready to fly, we were chomping at the bit for a change in scenery. 

			I joined forty other dancers being loaded onto a plane at Mumbai airport, buzzing with excitement. Hyderabad was our destination, home to another expansive 2,000-acre film city. The City of Pearls, as it’s known, was once the global centre for the diamond, emerald, and pearl trade. It was rumoured to once harbour some of the most affluent Indians of all time, whose wealth was so great they would use 50-million-dollar diamonds as paperweights. 

			As I glanced out of the bus window en route to our hotel, those days seemed long gone. A crust of dust covered the entire city. Forgotten constructions towered into the skyline in every direction like giant games of concrete Jenga. In between the unsightly modern builds a few massive monuments and palaces caught my eye, making me wish that I could enjoy the city as a tourist. I had already decided I would come back to India later in life to experience its wonders without a work schedule getting in the way. For now, we were all headed straight to the changeroom with a week to sign, seal, and deliver our next film, Billa. 

			It wasn’t unusual for there to be three or four costumes within one film clip. It was sheer coincidence that they usually fit me, as I can’t recall any measurements ever being taken. As we hustled into the changeroom, I immediately recognised the cropped lime green marching band jackets, short black pleated skirts, and shako-style hats that were our first costumes of the day. The outfits were exact replicas of those worn by the dancers in the hit pop song “Destination Calabria” which had topped the charts for over a year. The unforgettable saxophone riff was made even more popular by the accompanying music video featuring a swag of beautiful women; essentially making love to saxophones and trumpets. I ignored the clear rip-off and slipped on the outfit. 

			Dressed and ready, we all made our way out of the changeroom towards the stage where a prop Dada handed  me a saxophone. At the same time the exact riff from “Destination Calabria” spilled from the speakers. The whole scene was an exact cut-and-paste copy. 

			Plagiarism in Bollywood has always run rampant. Entire plot lines are blatantly borrowed, with classic Hollywood films like Shawshank Redemption, Scarface, and Notting Hill falling victim to the under-the-pump writers of Bollywood. Complete scores of music, sets and costumes are cloned without needing to acknowledge the original source. I came from a world where handmade birthday cards came with a copyright symbol, yet there I was slipping into the costume of the world’s most famous music video. 

			The day rolled on, and after lunch, and another costume change, we moved back to set. A solo dancer stood in the centre of a sterile white scene. Scarlett was a striking English woman whose eye colour was altered by contact lenses everytime we met; blue, green, brown, and even purple. Having lived in India for many years, she was a veteran of Bollywood. She also happened to be dating one of the most famous choreographers in the country, so was commonly placed front and centre. An oversized disco ball sparkled ten metres above her, sending hundreds of tiny active polka dots across her sequined silhouette. Perched quietly on scaffolding hidden in the darkness of the rafters, I could see a shadow moving just near the ball. A small Indian man was holding the ornament, twisting it back and forth to create the desired effect. I marvelled once again at the inventive job creation.

			We all sat on standby, enthusiastically watching Scarlett perform for the cameras. Her task was not technically elaborate, just a few pirouettes and a high kick for some B-roll footage. She performed seamlessly, and the director boomed ‘Cut!’ from his chair. As Scarlett’s body relaxed from its pose, a glittery ball plummeted from the darkness above, exploding into the ground centimetres from where she stood and shattering into a million pieces. Necks snapped towards the ceiling, and like watching an elaborate set up of dominoes falling, every set of eyes in the room followed the small Indian man as he scurried across scaffolding, down a flight of stairs, across a platform, down more stairs, slid down a fireman’s pole, and darted out the exit, never to be seen again. He didn’t need anyone to tell him that his disco ball-holding career was over, and made it official by running all the way home. At least the position was now available for another budding prop holder. As we all drew breath, and Scarlett counted her luck at not being the first-ever disco ball fatality, the director called for yet another costume change. 

			As far as rites of passage for young girls go, getting your ears pierced ranks high among the rebellious first acts of individuality. This typically starts with a single piercing in each earlobe, then two, followed by the upper ear, and perhaps even the belly button. This rebellious act might stretch to the tongue, lip, or eyebrow, before the frontal cortex develops at around 25, and you’re filling your lip crater with makeup wishing you didn’t punch so many holes in your face. Or that’s what I’ve been told, having avoided all holes myself. My lack of piercings  had never sparked discussion until I found myself in a changeroom in Hyderabad, being handed a costume with large gold hoop earrings to complement. I politely handed the hoops back to the costume Didi, saying; ‘I no need. No holes.’ The look that bounced back at me was haunting. She grabbed me by the shoulders and shifted me from side to side, searching desperately for holes in my ears like I had made some mistake about the features of my own head. ‘No, no, not possible,’ she exclaimed, turning to her comrade to discuss the matter with evident concern.

			‘It’s no problem. I can wear clip-on. You have?’ She gasped, clutched my wrist and dragged me to the director. I stood silently amidst a lot of head wobbling and pointing, perplexed by the level of intense concern over my unpierced ears. 

			‘She cannot work,’ the director declared.

			‘What?’ I was sure they were kidding.

			‘Go back to hotel.’

			‘Just tape them on … or just leave them off. It’s not a big deal,’ I spluttered.

			As it turns out, this was a big deal in Hindu custom. The Karnavedha Sanskar, or ear piercing tradition, is one of 16 ancient religious and cultural rituals that has been practised throughout India for centuries. These sacraments mark various stages of human life and signify cultural heritage and upbringing. I easily wrapped my head around the more familiar rituals, like starting school and getting married. Coming from a family of Italian hairdressers, I even understood celebrating a child’s first haircut. But the fuss around ear piercing? I just didn’t get it.

			I learned that a girl’s ears are often pierced in the first year of life to promote a range of spiritual and health benefits, rivalling the acclaimed virtues of apple cider vinegar in the West. Traditionally, this unobtrusive prick is said to open the inner ear to receive sacred sounds, and in hearing these sounds sin is flushed away and the spirit is protected. Over time, this developed into the ears being a specific acupuncture point responsible for memory, brain development, reproductive health, regulating electric flow in the body (attributed to the gold traditionally worn in the ears), and alleviating hysteria and disease. If I had known all this then, I would have pierced my ears on the spot to hedge my bets, but all I could do was stand there, accepting the looks of disgrace I was receiving from the costume Didis.

			Without further argument, I returned to the hotel to sit out the rest of the week of shooting. At one point, my lack of holes was considered such a scandal that they were going to fly me back to Mumbai alone just to be rid of me. I managed to talk them out of it and played out the next few days, strolling the streets of Hyderabad, embracing the tourist moments I’d longed for. 
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			‘Don’t go outside today,’ Jayesh instructed as we arrived back in Mumbai a week later. It was Holi Festival, an annual holiday that celebrates the coming of spring by dousing the streets (and everyone in them) in vibrant colours. The entire city would be outside throwing coloured dyes via water balloons, water guns, and buckets, making anything white an easy target. 

			A car picked us up for rehearsals, and we navigated through the joyfully frenzied street party that was in full swing. Bombs of fuchsia, tangerine, lime green, and violet exploded onto the windows of our vehicle as it crawled through the crowds to our destination. The streets vibrated with bass from huge stereo systems and masses of humans squeezed themselves into already heaving mosh pits. Rainbow paint covered the shop fronts, footpaths and cars, and the only white in sight were the teeth from everyone’s enormous smiles.  

			We arrived at the studio for rehearsals and were promptly ushered inside. For the next few hours, the girls and I longingly observed the antics from the colourless box of the studio. The whole country was on the streets celebrating; it appeared that nobody sat out Holi unless they were allergic to fun. By the time rehearsals were finished and we were inching our way back to the apartment, the girls and I had made the decision: we were going outside. 

			I stepped out of the security gates ready for war. Before I could get my hands on any ammunition, a balloon of turquoise hit me square in the mouth. I was officially a welcomed participant in a tradition that dated back thousands of years. In that moment, standing next to children no higher than my hip and alongside hunched elderly people with walking sticks, I became smitten with Indian culture and history. Seeing a tiny sack of powdered dye burst across a human’s face—and watching them respond with utter delight—was like ecstasy for the soul. I adored everything about Holi Festival.

			We devoted our afternoon to being the bullseye for every bucket and water pistol in the area. The young Indian girls became our allies, arming us with bags of colour to defend ourselves against the gangs of boys that were attacking from all sides. Meanwhile, the rest of the neighbourhood stood on the sidelines chortling at the novelty of a white girl turning the shade of a pomegranate in peak season. Indian people knew how to have fun, and soon our laughing turned to snorting, and our breathing to gasping, as we ran, jumped, dodged, and slid our way in and out of rainbow-coloured buildings. 

			Finally, the day wore out, and so did we. As the sun sunk behind the apartments, and the last bag of colour was thrown, we extracted ourselves from the battle. Behind the protection of our walls, we assessed the damage. 

			‘I’m three shampoos in. It’s not coming out,’ I yelled from the shower. The fuchsia dye had soaked into my  bleached blonde hair like rain into cotton, and despite multiple scrubs, my hair was still pink. A few days later, when I was called back to work, I hoped that it would be the first movie they wanted us to wear traditional Indian garb, headdress and all.

			‘Your hair pink,’ the hair Didi said in a disgruntled tone. 

			‘I like to think of it as off-blonde.’

			The Didis got to work camouflaging my locks for the camera. After an hour of pulling, twisting and suffocation via hairspray, the suspense of their creation was killing me. My walk back to the changeroom confirmed it was some of their best work yet. ‘Going for the toilet brush look today, Elise?’ the other girls remarked, unable to help themselves. Twelve knobs of hair sat neatly on my head like a naval mine. It was pulled so tight that my eyes watered at the thought of having to undergo the same look day after day until the filming of the scene was complete. In the Didi’s defence, not a glimpse of pink was on show. 

			That afternoon the director complained to Suri and ordered me to dye my hair back to blonde. I was yet to meet a blonde Indian, so I very seriously suggested getting an express haircare package sent from Australia. But my packet dye scheme was instantly rejected, and I was whisked off to the nearest salon where I heard three words that no woman wants to hear sitting in the chair: ‘I can try.’ 

			Being a hairdresser’s test dummy is never ideal, and an hour in, when my scalp caught fire and my eyes wept, I knew the damage would be catastrophic. When the bleach was finally rinsed off and I spun around to face the mirror, all I could muster was a defeated sigh at my florescent halo reflection. 

			‘You have toner?’ I asked.

			‘Toner?’ she responded.

			‘Oh well,’ I resigned.
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			After five months in Mumbai, I had performed in over 20 movies, travelled to Delhi, Goa and Hyderabad, and met India’s most famous Bollywood stars. In all its madness, the city was starting to feel like a comfortable pair of shoes that I managed to make work with every outfit. But late one night, I received a call from Mum, and through her sobbing a few coherent words finally broke through: ‘Bub, our beautiful Nonno is gone.’ 

			My Nonno, Amedeo Cordani, was born in 1914 in a small village in the North of Italy, near Piacenza. At the age of 15, he and his three older brothers made their way to the unknown land of Australia on an old warship. It was during this passage they decided if they were going to start a successful family hairdressing business, they  needed to sound fancier, more French, so Amedeo became Maurice Cordony. With their newfound accents and a newfound love of bananas, having tasted his first one ever on the crossing, Maurice and his brothers started Cordony Brothers Hairdressing. 

			Over the next few decades, Cordony salons popped up all over Sydney and became the go-to place for the latest trends. Maurice married his Aussie apprentice, Dawn Wadham, who was ten years his junior, and together they got straight to work raising a family of six children. Among five boys, a little girl got wedged in the middle, my mum. As you can imagine, growing up as the only girl in an army of testosterone was no chocolate soufflé, and it was her father that became, and stayed, her closest ally until his final breath. 

			Nonno was my Italian Gandhi, in stature and aura. His heritage would come out every summer, as his skin deepened in colour while he sat in the sun at our beach house, his little pot belly skin folds creating zebra stripes across his torso. Being around him was like being held in a constant hug. He always presented with kind words, a crisp shirt, and combed hair and covered us with kisses that smelt of his favourite gorgonzola cheese. 

			As reports of his passing trickled through the phone, I realised that the sadness I felt was not only for the loss of my Nonno, but also—and perhaps more deeply—for Mum who had lost her closest confidant. I knew I had to go home to be with her. 

			The following morning, I armed Suri with all the information she needed to get me back to Australia before the funeral. My boss, however, was not sympathetic at all. Jayesh argued that family leave was not in my contract and made it clear that there was no urgency for him to book my flight. The longer he delayed my flights the more I began to resent and loathe him, as my window for making it home on time shortened. Emotionally spent, I gave a final teary plea to book me on the next flight home, and he relented. In a packing frenzy, I loaded piles of harem pants, dance shoes, and Indian memorabilia into a suitcase that strained at the seams, said my farewells to the girls and raced to the airport. 

			I was checked in and on my way through passport security when the man behind the control desk asked for more information about my work in Mumbai. 

			‘We will need to see your supporting documents,’ he demanded.

			‘My documents? For what exactly?’ I stared at the officer, unaware that when you arrive on a business visa to India, you are to head to the Foreigners Regional Registration Office (F.R.R.O.) and register yourself within 14 days. 

			‘You cannot leave the country without the F.R.R.O. documentation,’ he said emotionlessly. After five months of dealing with the exhausting rigmarole that is India, my hogwash detector was sounding, so I wandered down the other end of the terminal and tried my luck with another officer. ‘May I see your visa registration?’ Anxiety  rose past my throat and into my cheeks. Just before emotion robbed me of any chance of a defence case, I locked eyes with the stranger behind the desk and softly uttered the words, ‘I’ll miss the funeral.’ 

			I moved my tears and my carry-on aside, and with nowhere to really be or go, I sat there in a stupor while the bustle of the airport continued around me. My hopelessness radiated enough to attract a man in uniform. He crouched down next to me, ‘Hello, my name is Captain Amit. Is everything all right?’ In between sniffs and running mascara, I explained my predicament. ‘Wait here,’ he said, and flung into action to retrieve my bags from an unaccompanied trip to Sydney. 

			By the time he returned with my bags on a trolley, the clock was closing on midnight. The pilot, who also had a degree in chivalry, wheeled my bags to his car and drove me back to the apartment block I thought I would never see again. As he carried my suitcases to the lift, I was sure it would be the end of his kindness until he said, ‘Be here at 6 a.m., we will go to the registry, and I will help you sort this out.’ 

			True to his word, he was there in the morning dressed in a crisp new uniform. Within half an hour, we were standing third in line at a building that appeared no more important than the barber shop next door. His pilot uniform earned us preferential treatment, and we were whisked straight into an office that doubled as a giant filing cabinet and reeked of disorganisation.

			Much to my dismay, the conversation between Captain Amit and the portly officer was conducted entirely in Hindi, with the occasional brief English demands: ‘Show him your passport,’ ‘Who were you working for?’ ‘Did you get to meet Sanjay Dutt?’ From the head wobbles and general tone, it seemed like we were getting somewhere until Captain Amit abruptly stood up. 

			‘I am very sorry; I cannot help you. I cannot be a part of anything to do with this. I am very sorry. I must leave now.’ He exited the glass door and was gone.

			‘Excuse me, sir, what’s the matter?’ I politely queried the officer.

			‘Your boss, he is Jayesh Shah, yes?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Are you Russian?’

			‘No, I’m Australian,’ I stuttered while my heart rate spiked. 

			‘I need to see proof you are a dancer,’ the man continued. 

			All those months ago my gut was trying to tell me not to trust Jayesh. At the time it felt more like ‘Watch your wallet’ though, rather than; ‘This man is an undercover pimp.’ 

			While it’s easy to prove your place of birth through a passport, your ability to drive through a driver’s license, and your mother’s maiden name through a birth certificate, proving you are a trained professional dancer and not whatever else this man thought I might be is more challenging. I could’ve stood on the table and done some  shimmies and impressive Chaîné turns, although it may have worsened my situation. Then it struck me: I did have proof; my Certificate IV in Performing Arts was saved in my emails. ‘Can I use your internet?’ The obvious answer of no slipped out of the man’s mouth, and I found myself roaming the streets of Mumbai, perspiring from apprehension on the search for an internet cafe. 

			My mind raced with what I was trying to prove to this man, or rather what I was trying to disprove based on the suggestions made about Jayesh’s side hustle. Whatever it was, I was getting myself on the next plane to Sydney. I traipsed across the city for four hours in search of somewhere with medium-speed internet and a working printer, a tricky combo in Mumbai in 2009. Finally, I stumbled upon a winner. Proof of dance in hand, I hailed a tuk-tuk and arrived back at the glass doors of the F.R.R.O. office to see that they had closed for the day just 20 minutes prior. It was Friday, and they wouldn’t be open again until Monday. I would miss the funeral. 

			Relaying all of this to my mum was heartbreaking and emphasised every centimetre of land and ocean between us. I could’ve easily stayed and finished my contract, but I was disgusted by Jayesh and his lack of sympathy. I just wanted to go home. 

			I arrived back at the F.R.R.O. office on Monday, then Tuesday, then eventually on Wednesday I was finally handed the elusive piece of paper I needed to leave India and return to Australia. I was on a plane that night.  

			Fourteen hours later I turned the corner at Sydney International Airport, scanning over hundreds of people at the arrivals gate. Mum stood out like a giraffe among a herd of zebras, somehow making her tiny five-foot-three stature poke above everyone as she strained to spot me before I did her. She gripped me tight with her famous lingering hug and we cried together for her father, my Nonno, without a word leaving our mouths. Today, after over 15 years of consistent travel, Mum’s airport arrival hugs are still one of my favourite things about landing back on Australian soil. 

			We sat at the nearest McDonald’s and debriefed over a Big Mac, satisfying my five-month craving for beef. 

			‘Do you think you will ever go back?’ Mum asked. I meditated for a minute over her throwaway question. 

			Moving to India had taken me outside of my comfort zone by a whole continent, and then some. The experience was emotionally taxing, physically exhausting, and often completely overwhelming. But, beside every challenging moment was the contrast of an equally vibrant and invigorating one. It was only from the discomfort, that I’d grown and developed as a young adult so much more than if I’d stayed in Sydney. India will always be the country that ignited my insatiable appetite for travel. 

			I replied confidently to Mum’s question, ‘Without a doubt I’ll go back.’

			It would take almost a decade to discover that fate had other plans for India and me. 

			
			

			2

			All-consuming

			I perched myself, tentatively, on the cold sterile scales; willing the digital numbers to read less than they did the day before. I was already naked, having stripped off my heavy clothes laden with grams of cotton and stitching. I’d resisted consuming food and water for hours and had relieved myself twice. I took a big breath in, and a more extended breath out. How much does air weigh? It was just me and the facts now. 

			The moments between stepping on the scales and the numbers finding their resting place at my body weight seemed to draw on longer than an off-key church hymn. They flickered up and down on the screen, their uncertainty echoing my shattered self-image. I ensured they had reached their final destination in my peripherals before taking them in. 
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			Since returning from India, my passion for dance dissipated, and in its place was full-blown young adult acne. The lumps and bumps that had engulfed my face were the texture and colour of minced beef, and no amount of Maybelline could conceal it. After trying all the natural remedies, I now found myself a few months into a course of a last resort drug, Accutane. On the side of the packet of this harsh medication, the warnings were clear: Any substance that may cause birth defects in unborn babies is likely to be harmful across all systems of the body, including the emotional parts. Every orifice on my face had dried, split, and bled, and I was so sensitive to UV that the slightest touch of sunshine had me diving for shade. 

			Although the external cracks were painful, it was the internal ones that were causing the most damage. An uncontrollable sadness had taken up residence inside my head and heart like an unwelcome house guest. Though nothing was wrong, it felt like everything inside me was burdened, and simple daily undertakings became insurmountable problems. Whether it was because of the acne, the drug, or something else entirely, I couldn’t muster the energy or actions to get my guest to leave. 

			To counter the burden and increase my self-esteem, I took to dieting, which aligned with my change in career from dancing to personal training. This new profession was a natural step for me as it combined fitness, human interaction, and choosing my own hours. After an eight-week fast track education in the basics of anatomy  and physiology, I stood in a local park in front of 25 eager adults. The born performer in me treated coaching like a stage show. For one hour, I got a chance to distract people from their problems and give them a little joy, whilst making them puff and sweat. I wasn’t sure if the fitness gig would be long-term, but I could feel a sense of purpose cultivating within me.  

			It was in those first six months of my new job that I developed the daily habit of weighing myself. This simple act began to form a meaning far beyond the measure of my gravitational pull. Those little dancing digits on the monitor between my feet had become all that mattered, and I dedicated entire days to making those numbers read as low as possible. I had become obsessed.
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			On a cool September evening, I found myself in a well-known position peering down between my toes. 

			Sixty point two kilograms. Failure crippled me. The goal was to reach 60 kilograms by that day and my whole being unravelled with the realisation that I didn’t achieve what I had set out to do. 

			I gazed vacantly at my naked body in the bathroom mirror, the shower’s lingering steam casting a dream-like veneer over my reflection. I no longer saw 21-year-old Elise when I looked at myself. The part of my brain that linked my consciousness to my flesh and bones had evaporated over the last few weeks as I became a passive observer of my own life. I knew I should be hungry. I knew I could have a nutritious dinner and go to bed. I also knew that what I was about to do made no sense, but logic no longer held sway over what and why I ate. 

			I slipped on my clothes and walked into the kitchen, bundling my hair into a loose ponytail. I opened the pantry, reached in, and began to eat. First, the box of cereal. Bowl after bowl covered in milk, until the pack had been emptied. I opened the fridge and took a spoon to the yoghurt, not bothering to close the door or move away. Shelf by shelf I looked for what I could inhale. One breath, one bite. One breath, two bites. Then there were no more breaths, just full cheeks struggling to keep up. 

			The car keys jingled. I heard the front door shut behind me and without conscious permission, I was driving. The mechanical chime of the service station door announced my arrival. 

			‘That’s $4.00,’ said the attendant. Even though I wanted more, I exited holding just one pack of Doritos to ensure the man with the kind eyes behind the counter didn’t think I was some sort of glutton. Back into the car. One breath, one mouthful. One breath, two mouthfuls. And before I registered their cheesy flavours, the Doritos were gone. Can I go back in there? 

			
			

			Minutes later, the sharp lights of 7/11 hit me without enough force to snap me out of my trance. A Magnum ice cream and a bag of gummy bears rustled in my hand. 

			‘That will be $7.45.’ 

			‘This too,’ I threw a KitKat on the counter. 

			‘$9.45.’ 

			I slid back into the car and forced the food down, making sure all wrappers were disposed of. Erasing evidence had become a key player in the game of secrets. Okay, that’s enough, home now.

			The steam had cleared from the mirror in the bathroom, but I still couldn’t see what I was doing to myself. I lifted the toilet seat, tucked my legs underneath me, and forced my index and middle fingers down my throat until I felt the dangly teardrop lump of flesh at the back. My eyes began to water. I reached further down until my shoulders convulsed and kept reaching until everything I had just eaten was in the toilet. I then got up, returned to my car and repeated the process. 

			At 5 a.m. the following day, with swollen eyes and an empty stomach, I disguised my shame among 40,000 others and ran the Sydney Half Marathon.

			I can’t pinpoint the exact day this all began, the binging, the excessive exercising, and eventually the bulimia. What I do remember clearly is that night. The change I’d made from simply eating food to complete self-destruction was like summer rolling into autumn, a natural, gradual, and completely unstoppable progression. 

			An unhealthy relationship with food is the same as any bad relationship. It’s all-consuming and exhausting. It’s like rolling over every morning, looking at your partner, and thinking ‘How am I going to get through this today?’ Somehow, I was getting through it, and each day that I restricted, exercised excessively and binged, was one more day where I got away with it. A new reward system was being reinforced inside my brain, and despite the destruction it caused, it was preventing me from changing course. 

			Even though I still lived at home, keeping it a secret from my mum and brother was easy. My shiny new career as a personal trainer was a fitting cover-up for my excessive exercising. 

			‘I’m training for a marathon.’

			‘There’s a nine-week challenge at work.’

			‘We’re doing a charity run.’ 

			I would rise with the sun and run. If a client conveniently cancelled their session, I would seize the opportunity and run. If I had spare time in my day, I’d be on the treadmill. Clients and friends would comment, ‘Oh, I saw you running the other day,’ though in reality, it would be more unusual if you saw me sitting at a bus stop. I was the female Forrest Gump, minus the beard, and with a side hobby: binge eating.

			Each day would begin the same way, with me believing I neither needed nor deserved food after a binge  the night before. I’d slip past the kitchen at 5 a.m., too frightened to venture into the vortex of cupboards my mother caringly stocked. I’d train clients all morning, ironically advising them on how to lead a healthy life. I’d show them the mechanics of a leg press, then drag them into a tiny room to take pictures of them at their most vulnerable, half-naked and staring at the floor. We would then discuss their dietary choices and why these were not conducive to their goals. 

			It was around midday each day that hunger inevitably began pounding on the gates of my mind. It arrived dressed in full war paint, ready to fight, and my mental battle would rage for the remainder of the day. Eat, don’t eat, consume everything, consume nothing. Eat this, don’t eat that. Only a faint recollection remained of when the feeling of hunger was simply an expression of my body’s need, not the symbol of weakness it had become. Hazy memories from a time when hunger didn’t create an inner turmoil that would force me to sleep just to find some peace. Hours and hours of back and forth went on inside my head each afternoon, while I dragged myself around the world like I was sleepwalking, never properly connecting with anything or anyone. 

			It was usually under the cover of night, that hunger would inevitably break through the gates. And when it did, it burnt and pillaged everything in sight. I found myself at service stations and grocery stores buying things the personal trainer in me didn’t even consider food. Bags of doughnuts, pies, ice creams, biscuits, and gummy lollies were devoured. I’d hide my shame by purchasing family meals at KFC so the 15-year-old serving me thought I was going home to share it with others. When I could no longer counteract the amount of food I was eating with exercise, I started throwing it up. Soon had I gorged and emptied myself of food so brutally, and so often, that all the natural sensations of fullness and hunger had vanished. I never felt full or satisfied anymore. My eating patterns had become as reflexive as scratching a mosquito bite, and I didn’t have the energy to make new choices. 

			Despite my obsession with losing weight, I wasn’t overweight. I presented as healthy and fit. I should’ve felt uncomfortable and fraudulent in my new role as a personal trainer and nutrition coach, but the strangest thing was that I couldn’t even register my own problem. Months rolled into a year and, although I still looked at my reflection with disgust, I was no longer intentionally pursuing weight loss. Instead, I was performing rituals and repeating unhealthy behavioural patterns. I was being rewarded internally via dopamine and externally through compliments about my appearance, making the whole horror show seem acceptable. 

			The interesting thing about humans is that we need food to survive, making nutrient absorption a handy and quite fascinating process. You smell your grandma’s freshly baked casserole, and digestion is already set in motion as the rich aroma causes you to salivate before the flavour hits your taste buds. You then take a bite and chew, starting to break down the food before swallowing. The fleshy tubes and sacks that link your mouth and the world at the other end break it down further and disperse it into the rest of the body via the blood. From  here, it’s used to build, repair, grow, and energise the cells that form us. What it cannot use or doesn’t need it expels, and around 50 hours later, you are essentially a walking casserole. 

			When there is too much or too little of certain substances, our bodies and brains begin to suffer. Sometimes we feel that pain immediately and sometimes we can tolerate it for years, or even decades with no visible ramifications. Looking at the variations of diets and body types that exist in this world, it’s astounding what a human system can put up with. We humans can drink, smoke, eat and snort toxins, gorge ourselves, starve ourselves, and mistreat our bodies so spectacularly, and yet we persist on living. 

			I continued to put my body to the test in all the wrong ways.
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			My brother appeared in the living room, icicles hanging from his eyebrows after a thorough investigation of the freezer.  

			‘Where’s all the ice cream gone?’ 

			‘It’s in there. I bought it yesterday,’ my very certain mother replied. Under the cover of darkness, I had scoffed the whole two litres and forgotten to replace it. My sugary brain rapidly scanned for an excuse and came up short. 

			‘I ate it,’ I blurted out.

			‘What? All of it?’ they replied together, stunned. I’d reached a tipping point, and this accidental exposure initiated the collapse of my lies and secrets. Before the embarrassment of what I’d just confessed could sink in, I tied up my laces and went for a run. An hour later I returned a sweaty mess. 

			I crumpled onto the shower floor, the water wrapping around me like a warm, non-judgmental embrace. Our acoustically perfect toilet would make it sound like I was vomiting into a microphone and my now suspicious family would hear everything. I needed the white noise of the falling water to muffle my retching. More than anything, I just needed an uninterrupted moment. 

			It was the first time during this routine of eating everything in sight—and then ‘un-eating’ it— that tears streamed down my face. I felt like a used hotel towel, waiting for the maid to scoop me up and replace me with a freshly laundered version. I wanted to start over but didn’t want to be the one responsible for initiating it. 

			I carried on purging and squashing my undigested food through the showers drain holes, pushing the problem as far from my mind, and small intestine, as possible. 

			
			

			  After 18 months, I finally recognised what I was doing was wrong; I just didn’t know how to stop. I felt sick. I was sick. Not just physically ill but sick to death of it all. As I towelled off and fell into bed, I lay there choking on the thought of waking up and going to war with food again, so I didn’t go to sleep. 

			
			

			I passed on breakfast and made an unenthusiastic attempt at concealing the burst blood vessels around my eyes before hauling myself to work. I became the passive observer again, watching over myself as I coached my morning clients through the motions, unable to feign empathy for their troubles. If I was an Avenger, I would be the Human Fog: insufficient in every way, unable to thwart disaster, and incapable of adding value to anyone’s day. That morning was the first time I felt sorry for myself. And it was through the eyes of that passive observer, I finally saw that I needed help.

			A midday client gap allowed me to head home and gather myself. Instead, I gathered a six-pack of hot cross buns from the fridge, with jam and whipped cream. I wolfed it all down and retreated to my room. I heard Mum’s car and the front door opening. I stayed locked away to let her get on with her routine until a question rang out from the kitchen.

			‘Bub, have you seen the hot cross buns? I’m sure I bought some?’

			‘Are you sure, you’re sure?’ I responded, wondering if the tremble in my voice penetrated the walls.

			‘You didn’t eat them all, did you?’ she responded with a joyful laugh.

			And that was it. That harmless response from my mother was all it took for me to crumble into a disjointed mess of confessions. I walked out to the kitchen and fell to pieces. 

			That afternoon Mum and I sat together on our back patio, and I told her everything about the last 18 months. She listened intently with her hands wrapped around mine, without a hint of the judgement I was so afraid of. After I admitted everything, we squeezed each other tight, and she immediately booked me an appointment to see our doctor. 

			The back porch confessional was as uplifting as it was exhausting. Without Mum taking the lead, I don’t know if I would have had the strength to walk myself into a health professional’s office. She made the call, and made sure I went to the appointment. She sat and waited for me, then eventually drove me to my first psychology session with Doctor Sayeeda. Having a loved one initiate these critical first steps removed the most challenging barrier to getting well; making decisions that were in my own best interest. I was nowhere near recovered, but these crucial first steps crept me closer.  

			In the following years I often contemplated why I did so much harm to myself, yet never stumbled upon a complete answer. Why do we do anything? Why do we always park our cars in the same spot at the grocery store? Why do we sit in the same chair at the dinner table? Why cross our right leg over our left, sleep on the same side of the bed, or stir our tea anticlockwise? These are just things we did one day and then continued to repeat until they became reflexive. Before long, they just happen, and we forget why we did them in the first place.

			
			

			Whether our patterns serve us for good or not, they become the most energy-efficient and economic actions. It soon becomes easier to repeat that action, without rhyme or reason for why we are doing it. But when it comes to eating, molecules like sugar and fats add to the game, increasing the chemical reward we receive when we make certain food choices. These chemicals provide enough incentive to keep us on that path. Before long, a fictional story has been created in our brain that we passionately believe, allowing us to ignore truths we cannot accept. This was where I had ended up. Despite the harm it was causing, my behaviours around food were so engrained they felt normal, and it became easier to maintain than to break the habit. 

			More and more people are struggling everyday with the simple task of eating. In Australia, eating disorders like bulimia and anorexia affect over 4% of the population—more than one million people. Anorexia claims more young women’s lives than any other mental health illness, yet it is often referred to as a diet that went wrong. Just as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder is more than a bad day, eating disorders are far more complex than bad dieting strategies. They exist in all cultures, across all ages and sexes. The question of why people starve themselves, even in societies where food is hard to come by in the first place, is an individual one; the disorder can manifest for a wide range of reasons. But the reason the disorder persists is largely because our brains and nervous systems are wired to repeat the tasks they know best. 

			During my first few months in therapy, Doctor Sayeeda and I began a deep dive into the brain—specifically mine. I became fascinated with understanding why humans do what we do, and how we can turn destructive behavioural patterns into constructive ones. I was obsessed with our ability to manipulate our thoughts to produce certain sensations and provoke action inside our bodies. 

			My doctor described the process to me as if my brain and nervous system was playing a song that it knew by heart: restrict–binge–purge–restrict–binge–purge. It had been stuck on repeat for months, so I didn’t even need to think about hitting play. If I no longer wanted to hear that same melody, I needed to play an entirely new tune or, at the very least, regularly throw in a new chord. Together, the doctor and I began changing my ‘food song’ to reclaim my affection for eating, training and myself. This coincided with another change I knew I had to make if I wanted to get better. I had to move out of my family home. 

			Our little white house, a place with so many happy memories, had become a minefield of triggers for all the things I desperately wanted to stop. The laminate kitchen cupboards were akin to a tripwire. I would try to step over them to reach the food I knew I needed to eat, but they kept forcing me back into my old ways. The fridge, the bathroom, and even my bedroom all cued something in me that said binge. Like Pavlov’s dog, my binge bell kept ringing no matter what I tried. 

			This clash with my environment didn’t last long before I realised a truth that would serve me long and true. A radical behavioural change requires an equally radical change to your environment. Living in the same place  where my harmful habits formed was a sure way to continue walking the same path. Deep down, we all know whether our environment is serving us or not. The demanding part is deciding how to remove yourself from it. 

			Interestingly, humans are inherently nomadic and for most of our existence have moved with the seasons. Only in the last few thousand years, after learning to cultivate crops and domesticate animals, have we transitioned to fixed addresses and permanent settlements. Because of this relatively new way of life, it’s not unusual for those of us who move around to be labelled “unsettled” or “lost”. Another common assumption is that we are running from something. However, in all my moving, I have never viewed a change of location as an escape from things but rather as a shift towards something new. I consciously move towards new experiences, places, people, opportunities, and an upgraded version of myself periodically. I see the ability to relocate as my most valuable asset. 

			To remove ourselves from circumstances and humans that are harming us and insert ourselves in an environment that breeds growth is an incredibly powerful and underused tool. In that first environmental shift at 22, I saw how much my health, self-worth, and overall existence improved when I took the relocation leap. From then on, moving towards became a standard procedure in my life. 

			During those first few months in the little apartment I rented with my best friend, I began to remember what it was like to eat and enjoy life. Two years rolled by since the day Mum walked me into the doctor, and I hadn’t binged or purged for most of that time. By my own admission, I had recovered. So, when the challenge of competing in a bodybuilding competition came onto my athletic radar, I didn’t think twice about the consequences that 26 weeks of dieting would have on my mental health. 
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			One balmy October morning, just two weeks away from my very first bodybuilding competition, I approached my local train station gates on my way to work. I scrambled prematurely for my house keys, having no intention of being that person causing delays during the morning rush at Bondi Junction. Slipping seamlessly into the gates, I attempted to insert my house keys to enter the underground. But something was amiss. ‘Where’s the hole?’ I wondered. The gates seemed determined to keep me out. I couldn’t figure out where the keyhole had gone to access the station I passed through daily for months. 

			An impatient woman piped up from behind me, ‘What’s the hold up?’ 

			‘I can’t find the hole?’ I said, confident that my house keys were what I needed to access the public train station. 

			
			

			‘What? Don’t you have a ticket?’ she said. I stared back at the woman, keys in hand, utterly perplexed. My brain was systematically shutting down and it was all my own doing. 

			There are only a few things that separate us from our closest living relatives, the chimpanzee, and though somewhat minor, their implications are profound. Some stick out like a ballerina on a football field, like our lack of body hair, our ability to talk and our upright posture. But a feature which gets less airtime is our fat stores. 

			A healthy human woman will have a body fat percentage of around 14 to 28, while a healthy female chimp sits at around 3-5%. This difference began when chimps decided to expand their horizons out from under the canopy of the trees, sparking the need for bigger fuel tanks. Their new, more complex environments also brought a need for more ingenuity. Enter boobs, butts, and brains. Extra pockets of fatty tissue provided humans energy when food was scarce, and an increase in problems required bigger brain capacity and more energy to power it. Meanwhile our cousin the chimpanzee remained lean, as brawn was more valuable to them up in the trees than a developing brain. 

			Standing there dumbfounded at the train station, I had successfully reversed millions of years of brain evolution in just six months of dieting. My fat stores had dipped below 8%, and although I was fantastic at lifting heavy things, my mental capacity aligned closer with my primate ancestors. The unfortunate lady behind me at the gates was copping the brunt of my de-evolution. 

			Along with this, the truly devasting and unsurprising thing was, I had begun to binge again. I had eaten nothing but white fish, broccoli, sweet potato, and oats for months and exercised and weighed myself every day. I was also about to voluntarily stand in front of an auditorium of people in a bikini and have my body judged against other incredibly lean women. Eating disorder red flags were waving, but I ignored them all. Despite devouring a box of granola, 12 protein bars, and five bowls of oats, two days before I stood on stage, I became the Women’s Figure State Champion and placed third in Australia. This was bad. 

			The fallout from restricting myself for so long was fast and brutal. What followed competition day was a month of stop/start binging, and hours in front of mirrors picking apart every millimetre of myself. I had gone from seeing veins popping out of my abdomen to gaining ten kilograms in five weeks. My brain couldn’t connect the dots between what it expected to see in the reflection and what it was seeing; it was impossible for me to suppress the barrage of self-destructive thoughts and consequential actions. 

			I could only think of one way to fix how I felt about myself: fanatic dieting. Being leaner than a prize winning greyhound continued to beckon, and before long, I had signed up for another bodybuilding competition. I was restricting, binging, and purging again for the first time in years. As a reward for it all, while standing half naked on stage with tan thicker than Nutella, I received another third place trophy. My unhealthy patterns were again reinforced.

			
			

			I strutted off the stage to text messages of, ‘You should’ve won!’ but I was so thankful I hadn’t. I knew that this was not the healthiest sport for me, and was relieved I didn’t need to fulfil any future competition obligations. By not winning I had dodged a bullet that would’ve catapulted me into a life of body dysmorphia, and never feeling satisfied with how I looked. Instead, I was able to remove myself from the people that eat, sleep, and breathe the stage. I was given another opportunity to run towards health, so I launched at it. 

			I changed locations again and ended a romantic relationship that had run its course. I swapped my training goal from burning calories, to lifting as heavy as possible. A cascade of life choices led me to be in my new home one evening, on my phone, swiping right on a man who would completely change the direction of my life. 
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			It was 2014, and I just finished an exhausting 12-hour shift on the gym floor. Unable to switch off the buzz from the day, I grabbed my phone and downloaded an app called Tinder, the latest innovation in dating. I set up a profile, linking my Facebook photos, which were a respectable and relatively accurate representation of the current me. I appreciated the sentiment of this face value system. You see someone’s photos, name and age, then decide if their location is within your effort radius, and if you both are feeling it, you get connected on the app. From this point, based on the banter (or lack thereof), you can devise whether you’ve been linked with a potential date, or someone with the social skills of a doorknob. 

			After half an hour I had strategically swiped right on a handful of guys, allowing us to chat in individual messages. With droopy eyes, I sifted unenthused between the ‘Hi. How r u’s?’ Just as I was about to call it a night—Luke, 29, Sydney CBD—lit up my screen. Shirt off. Tick. (At the very least, I wanted someone nice to look at in case the conversation lacked lustre). A few years older. Tick. (Younger had never turned out well for me … but neither had older). Located near my gym. Tick. It was three for three. 

			‘I’ll meet you for coffee. When’s your break tomorrow?’ Direct and no fuss. Another tick for Luke.  

			My Tinder date met me in front of my gym wearing a black T-shirt that gripped around his larger than average biceps like a tourniquet. Jeans and Converse completed the outfit that I would come to know very well as the man’s dress to impress ensemble. He looked better than the photos, which was always notable in a digital world where it’s easy to fall victim to deceptive angles, lighting, and filters. His bright blue eyes smiled at me before his mouth. We walked to the nearest cafe and sat in the sun, engaging in rapid-fire get-to-know-yous over a no-obligation coffee. After 30 minutes we parted ways, and I realised my heart rate had spiked, and sweat  had accumulated in my armpits. Whether it was through sweaty pits or some other bodily signal, Luke felt a connection too because an hour later a text appeared, ‘Are you free Friday for dinner?’

			Three days later, we sat across from each other, my jaw physically dropping into my medium rare sirloin as I listened to his tales of climbing mountains across the continents, working underground, and living in Thailand amongst Muay Thai fighters. His life sounded like a Van Damme movie, and I decided that even if it was all made up, at least this bloke had a first-class imagination. 

			The red wine was working its magic, making the sexual tension palpable and dissolving my inhibitions. I didn’t need much convincing when he invited me to his apartment just up the road, and he required even less convincing when I undid his belt. In a complete plot twist, over the next week, my first-ever Tinder date became my boyfriend. 

			We spent the next few weeks filling every gap in our schedule with each other, catching up during my lunch breaks, flirting over dinners, trying to out-lift each other in the gym, and meeting the families. We got along like peanut butter and jelly, and I knew whatever was happening between us would be long-term. So six weeks in, when Luke said he wasn’t sure this was going to work, my heart gave out. It wasn’t just his rejection that had me reeling. I couldn’t shake the undeniable feeling that this man was the oxygen that would keep my flame burning bright for the rest of my life. 

			I realised quickly when Luke decides something is over, it is really over. I didn’t hear from him. Not a peep. One week. Two weeks. A month. It took every ounce of resolve I had not to message him, or to casually stroll past his building, which was completely out of my way. Meanwhile, I was taking care of the unfinished business of a lingering ex which was the reason Luke had broken it off. I needed to clean house if I wanted room for something long-lasting, and I was sure, down to the marrow in my bones, that Luke was it. Then one night, a text came through.

			‘I think I made a mistake. Can I see you?’ My heart leapt from my chest. 

			‘Sure, I’ll be home by 6:30. Come around.’

			We sat silently in his car, the smell of my favourite charcoal chicken takeaway wafting from the back seat. He had driven me to a car park on the water in Sydney’s Inner West, next door to the location of a CrossFit gym he was in the process of opening. I knew it was a place that meant a lot to him. Parked in the darkness, our conversation hadn’t yet amounted to anything beyond general chit chat, and the chicken smell had me flip flopping between salivating and wanting to throw up. I still wasn’t sure which way this would go.

			I exited the car, and he joined me in the dim light of the failing streetlamp. Despite the shadows, I could see his eyes reddening and his lips stifling a quiver as he took my hands. 

			‘I should never have let you go. I love you, Elise.’ Relief washed over me; I hadn’t been imagining the  connection between us. To ensure I knew he was serious, a bouquet of red roses arrived at my work the next day with a simple note, ‘I’m all in. Luke xxx.’ We dove heart first into love. 

			Having yet to confirm his payroll of trainers for the new gym, Luke asked me to come on board as the BodyFit group coach. This was a welcomed change from the back-to-back personal training sessions of my previous job and exposed me to a softened version of CrossFit, a sport I would come to know well. 

			Neither of us liked to waste time, so we progressed our relationship to the next stage by moving in together. Before long, we were spending every waking and resting minute in each other’s company. 

			The months rolled on and I was so busy being treasured by this man that I started to forget to hate myself. With the help of my psychologist, I had become very good at introspection and examining my thoughts; standing in their way and demanding answers before they could manifest into existence outside of my head. This very conscious decision-making process I had built around food and training became less consuming, and the right choices were slowly becoming the natural choices again. Soon I had gone months without even considering binging. 

			My training had shifted deep into the sport of powerlifting. I was squatting, bench pressing, and deadlifting my way to an athleticism I hadn’t experienced before. I discovered I was strong, and enjoyed seeing how far I could push my newfound strength. This new way of training allowed me to focus on numbers that weren’t the scales, and my mental health and relationship with food were given the environment they needed to heal. I began joining local competitions just for fun. But it wasn’t long before my competitive nature took hold and I found myself lured back into the world of dieting once again.

			Powerlifting is divided into weight classes, and I naturally fell between two. I decided to drop the few kilos that would dip me into the lower weight class to lift with girls closer to my size. Despite being completely content with my body, the diet threw me into a mental tailspin. The week before my comp, I plunged into a tub of Nutella, coating a spoon then dipping it in a box of granola. Within five minutes I had inhaled both, and was crying, alone, on the apartment floor. I was furious for letting myself down after years of working so hard to overcome my disorder. This happened three nights in a row before the fear of not making my weight class set in. To compensate for my binge, I ate nothing but three boiled chicken breasts over the next three days, scraping into my weight class by ten grams. Despite lifting well at the comp, all I could think was; ‘What the hell am I doing to myself?’

			In my journey towards self-improvement, it became apparent that my biggest obstacle was any form of restriction—whether self-imposed or external. The feedback loop that connected restricting and binging was still too strong in my system, and like an alcoholic who can’t just have one drink, I needed to abstain completely. That night, after my competition, I vowed that I would not diet or restrict myself in any way for 365 days. No matter how I felt about my body, no matter what everyone else around me was doing, for a year, I would say no  to diets. In making this statement, I realised I had been on some form of diet for over six years. For 2,190 days, I had tried to be a smaller version of myself, and the results were less than favourable. I had everything to gain from this decision, and if that meant a few kilos, then so be it. 

			This was by no means a permission slip to eat like a four-year-old at a birthday party. Instead, it was the space I needed to stop feeling like my weight had anything to do with me feeling healthy and adoring myself and my life. It was permission to stop labelling foods as “good” and “bad”. To eat more when I wanted and a little less when I didn’t. To train with a purpose outside of burning calories and discover what I was athletically capable of. 

			Amidst my turmoil, the gym was steadily growing into a community of like-minded people who loved to train in the incredible space we had all built. Luke and I spent seven days a week there, starting with 5 a.m. classes and sometimes not finishing until 9 p.m. We cleaned the toilets, organised the admin, vacuumed the floors, wrote the training programs, and squeezed in our own training between it all. On Sundays, after the morning class and cleaning duties, we had half a day to relax. This usually happened on the couch, with our eyes shut. 

			Twelve months after opening, the gym was by all definitions a success, however, neither of us felt like we were thriving. We felt exhausted. Does a beautiful apartment on the water equal success, if all you do is sleep in it? Does the same go for a nice car if you never drive it anywhere interesting? And is a financially profitable business considered a success if it leaves you with little time or energy for anything else? We began to question whether we needed these things to be happy, or if it was the other way around. Was happiness what we needed to truly feel successful?

			One Sunday afternoon Luke and I were finishing our jobs, and both found ourselves involuntarily staring at the mural covering the gym wall. The floor-to-ceiling graffiti depicted a logo that Luke had designed while he was underground coal mining, with the pipe dream of climbing the highest mountains in the world. A Nepalese mountain called Ama Dablam sat behind two ice axes, and across them, in giant letters, was the name of the gym, OLOC Fitness. One Life, One Chance. A question trickled out of my mouth.

			‘Are you happy?’ 

			‘It sounds insane, but no, not really,’ Luke responded honestly and quickly. 

			
			

			‘When was the last time you were happy?’ I asked innocently, genuinely curious. He began explaining a period he had spent on a street called Soi Ta-Ied in Phuket, Thailand. The street was home to a fitness camp called Tiger Muay Thai which housed all fitness abilities, from professional fighters to people who had never done a day of training in their lives. For six months, Luke lived the simple life on Soi Ta-Ied: training four hours a day, meeting people from across the world, eating chicken sticks, and drinking coconuts on the beach. It sounded like heaven. We both looked back at the wall. One life, One Chance. The words stared down at us, daring our thoughts to make the leap from concept to reality. 

			
			

			It didn’t take long for the tiny seed that was sown to grow into a coconut tree. Within the week we decided the move was on, and had sent emails asking if there were any job opportunities at the gyms in Phuket on ‘The Soi’. Within the fortnight we had taken all our shoes, clothes, and random knick-knacks to a local market to sell, and after that, we sold the car as well. Within three weeks, Luke had found a buyer for the gym. And just four weeks after I asked the question ‘Are you happy?’, everything we owned could be packed into two suitcases. We had no fixed address and barely any money due to paying off all our debts. Yet as we buckled up on the plane, we were unable to contain our excitement. The first stop was New Zealand for a five-week road trip before passing back through Sydney and then on to our new home, Phuket. 

			Hidden neatly behind my excitement, unbeknown to Luke, was a tremendous anxiety about not having direct access to a gym for the first time in years. I wasn’t sure I would be able to maintain my diet-free vow while not being able to do some form of exercise every day. The mentality of earning my food through movement was still deeply ingrained. 

			New Zealand turned out to be the perfect training ground to learn how to be okay with not training. We still kept active by getting out on trails and doing bodyweight workouts, but more often than not we did nothing but drive around and eat fish and chips. There were moments when I stood in front of the mirror picking at myself for a little too long, which I deemed part of the transition process. The main thing was that the girl with her head in the toilet bowl from all those years before had vanished. She’d been replaced by someone who remembered how to live without worrying about what she looked like 24 hours a day. 

			When Mum greeted us on the way back through Sydney, it didn’t strike me as odd that she was crying. My mother has always been an openly emotional soul. However, this time felt different. Her hug gripped a little tighter and her look of happiness from having her daughter back was tinged with sorrow. 

			The moment she told me my dad had died, uncontrollable sobs leapt out of me. Though it wasn’t from sadness or pain­—it was a learned response to death that I had picked up over time. Thankfully, until this point in my life, I had not experienced the death of someone close to me. My honest response washed over me about an hour later. 

			I never had a close relationship with my dad. I was only ten when my parents divorced because of his alcoholism, and I don’t remember much about him from those younger years. I later learned that the fun times I do remember sharing with him, like dancing in the living room with Don McLean blasting through the record player, were when he was eight glasses deep. Drunk fun and kids’ fun are virtually the same, and I was unaware of the effect his drinking had on Mum and our family. 

			
			

			He was never cruel or threatening towards us. He just wasn’t present or reliable. He was sick, and I understood this better now as an adult, because I had been that kind of sick myself. When the ultimatum came from Mum for him to get help or lose us, he chose to let us go. 

			Every second weekend for a few years, I slowly watched him and our family home deteriorate. The bathroom was always filthy, so I would secretly scrub it while showering. The glasses and cutlery were discoloured and dirty, so I would polish them with my shorts before meals. The walls were stained yellow from years of smoking indoors, and the carpet looked like a childcare centre on the cleaner’s month off. Either my father had gone blind or he had completely given up. To help, I appointed myself the role of indoor maintenance and maid. 

			Outside of cleaning, I would spend the rest of the weekend in my bedroom, nurturing my love of creating. One day, from my arts and crafts box, I blew up an orange balloon, attached hand-drawn cardboard feet and added a top hat and bow tie. I drew giant cartoon eyes on, and used pipe cleaners for a moustache and eyebrows, making the silliest-looking face possible. Before I returned to my other home that afternoon, I took my Mr. Potato Head character and nestled him between the pillows of Dad’s bed with a card that read, ‘Stay Smiling Daddy’. 

			I had forgotten about my balloon when I returned with my brother two weeks later for our fortnightly visit. Dad quietly took me to his bedroom, where a deflated Mr. Potato Head sat on his bedside table. He took my wrinkled creation in his hands and sat me on the side of the bed. With tears welling in his ageing eyes, he choked out the words, ‘This was very sweet bub,’ before the drops of his sadness bubbled over the edges and down his face. My innocent 12-year-old self had not intended to make him cry, only to remind him that there were things around him worth smiling about. I wished I could be one of them. 

			Before long, I didn’t want to go over there anymore. I didn’t like my hair and clothes smelling like cigarettes. The fridge never had anything besides a cask of boxed wine, frozen pies, and some Tim Tam biscuits. I had reached an age where I could choose, so I chose my mum. 

			Later, as a young adult, I confronted my dad and asked him why he didn’t fight for us, why he couldn’t just pick up the phone to call, and why he didn’t try to get better? This was the only other time I saw my dad cry as he responded to my question with, ‘I just didn’t know how.’ 

			Nothing changed after that conversation. He still never called, nor did he try to seek help or rescue himself from the life of loneliness he had collapsed into. I also never tried to throw him a proper life ring, either. Maybe he just needed someone to show him how to do the hard part, just like I needed my mum to walk me into my first doctor’s appointment. Maybe if I had thrown him that ring, he would have been willing to swim the rest of the way to grab it. Or maybe not. Now I will never know. 

			By the age of 28, when Mum delivered the news that my father had physically left this world, I had already lived without him for nearly a decade. After the shock passed, I was calm. Instead of crying at his funeral, I felt  comfort that this sick and lonely man had been released from the grips of a disease that had plagued him for over 20 years. I also felt grateful for the lesson he had taught me, that no formal education ever could: Never give up on yourself, there is always something worth smiling about or someone worth living for, even if you can’t see or feel it. 

			My father died of a heart attack alone in his home. The neighbour noticed that the music hadn’t been on for a few days, so they came to check on him. All I could think was that if the discovery of him relied upon regular visits or calls from his friends or family it could’ve been a lot longer. I wasn’t sure how I wanted to go about my life yet, but, based on my dad’s approach, I knew exactly how I didn’t want it to turn out.

			Despite a slightly longer than planned layover in Sydney organising Dad’s things, our plans for Thailand were still full steam ahead. During our New Zealand holiday, Luke received a reply from one of the gyms named Unit 27, a booming strength and conditioning facility on the same road as Tiger Muay Thai. They offered him a job coaching the three daily CrossFit classes, which suited our theory of working less and living more. They only had one position available for now, so I would be a lady of leisure in our new island paradise. My life of adventure, that had begun in India five years ago, was about to get a revival, and this time it wouldn’t slow down. 
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			During my years recovering from bulimia, I listened to a well-known sufferer on her podcast say that you never fully recover from this disorder, that it lurks there, waiting around a corner to surprise you at any time. Being just a few months into my attempt to overcome it all, I was heartbroken to hear this. I was still slipping in and out of binging, and the idea that this was my lot in life forever was too much to comprehend. So, I persisted in my own rescue, and ten years on, I am confident you can heal completely. You can look at food for what it is, and not let it rule your days and thoughts. It takes real conscious effort. It takes a want and a desire to be better and often requires external help. If you want to change more than you want to stay the same, a full recovery is there for you too.

			Food is life, it is fuel and energy. It’s also family traditions. It’s comforting and pleasurable. It’s how we show love. And, like it or not, food will have to be consumed every day for the rest of your life, so you must do whatever it takes to find peace with it.

			
			

			3

			Terminal Velocity

			A combination of burning rubbish, tropical fruits, and hot tar roads after being hit with the wet season rain, assaulted my nostrils upon touchdown. The surprisingly tantalising aromas kept me distracted from my nerves as we passed through the airport security. Those first few hours of immersion in a distinctive new culture are one of my greatest travel pleasures. Signature sights, sounds, and smells imprint themselves on your senses, and Thailand’s are undeniable. 

			After a ruthless culling of our suburban life, Luke and I had become human snails, carrying our whole lives on our backs. We exited the airport and slid into a cab, sweat leaking from our thighs and foreheads. 

			‘Sawasdee krap, welcome to Phuket,’ a voice came from the driver’s seat, ‘Where can I take you?’ We pelted down the highway to Chalong, the southern island district where we would be living and working. After an hour of scooter dodging, we made a steady left-hand turn onto a quiet road. Luke’s eyes widened as his nostalgia kicked in. ‘This is it, babe, this is The Soi.’ 

			Back in the early 2000s, a humble little training camp called Tiger Muay Thai nestled itself between sleepy rubber plantations. Its thatched roof sheltered a few boxing bags and two boxing rings, just enough to accommodate a handful of die-hard fighters who lived and breathed the martial art. There was one place to eat, Tony’s. One place to sleep, also Tony’s. And only one thing to do, train. Fast-forward fifteen years, the street had morphed into the premier location for the recent phenomenon of fitness holidays. Progress replaced the sleepy rubber plantation of the old days with health food cafes, hotels, scooter rentals, pharmacies, yoga studios, 7/11’s, tattoo shops, massage parlours, and more Muay Thai camps than you could poke a bamboo stick at. It was dark as we drove by it all on the way to our hotel. I would have to wait until morning to fully comprehend the vitality of this unique fitness oasis.

			Luke and I awoke the next day to the crow of the local rooster. My mouth was splintering from dehydration, so we quickly dressed and took the short walk back to the fitness street to find sustenance. 

			It was barely 6 a.m. but the 1.6 kilometre stretch of bitumen was already humming. Stick thin men jogged past in shiny black and red shorts, abdominals and brows glistening with hard work, as they completed the morning running ritual of all fighters. The slapping sounds of body parts impacting leather pads, rubber floors, and other humans rang out from each camp, with guttural grunts accompanying each blow. Luke and I stuck to the missing footpath to avoid scooters and the stream of exercisers using the road as a running track.

			‘Luke, you back!’ a kind Thai voice sang out over brightly coloured plastic chairs and tablecloths. Luke  was a regular at Tony’s Restaurant during his last visit, and a staff member recognised him immediately. It appeared to still be the place to go for a cheap and quick feed, with hungry patrons spilling out onto the street. Two vegetable omelettes and a fruit salad later, we continued on our morning tour, eventually arriving at Luke’s new place of employment, Unit 27. 

			The morning class, aptly named Drill Sergeant, was in full swing with heavy bass thumping out of the massive open-air facility. A booming voice thundered over the music, ‘Three, two, one,’ a whistle blew, and 40 determined humans spilt out of the gate, dispersing down the road into the heat. ‘Go, go, go, this is a sprint, not a jog!’ the voice followed them out into the sun, ensuring they knew they had eyes on them at all times. A few minutes later the group began filtering back in, splitting up into clusters and preparing themselves for the whistle. 

			I hung over the rail, watching the fitness carnage unfold. People from every age group, gender, ability and ethnicity flipped tyres, held planks, and rippled battle ropes, rotating stations every blow of the whistle, half smiling, half perishing in the humidity. The gym motto hung directly above the entry where I stood, Go Hard, or Go Home. 

			We invited ourselves inside, awkwardly crabbing our way past swinging kettlebells and slamming balls. It didn’t take long for a few happy faces to notice us. Trish and Frankie were two Irish trainers who now called Phuket home. Enthusiasm oozed out of them both and they excitedly gave us the grand tour, introducing us to the other Western and Thai coaches. ‘You should jump into the next class,’ Frankie suggested as we shimmied past a speeding sled. Even with all my experience in fitness, what I was witnessing seemed frighteningly daunting. ‘Maybe tomorrow,’ I replied, wondering how many days I could dodge his offer. Frankie got distracted by the forty new victims that were filtering in for the next class; Kalorie Killa. Luke and I saw our gap and headed back out onto the road to continue exploring The Soi. 

			On our stroll, I felt disappointed that I wouldn’t get to coach at Unit 27. The atmosphere of the street had already started seeping into me and I wanted to play a big part in it. Mostly, I wanted to help change people’s lives. Judging by the numbers coming through the doors, I knew my impact in a place like this would be greater than any other gym I knew of in the world. 

			I decided to put all my energy into my athletic endeavours until an opportunity to work arose. I was ready for a bit more variety in my training, and CrossFit, which was known for its wide range of disciplines, seemed like a good pursuit. Luke was well versed in the language of this relatively new fitness craze, having competed at the Asia regional event a few years earlier. Under his supervision I got to work straight away, spending my first few months in Phuket on an Olympic lifting, gymnastics, and strongman crash course. 

			It was over those months that I was first introduced to ‘the hurt’. That distinctive feeling of knowing you won’t die, while every physical sensation in your body is suggesting you will. Your lungs have caught fire, your  quadriceps feel like liquid, and there’s a shouting match between your brain and body about whether to push on or give up while you still can. This bizarre concoction of adrenalin and joy, mixed with physical fatigue and mental fortitude, was addictive in more ways than one. Day after day I kept coming back for more, with nothing to worry about except training, eating, sleeping and repeating. I made great progress with the regime.

			Two months quickly passed since our low season arrival. The Phuket weather had shifted from flooding monsoons to all-day sun, and with the sun came something else—masses of tourists. Unit 27 classes were bulging at the seams, and management didn’t have to look far to find a new coach to pick up the slack. After a short retirement I was back in my element, teaching people about their bodies, helping them break through mental and physical boundaries, and impacting lives in real time. 

			Unit 27 attracted a minestrone soup of humans, all there to better themselves through exercise. It was in that gym that I recognised fitness as the ultimate equaliser. A fit body cannot be bought, sold, traded or outsourced. You are not born with strong muscles, and you cannot pay someone to give you better balance, larger lung capacity, or more speed. The only way to get these things is to work hard for them. It is that hard work that makes the results so satisfying, knowing it was all you, your time, your dedication, and your effort that got you there. 

			During my classes, I regularly witnessed diverse individuals uniting under the umbrella of fitness. A recovering addict encouraging a Saudi millionaire, as they worked together carrying a 15-kilogram medicine ball over their heads. A woman who had just given birth, spurring on a 160-kilogram man as they raced to beat the clock. At the end of an arduous hour of hell, I watched on as 40 people lay together on the sweat-covered floor, fist-bumping each other and planning to do it all again that afternoon. There was no judgement or resumes, just mutual respect between people who were all trying to be better. 
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			Luke and I had originally checked into a long-stay hotel close to work, intending to live there full-time. Although it was clean and spacious with little luxuries, like a TV and couch, it felt like a T-shirt worn backwards, a little high at the throat. We moved to Thailand to simplify our lives, by reducing the dust-gathering elements, so we could increase our experiences. My new relaxed three-hour-a-day work schedule freed up time, and I didn’t want the temptation of wasting it sitting in an air-conditioned apartment. I wanted easy, daily reminders of where I had moved to, instead of feeling like I could be in any urban city. 

			With our intentions in mind, we went exploring—but didn’t have to go far. On a back street of The Soi, a series of three wooden bungalows caught my eye. As we approached, a famished-looking bald man wandered  out from among a cluster of humming washing machines. We had stumbled upon Jack’s Laundry, and Jack was our soon-to-be landlord. With small head gestures, he gave us the 20-second tour of the modest five-by-five metre dwelling. It was a typical Thai home, featuring a small balcony with a padlocked front door, leading into a box-shaped space with a double bed, closet, and small fridge. A sliding door at the back opened to reveal a combined shower and toilet. It was perfect. Jack was a member of a larger family operation just across from the bungalows, where a young couple ran a rudimentary restaurant named ‘Family Boy’. This gentle couple, who had a young daughter and one more one on the way, became our Thai family. We had found our home with shelter, food and laundry all in one spot. With the basics covered, it was time to discover what our new paradise had to offer and start a hobby that had long sat on my to-do list; rock climbing. 

			Thailand is a climbing mecca well-known in the close-knit sport climbing circles for its remarkable and iconic limestone cliffs that burst up from crystal clear waters. Limestone is unlike any other rock on the planet. Its features resemble those of a candle that has been burning for thousands of years, with no one bothering to blow it out. These stunning drips create interesting three-dimensional challenges for climbers, outside the usual up-and-down routes. 

			With shoes, harnesses, chalk bags, and a rope, Luke and I hopped on the ferry to Phi Phi Island in search of limestone, a local guide, and some fun. We jostled onto the pier with the other 300 tourists, and when they all turned right towards the food and bars, we headed left in a beeline for the climbing shop. 

			‘We can take you today, no problem,’ the enthusiastic climbing instructor announced. Within the hour, Luke and I were strolling south along the beach with our guide, wading through a cloud of mosquitoes towards a giant wall of limestone named Tonsai Tower. The mammoth feature peered over the populated neck of Phi Phi, and was the perfect training ground to learn how to safely navigate up and down a rock face when a rope isn’t already hanging from the top. 

			We reached the base of the wall, and had barely begun learning to tie a figure of eight knot, when a voice rang out from the clouds above us. ‘Roooppppeeee!’ A thin shadow fell from the sky with a whip, and not long after, a young rebellious-looking Thai man followed. I watched in awe with my neck cranked towards the dark shape above me. He repelled down the rope with speed and finesse, bouncing himself off the rock every so often. I was unsure of what skills I needed to get that high, but I was confident I would do whatever it took to figure it out. 

			The man touched down right beside us. His back was inked with a blue arc angel and perspiration, from the effort of the climb, dripped down the tattoo, giving it an eerie and distorted look. His crew-cut hair topped out in a sharp mohawk, and long bone-like earrings skewered his ears. ‘Rope freeeee,’ he hollered up to his out-of-view climbing partner. 

			‘What do I have to do to get up there?’ I asked the man, without introduction.

			
			

			‘It’s a multi-pitch climb, only five pitches. You just need some safeties and rope management skills. It’s totally doable.’ I had no clue what he just said, but it sounded like poetry, and I wanted in. Considering it was day one and I didn’t know a quick draw from a carabiner, I guessed he might be a handy person to know. 

			‘Hi, I’m Elise,’ the guy pulled back from me slightly, unsure of the hand that hovered at his belly button, demanding a response. 

			‘Yok,’ he said, finally shaking my hand.

			‘Yolk? Like the middle of an egg?’ I replied, foreign names always eluding me. 

			‘No, Yok, Yok. No L.’ I still heard an L. We all walked back to the climbing shop and he handed me his card. It was then that I finally comprehended his name, and also that he was looking for climbing partners to explore the area with. It was the perfect accidental meeting for both parties. 

			What followed this chance encounter was a summer of uncovering some of the most magnificent parts of Thailand with a bunch of Thai and Western misfits who loved to climb. We boarded longtail boats from dilapidated piers to scale cliffs that jutted out of the ocean. We took three hour drives every other weekend to Tonsai, a sluggish yet breathtaking inlet only visited by climbers and sightseers who misread their Lonely Planet guidebook. It was at Tonsai that we honed our techniques, unknowingly among some of the greatest climbers in the world. We slept in cheap hotels where fans fell from the roof and ate at restaurants where the green curries contained so much MSG I might as well have ordered the magic mushroom shake. 

			Step by step, Yok taught us the lingo and safety systems of the climbing world and it wasn’t long before he thought we were ready for our first multi-pitch: a series of short climbs strung together to create a longer route. 

			To begin a multi-pitch, you and your partner tie into opposite ends of the rope. These knots only come undone once you have safely completed the climb. You are tethered to each other for what can sometimes be hours, sharing the climb and the danger that comes with it. Loud and clear communication is critical and absolute trust is essential as you hold each other’s lives in your chalked-up hands. The moment you or your partner make that first move onto the wall, all your focus and attention is on each other, and nothing else exists. 

			That summer, on my birthday, Luke and I strung together 85 metres of rock to accomplish our first multi-pitch climb, complete with a cake at the top. After dating for 14 months, I knew there was no other man I ever wanted to be tethered to. We rappelled down to a celebration of beers and coconuts at the only bar on the beach. As we clinked our drinks, a loud crack rang out over the bay, followed by a holler of joy. Seconds later, we saw a parachute gliding down to the shore, scattering sunbakers from their towels as it softly descended. We ran out to see where this apparition appeared from, and while staring up at the 300-metre cliff that shadowed us, another figure fell from above. Another crack, another holler, and a second pilot soared effortlessly towards the sand. 

			Along with its climbing fame, Tonsai had recently added BASE jumping to its list of niche sporting attractions.  Luke was like a moth to the flame. Before the sunset, he gathered all the details from the men with the magic backpacks that would allow us to climb to the place they had just thrown themselves off. 

			The following morning, we doused ourselves in mosquito spray and prepared to fumble our way through the thick jungle that covered the route. A short bamboo ladder lifted us off the sand straight into another world. The scene was Jurassic. We slipped and slid our way up mud tracks that morphed into short vertical walls. Second-hand ropes were sprinkled around the roots for safety, but my gut told me to grab the prehistoric-looking trees over the tattered lines. 

			It was barely breakfast time for the tourists below when we poked our heads above the canopy, instantly relieving us from the jungle’s humidity. Without protection from the trees, the monsoons had caused the rocks to mutate into shark’s teeth. They poked holes in our shoes as we navigated our way across, searching for the landmarks the boys had spoken of in their directions. ‘Cross the fallen tree, then look for the mud marks from shoes on the rocks. Follow them down a little bit right, then a little bit left, and you’ll see a rope.’ We spotted the knotted rope that seemed to lead nowhere. That nowhere was the BASE jump exit. With white-knuckled apprehension, I climbed down behind Luke, whose torso was already halfway over the edge. He looked back at me and said, ‘I’m going to jump off here one day.’ 
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			When I wasn’t out climbing, I was pushing myself harder than ever in the gym. My focus had switched to performance, and the change in motivation allowed me to stick to my vow of not dieting. My fear of food was shrinking, and the welcome side effect was my muscles and self-confidence began to grow. I’d been unintentionally holding myself back athletically through years of improper eating and now that I could see what I was physically capable of, I regretted all the time I wasted worrying so much about my reflection. I planned to make up for those lost years by signing myself up for the CrossFit Open. 

			The Open is a yearly worldwide fitness competition that spans over five weeks. Each week a new workout is released, with the top scores displayed on an online leaderboard. My goal was to place inside the top ten in Asia and punch my ticket to the next stage, the regional event in Sydney. 

			Two weeks before the beginning of The Open, Luke crept out of our bungalow in the early morning hours to answer a phone call. 

			‘Babe, are you awake?’

			‘Mm hmmm,’ I replied, though I wasn’t coherent.

			
			

			‘I think I just said yes to rowing across the Atlantic Ocean?’

			‘Huh?’ I groaned. I had heard what he said, but I didn’t process it. 

			‘It’s a British team, and one of them got sick and can’t go.’

			‘That’s a shame,’ I said, ready to descend back into sleep.

			‘One other thing. The boat leaves from Portugal in ten days.’

			‘WHAT?!’ I was wide awake now, fully coherent and listening attentively. 

			Adventure made up every cell of Luke’s body and he regularly reminisced about his forays across the continents in a way that suggested he wasn’t done yet. It had been over four years since his last big expedition, and though he had the courtesy to ask, ‘So…can I go?’ I’m not sure my answer would have mattered.

			Five days later he boarded a plane to London to meet the team that he would spend the next 55 days with, rowing 6,000 kilometres in a little boat from Portugal to Brazil. 

			Between covering his classes and focusing on becoming one of the top ten CrossFitters in Asia, I had little time to miss him; until I didn’t hear from him for five days straight. Status updates from the middle of the ocean were intermittent at best, and the realisation that something terrible might have happened hit me like a rocket launcher to the heart. I had just found this man. I couldn’t lose him. 

			In between short text updates, he would call on the satellite phone every Tuesday to see where I was sitting on the leaderboard, still trying to support my goals while he was tackling one of his biggest. Tuesday came and went. By Friday, when his voice finally broke through my phone, I was emotionally spent but still trying to hold it together. After only a brief report, he hung up. In the middle of the gym, I broke down in tears. Within seconds Luke phoned again. 

			‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

			‘Yes,’ I replied with a tremble. 

			‘Okay, I just had a feeling that you weren’t.’ 

			‘I don’t mind if you do these things, but I think in the future I’ll have to come with you if that’s all right?’ I blubbered out. 

			‘No worries, I think I can handle that, cutie,’ he calmly replied. I had just willingly committed myself to a lifetime of adventures. 
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			I came fourth in The Open and sank deep into training for the CrossFit Regionals comp. With just six weeks  to catch up on techniques that most of the other athletes had been proficient in for years, I was overwhelmed with the work I needed to do. My morning classes filtered into my first two-hour training session, followed by another three hours in the afternoon before coaching again. In between this, I ate, mobilised, and tried to recover. Combined with the emotional toll of not knowing if Luke was alive or not in the Atlantic Ocean, I could feel myself starting to burn out.   

			To take my mind off it all, Yok took me climbing over in Tonsai where we bumped into Darling, a passionate Mexican woman with bunion-covered toes from spending more hours in climbing shoes than out. 

			‘How’s all of your FitCross going?’ she asked. 

			‘Um, it’s CrossFit,’ I replied.

			‘Oh, right, well, how is the CrossFit?’ Her naivety about the sport was the chuckle and wake-up call I needed. I’d placed myself in a CrossFit bubble that was rapidly running out of oxygen. Darling swiftly burst that bubble and reminded me that your whole world is someone else’s Mars. The things we toil over are such small pieces in the great big board game of our existence. There was oxygen all around me, I just needed some perspective to be able to take a breath. 

			 Yok helped to resuscitate me by inviting me back to Phi Phi Island to tackle Tonsai Tower. We roped together at the bottom of the rock wall where we had met six months earlier, and on a day when clouds didn’t exist, we started making our way into the sky. Four hours and 100 vertical metres later, I scrambled over the final slab of rock at the top with the elegance of a soggy hamburger. Whatever I was feeling at that moment was better than any ‘FitCross’ workout, and far surpassed any time spent inside a manufactured fitness facility. Using my physical gifts towards attaining a goal that Mother Nature provided trumped any personal record that I had ever set in the gym. This was a feeling I knew I wanted to repeat time and time again. Nestled safely into a corner with views I couldn’t believe I was lucky enough to witness, my phone rang, and it wasn’t even a Tuesday. 

			‘Babe! You’ll never guess where I am!’ I blurted to Luke after hearing his hello. 

			‘That’s epic! I wish I was there.’ Luke’s enthusiasm for my achievement was contaminated with exhaustion and a desperate desire for all the comforts of land-based life. He had been rowing for over six weeks without rest, and the end was now close. 
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			With Luke’s parents Clive and Mandy in tow, I jetted over to Brazil. The hotel was a cauldron of emotions, with families travelling from all over the world to welcome their loved ones back to land. It was also a guessing game determining when and where that might happen. The last thing I wanted was for Luke to touch down after 55 days at sea and have no one there to welcome him. 

			
			

			After a heads up that they were 35 nautical miles out, the families piled into vans and boats to head north. Through hand gestures and sheer luck, our non-English speaking driver delivered us to a remote beach that no one will ever hear of or probably find again. Google satellite revealed a dilapidated pier one kilometre from where we stood. Luke and his team were just minutes from arriving, and I was determined to be standing on that pier the second he disembarked. I put all my recent training to the test and bolted across the soft sand towards the four weather-beaten (and now world-record-holding) humans. They angled their boat into the shore and I skidded through the water to get to Luke. I threw my arms around him and tried to kiss lips that now hid under a beard so large it needed its own postcode. He was physically a fraction of the man I had said goodbye to. I felt bone where muscle used to be, and skin folds in places that previously bulged through his T-shirts. He could barely stand, let alone walk, and his sunken eyes were raw and bloodshot. I’d never loved anyone more. 

			It was a restless first night sleeping next to each other as he adapted to life without the ocean’s undulations. When I opened my eyes in the morning, Luke was sitting at the end of the bed with a cheeky grin. I peered at him quizzically and he slid me the computer and earphones. ‘There’s something I want you to watch,’ he said.

			I made my way through 12 unrehearsed videos he had been recording since his third day on the ocean. In each video, from the privacy of the tiny cabin on the boat, he confessed the reasons he loved me. My heart bubbled from the unexpected gift, and then I arrived at the final video. 

			On the screen, a rope attached Luke to the boat ten metres behind him. It was the day they reached the Equator, and he was treading water in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. He struggled to keep his head above the surface. Huge goggles distorted his voice, giving an adorable Kermit the Frog sound to his serenades. ‘The main reason I love you is for the way you love me,’ his head sank under the water before popping up again, ‘it’s as easy as that, we’re perfect.’ Between mouthfuls of salt water, he asked me to turn around. Knowing I wouldn’t understand, he told me again, ‘Go on, turn around.’ I rotated in the silent hotel room to find Luke holding his journal wide open. Boldy written across its pages was the easiest question I’ve ever had to answer. 

			‘Will You Marry Me?’ 
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			With only two weeks before the CrossFit Regionals, I returned to Sydney ready to give it my all. My body, however, had other plans. In a routine training session, I missed a lift I’d performed a thousand times. The barbell caught  my thumb and ripped it in a direction no thumb can anatomically go. The shock hit me instantly. I sprinted outside so the rest of the gym wouldn’t witness the dramatic reaction that unfolded. After I calmed down, the pain wasn’t only in my thumb, it was everywhere. I was physically fried, from my eyebrows to my toenails.

			In the months leading up to this moment, I continuously ignored the signs my body gave me to slow down. I’d fallen for the fitness trap that more was better. One more lift. One more run. I refused to rest, so my body chose rest for me. I couldn’t even hold a barbell the next day, and it was clear that my regionals comp run was over. I had taken far too much from my body, for far too long, without giving back. When we do this, the debt collector eventually shows up. How they show up is anyone’s guess: a cold, a bulging disk, a pulled hamstring, a stroke. I was lucky that my only fee was a sprained thumb. 

			I sat in the crowd over the three-day event as 39 other women took to the stadium floor. Having waited until the very last minute to tell officials I wouldn’t be competing, my name banner still hung above an empty lane as a public reminder that I didn’t quite reach my goal. Moreover, it served as my reminder: I would have unfinished business with CrossFit until I stood on that floor. 

			The acidic taste of failure didn’t linger for long as Luke and I made our way to the sunny state of Queensland, having already booked our next adventure. It had been a year since we jumped out of a plane together over the Franz Joseph Glacier in New Zealand. That jump was our second tandem in two days. Before the canopy floated to the ground, we knew this was a sport we wanted to pursue. To be able to skydive without an instructor you needed to attain an A licence, and Australia had the cheapest courses we could find. 

			We turned left out of Brisbane and kept driving into the afternoon sun until the landscape changed from green trees to dry grass. Kangaroos scattered from the driveway as we rolled into Skydive Ramblers, the only attraction in the otherwise passable country town of Toogoolawah. Not wanting to do things in halves, we decided to stay on-site and jump as much as possible for the next three weeks.  

			‘This is your spot, guys,’ the motherly woman at the front desk walked us across the lawn to our lodging. The rusty door of the caravan opened with a shriek. She swiped the mouse poo off the counter, hoping we didn’t see. Her quick thinking was wasted, the bed was covered in it. ‘Right, I’ll let you two get settled then.’ We dropped our bags and followed her straight back out the door. 

			The drop zone had a college common room feel with an outdoor touch. Weather-beaten couches lined up in front of a giant T.V. screen. Stickers from all over the world covered the walls, doors, ceiling, and posts. A carpeted area used to pack the parachutes looked out over the vast grass paddock that would be our hard-to-miss landing area. A closed roller door sat dormant, with a brass bell rocking gently above it, and a middle-aged man standing nearby who caught my curious look. ‘If you miss the landing area, that gets rung, and you owe everyone a case of beer. If you land the opposite way to that big arrow out there,’ he pointed across the field,  ‘you owe beer. Oh, and when you finish your course, you owe beer too.’ This was my introduction to Wado, the mischievous and unassuming jumper who was to be my instructor. He’d just given me the brief on the world of extreme sports—jump hard, party harder.

			In the afternoon, Luke, me, and two men from Singapore (who admitted they were in the midst of a midlife crisis) sat in a small classroom getting our first safety lesson in launching from a plane. Belgy, a veteran with over 10,000 jumps under his parachute, taught us about the devices that would keep us alive. As I sat and listened, I realised how nervous I was despite my feet still being securely on the ground. I was dangerously uneducated in all these essential components that could save my life. I felt unprepared, but knew the remedy was knowledge, and used the afternoon to gather as much of it as possible. 

			Statistically, skydiving is relatively safe. The reason could be because not many people do it, though I prefer to think it’s due to all the backup devices. I had two parachutes in case the first could not deploy or got tangled. If, for some reason, I couldn’t manually pull my chute, there was an automatic activation device (A.A.D.) that deployed it for me at a predetermined altitude. Ideally, I was the one to pack my parachute, and knew every fold had been created like a piece of origami that is to be presented to a prince. I was responsible for checking that every line, cord, and ring was functioning correctly, and if I missed a detail, it would be me who would pay the price. I enjoyed this side of the sport because there were no traffic cones or bubble wrap to protect me from bad decisions. It was my responsibility to mitigate the risk.

			Over the next few days, the weather gods smiled upon us, and we were able to get in our four training jumps. In this first stage, Wado and another instructor, Sara, gripped onto four prefabricated holds on my jumpsuit, making sure I held the correct body position and didn’t panic. From the very first jump, once my parachute released, I was on my own to navigate back to the ground. Wado would land first, and I received loud and clear instructions from him through a one-way radio in my helmet, allowing me to easily reach the paddock, performing soft landings into the wind every time. Unfortunately, our classmate from Singapore wasn’t so lucky. His instructor was on the ground, staring up at eight falling parachutes, honing in on his student’s bright green canopy. The instructor rattled off instructions to bring him back safely over the drop zone, ‘Pull hard left, slight touch on the right, okay straighten it up.’ When the green canopy landed, revealing an experienced jumper, the colour instantly fell from the instructor’s face. We all watched on, as a white and orange parachute sailed off over roads and towns into the distance. Before anyone could say anything, the embarrassed instructor turned on his heels, and roared off in his van to retrieve the poor guy. 

			The drop zone was grounded for the next few days as high winds rolled through the countryside. Knowing we would want to keep up some form of fitness, Luke and I borrowed a barbell and weights to bring with us to the middle of nowhere. While everyone else stayed up late downing beers, we would be in bed reading. As the  rest of the group nursed hangovers in the mornings, we would be out early, lifting, running, and staying ready for anything. In my younger years, I tried to cover up the fact that health and fitness ranked high on my priority list. I often made excuses for the way I ate, how regularly I trained, and why I wasn’t drinking. Lying to others seemed more convincing than the basic truth: it just made me feel good. By the time we reached the drop zone, my excuses were long gone. So, one windy morning, Luke and I dragged the weights out into the grass field for our usual 6 a.m. workout. Halfway through, a bleary-eyed young guy dragged himself out to the picnic table. He observed us like we were from another planet. ‘You guys are keen,’ he announced from his slumped position over the table, unable to lift his head from his hands. We finished our set and walked over to him.   

			‘You train every day?’ he asked.

			‘Most days we’ll do something,’ Luke replied, fairly sure where this familiar conversation was going. What followed was a series of reasons why the tattooed guy, Tim, would never be able to get his dream job, how surgeries and a bout of unfortunate events put a hand brake on it all. I stopped him before he buried himself under too many excuses. During our chat, I told him about Thailand and our little fitness heaven. Luke and I suggested he go there, to change his environment and give himself a real chance at turning it all around. Having had this conversation with many people before, it became a bit of a social experiment to see if anyone would act on it. So far, no one had taken our advice. 

			Six months later, Tim would appear in my CrossFit class in Thailand, ready to change his life. Three years after that, Luke received a message from him. In the message, Tim reflected on that day at the drop zone, how he remembered seeing two weirdos out exercising while everyone else was in bed. He said it altered the direction of his life, and allowed him to achieve things he’d been told weren’t possible. Seeing people doing things outside of his norm made him seek a different approach and break away from all the unwarranted restrictions. It was a reminder that you never know who you are inspiring, just by living your life. 

			After a few days of being grounded, conditions improved at the drop zone and we were ready for stage two. Wado reminded me to check I had everything as I crossed the paddock: rig, goggles, altimeter, helmet. Check. The shell of an old plane allowed me one more exit routine rehearsal before take-off. With the thumbs up from my instructors, ten of us hunched over and took our seats on the carpeted floor of the Cessna caravan, shuffling our butts back into the crotch of the person behind. The nose of the plane peeled off the runway and my adrenaline started to kick in. I was about to complete my first solo jump. It was all on me. 

			We started our ascent—1,000 feet, 2,000 feet. The person behind me did another buddy check, opening the flap of my backpack to ensure the pin and bridle were where they should be. I checked that my leg, arm, and chest straps were done up correctly and that the connecting rings were in order. In a sport where your life depends on the precise functioning of a few pieces of material, the importance of safety checks cannot be overstated. We  continued to rise—7,000 feet, 8,000 feet—waiting for the light in front of us to turn from orange to green, the pilot’s all-clear signal that we were at the jump height of 13,000 feet.

			A palm shot in front of my face from behind, instigating the awkward high five and fist bump which was a universal good luck charm before jumping. 

			Green light. 

			The door was rolled into the roof, driving the volume and intensity in the cabin up a few decibels. Cold air shot under my goggles, clearing the fog from my laboured breathing. One by one the jumpers in front of me were sucked out into the atmosphere, delivering me closer to the door and raising my heart rate towards its maximum. Luke reached the exit first. I’d never seen pupils so dilated or a human so laser-focused. Then, before we could even make eye contact, he vanished from the plane. 

			A tap on the arm told me it was my turn to fly. I cautiously made my way to the edge on my knees, grabbing the side of the plane as soon as possible. There was no time to waste. When it’s your turn to go, you only have a few seconds to get out the door, ensuring that everyone can easily fly to the landing zone. I took a deep breath and looked towards the horizon, giving myself something fixed to lock onto, and cited my checks; ‘Horizon, up, down, go.’ 

			It took twelve seconds of tumbling to find my belly position and hit 200 kilometres per hour. That left me with approximately 40 seconds of pure amazement. Free falling at terminal velocity, from 13,000 feet, doesn’t feel like falling at all, it’s like floating. Walking up a mountain and looking at the vast countryside below is no match for the 360-degree disconnected view of our world that you see when you are skydiving alone. On my first few jumps, I was so concerned with procedures and protocols that I missed it all. Now, I was finally able to take it in. 

			My chute had to be opened by 5,000 feet. I checked the altimeter strapped to my wrist and made it 6,000 to be safe. I waved my arms twice, signalling to anyone above me that I was about to pull before reaching around to grab the little ball of material on my back. I yanked at it and threw it as hard as I could out to the side, releasing the pilot chute. One thousand, two thousand, three thousand, four thousand. I counted the seconds before looking above me to check there were no lines twisted and the parachute was fully inflated. When I saw it was clear, I looked below my dangling feet to check for my landing then glided in smoothly towards the field, touching down right next to the X. 

			After only nine supervised jumps and a few hours of theory, we both passed and were given the authority to strap a rig to our backs and jump from planes anywhere in the world. However, I would need much more than the minimum to feel confident with my new skills. Luke, on the other hand, was already planning to learn BASE jumping. He contacted an old army buddy, Jimmy, who had years of experience in skydiving and BASE.  He agreed to take Luke under his wing and mentor him once he had at least 100 skydives. So, we hunkered down at Toogoolawah, getting in jump after jump, perfecting our canopy skills and gaining confidence landing in different conditions. Soon, it was time to take our new hobby to America. 
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			Luke, Jimmy, and I all flew into Salt Lake City with eight weeks to roam around the United States. Our duffel bags, bulging at the zippers with hiking and climbing gear, also contained the most recent equipment addition, a custom-made rig for Luke’s BASE jumping debut. 

			My first stop was Skydive Utah. I loaded into the plane with three intimidatingly friendly military guys doing practice jumps, carrying their full kit. I was still mastering my arched belly position in the sky and couldn’t comprehend how these men could jump with helmets, weapons, and rucksacks bigger and heavier than a wet Alsatian. ‘Ladies first,’ they said, pulling the door open for me. Green light, go time. 

			The famous Salt Lake rushed towards me, as I tumbled through air so cold it froze my gums and eardrums. After seeing the same bird’s eye view in Australia over and over, the new visuals were disorienting. I scanned the ground for landmarks, and by the time my canopy ruffled open, I had my bearings and could soak in the epic panorama that welcomed me to the United States. 

			There are only two places in the world where you can legally and safely learn to BASE jump: Croatia, and our next destination, Twin Falls, Idaho. The desirable BASE jumping features, in both locations, are a high bridge and a landing area that’s free from water and debris. 

			BASE stands for: building, antenna, span (bridges) and earth. Of these four categories, span is the safest and most forgiving. Poor parachute packing, wind, or incorrect body position can cause an off-heading, spinning you 180 degrees and leaving you on a collision course with whatever is directly behind you. If that’s a cliff face, you’re in trouble. In this worst-case scenario, a bridge provides an unencumbered path to make corrections. 

			Once we got to Twin Falls, Jimmy laid out the plan for the next few months. It calmed my nerves knowing that Luke’s instructor was not only his best mate but also military-trained, and highly skilled in BASE. He’d seen too many mistakes in the jumping community and wouldn’t let his brother-in-arms become a statistic. He pulled me aside on day one after noticing my apprehension and said, ‘Don’t worry. I’ve got him.’ Their training was militarised, strategic, and executed to perfection. They drilled for weeks on the bridge until their jump procedures were as intuitive as turning on a light switch in a dark room. Soon, it was time to upgrade to the ‘E’ in BASE: earth. 

			
			

			We hit the road to Moab, a red dirt town that is nestled in Utah among some of America’s most spectacular National Parks. The climbing there is world-class. The hiking is endless. And then there are the cliffs. Sheer faces of rock that have been stacked layer by layer, over centuries, tower out of rivers and form breathtaking gorges. The landscape creates a natural supercentre for jumpers, bike riders, climbers, four-by-fours, and anyone who loves being out in the wild. 

			Luke and Jimmy got stuck into throwing themselves off cliffs straightaway, leaving me free to roam. I’d strap on my hiking boots and just go. Trekking up mountains, paddling rivers, and traversing ridges until my feet ached or my snacks ran out. Every time I stepped outside alone, my adventure confidence grew. As I continued to frolic outdoors, I noticed a significant shift occurring in my thoughts. Instead of obsessively looking up restaurants and checking for the lowest calorie option on the menu, I was researching the best hikes. Rather than worrying about how much weight I was putting on, I was taking screenshots of climbing routes and getting lost trying to find their obscure locations. Gradually, I stopped organising my holiday around food and training, which meant I could focus on what travel should be about; seeing and experiencing new places and meeting people that would enrich my life. It was among the rugged scenes of Moab that I swapped ‘earning my food’ to ‘earning my views’, the best exchange I ever made. 

			While I explored, Luke’s BASE skills were getting sharper every day, so we decided to unite our hobbies into an exciting adventure. One morning before daybreak, we hiked to the bottom of Castleton Tower, a giant free standing rock pillar on the outskirts of Moab. As the sun broke the horizon, we changed into climbing shoes and started to wedge our way up the cracks in its 120-metre face, dragging Luke’s parachute beneath us in a duffel bag. A few hours of foot jamming and shoulder wedging later, we’d made it to the top. Luke dropped his gear and crawled on hands and knees towards the edge. He sent a big spitball over the side to check the winds at all levels of the drop. It was still. He carefully stepped through the leg loops of his rig and began his meticulous procedures. I stood in silence ensuring he didn’t miss a step in the process. He performed one more wind check, made sure the pilot chute in his hand was in order, and took a few steps back from the edge. Without fanfare, he ran and launched himself into the air, falling below my line of sight where, unbeknown to me, the worst-case scenario occurred. On opening, a crosswind hit him, flipping his canopy around and sending him spinning back towards the rock. Having just come from Jimmy’s rigorous training regime, his drills were fresh and textbook. In the space of milliseconds, he grabbed the brake lines at the back of the canopy and yanked on them hard to turn, missing the wall by centimetres. From my position at the peak, all I saw was him flying down to safety. I had no idea how close Luke had come to severe injury or even death. His feet touched the ground in the distance, which was my cue to start a routine rappel to the bottom and downhill hike to the landing site. 

			
			

			It took me a few hours to reach Luke where he recounted the near miss. My legs crumbled. Then he said something that made my brow furrow. ‘You took ages to come back down, I was so worried.’ 

			Since we first met, the only time we spent apart was the three months when Luke rowed the Atlantic. Outside of that, we ate, trained, climbed, worked, and slept together. We crammed what felt like the equivalent of ten years of actual one-on-one relationship time into just two. I had felt what it was like to worry when he went to the Atlantic and when he crept out early to BASE jump from bridges, but he hadn’t been exposed to that feeling yet. Though I’d proven myself capable in the gym, I still needed to prove it in the great outdoors. And despite his near-death experience, Luke’s worry reminded me that I was still green in this adventure life and had a lot to learn. 

			In the car, Luke and Jimmy went over the day, nutting out what went wrong and what could’ve been done to avoid it. ‘There aren’t many injuries in BASE mate,’ Jimmy said from the back seat, implying that you either touch down safely after a jump, or you don’t survive at all. The reality of how close Luke had just come to the end prompted him and I to make a split-second decision. 

			Through the grapevine, we’d heard about a hot air balloon operator in Las Vegas who was also a BASE jumper. They called him Crater Maker. We contacted him to see if it was possible for us to get married in the sky.

			‘Yeah, not a problem. I can organise a celebrant for you as well,’ he announced on speaker phone.

			‘That would be perfect,’ Luke replied.

			‘Did you want to jump out afterwards?’ he asked casually. Sitting in our big RAM truck, Luke, Jimmy and I all looked at each other. Without rehearsal, a presiding and simultaneous ‘YES!’ was squealed into the phone and we saved the date for the following weekend. 

			Jimmy took his maid of honour duties seriously and whisked me off to find a dress at the finest (and only) second-hand shop in Moab. As soon as I walked in, I saw it. Hanging in the back, surrounded by musty hats and preloved crockery, was a sleeveless, beaded, white wedding dress with a long poofy bottom that trailed beyond my feet. It fit perfectly and was within budget. We added two black suit jackets for the boys and some brightly coloured board shorts for flair, all for the grand total of 33 bucks. 

			 ‘You won’t get your skydiving harness over that thing,’ Jimmy mentioned on the way back to the hostel. My marshmallow dress was going to need some alterations. I slipped the gown over my clothes, climbed up on the picnic table and began to twirl slowly while Jimmy took to it with scissors. The result was a practically perfect mini skirt dream dress. 

			A few days of driving later, we descended upon Sin City by night, the Las Vegas glow visible from miles away. After spending the last few months in nature, the constant jingle of slot machines, car horns, and dazzling  neon lights that never sleep, tore apart my internal tranquillity. We had booked four nights to soak up all that Vegas offered. It was all I needed. 

			At 4 a.m. two days after arriving, the three of us loaded into a van and headed into the Mojave Desert. We arrived at our launch pad just as the sun lit the sky. Our chariot was already rolled out along the asphalt, slowly filling with air. I gazed down the middle of the pale blue material of the balloon, watching the image of a little Cupid and his bow coming to life. 

			The only well-dressed man around came and introduced himself. He was everything you could ever want in a Vegas celebrant, with his Elvis-styled hair and aviator sunnies. Despite the early wake-up call, he was audibly excited to perform his first-ever balloon wedding. 

			As loud blasts of hot air continued to shape our chapel in the sky, Jimmy signed the witness papers, technically making us Mr and Mrs Richmond before any of the spoken formalities. The crisp morning chill was burnt away in the warmth of the most beautiful sunrise, and it was time to board. 

			Jimmy, Luke, Elvis and I wedged into the woven basket with our pilot, Crater Maker. Two mighty blasts of fire lifted us, and we were soon hovering above the rolling hills. An other-worldly sense of silence pierced the air. There were no buzzing motors, no wind whipped past my ears. Just stillness. I gazed out of our chapel into the vastness of the desert. The only structure in sight was a bizarrely placed casino just below us, with a perfect lush patch of grass to land on. Once we hit 5,000 feet, Elvis began his three-minute ceremony, full of corny Vegas one-liners and ‘I dos’. 

			When the formalities ended, Jimmy switched from bridesmaid to photographer. He scrambled up onto the outside of the basket, with his back to the 5,000-foot sheer drop, preparing himself to fall backwards and film our version of walking down the aisle. Luke helped me up, ensuring I was stable, before jostling beside me on the edge. We all went through a last-minute timing practice. ‘Keep your head high,’ the boys advised me three times, knowing that this was my first jump into dead air. In skydiving, exiting from a moving plane allows the air to catch you, providing somewhat of a platform to stabilise onto. When you jump from an object that isn’t moving, like a hot air balloon, nothing stops you from somersaulting. ‘Okay, okay, I got it boys. Let’s do this!’ 

			Three, two, one, go. 

			I didn’t got it. I fell headfirst, tumbling from the basket. Our wedding photo is Luke looking cool as hell, pointing straight at the camera while my butt was captured, nearly out of shot. Luckily, I did a perfect 360. The air cradled me by the time I reached my belly again, but the ground seemed frighteningly close. I reached behind and pulled. One thousand, two thousand, three thousand. My canopy opened smoothly and I was soaring. I swivelled my head across the desert to find my new husband. He was already looking back at me, and we lit up the silence with a synchronised, ‘WOOHOO!’ 

			
			

			The three of us landed within seconds of each other, pulsing from the experience. My buzz was heightened knowing I was at the beginning of a lifetime of adventures with a man who challenged me, believed in me, inspired me, and loved me like no other. 

			Soon after the wedding our American road trip ended, and Luke and I headed home to Phuket. I went straight back into my regular CrossFit training regime, but the desire to compete wasn’t there like it was before; I could feel the pull towards a new athletic endeavour. I had begun to wonder if I could endure the suffering involved in an expedition that lasted four, five, or even eight weeks, like Luke’s Atlantic crossing. Could I put in day after day of effort, not knowing when it would be over or what may lie ahead? Did I have what it took to perform outside the comfort of my air-conditioned gym? Would my body break, or my mind?

			In our bungalow one quiet evening, I announced to Luke that I wanted to take my fitness outside. I was ready for an expedition, a big one. A huge grin stretched across his face, and he replied like he knew it was coming, ‘Well, that’s good because I have a few ideas in mind.’
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			Crossing the Gobi Desert Part I

			Antarctica covers over 13 million square kilometres. It is considered the largest desert and is the highest, driest, coldest, and windiest continent in the world. For a few weeks during the Antarctic winter, the sun does not rise over the ice, and in the summer it does not set, lighting the skies for weeks on end. The ice holds thousands of years of history and is unforgiving, inhospitable, and mostly uninhabitable. For all of these reasons it was topping the list for my expedition inauguration—until I researched the price tag. A one-way plane ticket to the bottom of the globe costs more than a Sydney waterfront house deposit. Option one went on the shelf, and Luke and I discussed some other alternatives one evening in our cosy Phuket bungalow. 

			‘We could do another desert. How about the Sahara?’ I suggested.

			‘Too hot,’ Luke deflected.

			‘The Great Australian?’ 

			‘Too local.’

			‘The Arabian?’

			‘Too many visa logistics.’

			‘What about the Gobi?’

			The largest desert in Asia spans across southern Mongolia and northern China. Unlike its larger cousin, the Sahara, only around 5% of the total 1.3 million square kilometres are sand dunes. What remains is a diverse landscape of rolling hills, rocky features, and extreme temperatures that can swing a massive 80 degrees Celsius either way. After a week of research, Luke and I hatched a plan. We would complete a self-supported walk across the Mongolian section, from the western Altai Mountain Range to the eastern settlement of Sainshand. Because of the intense climate, the best time to go was nestled somewhere just after winter and well before summer. Being just six months out from the ideal departure date, it was full steam ahead. 

			Initially, I got carried away with the desert theme and thought using camels would be a superb way to haul gear and move fast. How fun, I thought, crossing a desert on humped beasts, and began picking out names for our furry transport. However, later that week, as I decided between pad thai or green curry at Family Boy restaurant, my dream was thwarted. We got chatty with a suspiciously covert South African sitting at the opposite table, who just happened to be a camel herder. 

			‘Terrible idea, camels are too temperamental. You’ll spend your whole trip chasing after them or getting spat on,’ he rebuffed. 

			
			

			The camels took up residence on the shelf next to Antarctica, and like all adept 21st-century explorers, we turned to Google. A quick search of ‘walk across Mongolia’ brought our attention to a young adventurer named Ash Dykes. He had successfully dragged a cart across the landlocked country, so we set about recreating his design based on some of his blurry blog pictures. 

			Desert walking carts are not a common commodity, so needed to be made from scratch. It worked in our favour living in Asia as labour and materials were cheap. We started collecting bits and pieces that would make the job easier for whoever we could find to help us with construction. We opted for a single axle to have more freedom in the cart’s movement over various terrain. A genius design feature inspired by Ash, was the use of wheelchair wheels, making it possible to avoid punctures (and therefore the need to carry spares) due to their solid rubber design. However, thin wheels still came with their challenges, and there’s a reason you rarely see people in wheelchairs hooning around on the beach. I hoped the intel we’d received from a man named Peter Symes about the minimal sand in the Gobi was correct. 

			Peter ran tours across Mongolia using camels and we lapped up his supportive and forthcoming knowledge. His most helpful advice was about water sources. It was clear the life sustaining wet stuff would ultimately dictate our route and success. Before we found Peter, all we had were some ancient Soviet Union maps from 1942, with wells marked sporadically across our path. The chance these maps were still accurate was about as likely as spotting a snow leopard. 

			‘You are going to need to find nomad families,’ Peter explained, ‘where there’s a family, there will be a well.’ This small wave of hope introduced a new problem: locating nomad families in an expanse of land larger than Spain and France combined. We had originally wanted to complete the journey independently, but now we were considering finding some locals to help with the navigation.

			Around this time in the planning process, our friend from London, Matty, who had trained with us in Thailand, joined the team. An instantly likeable stockbroker, Matty towered over everyone in the room and laughed his way through every fitness class. He had recently experienced the misery and gratification of a big expedition, having rowed the Atlantic Ocean with his own five-man team, around the same time as Luke. Over text, he mentioned he was due for another suffer-fest, and without hesitation we handed out an invite. We now had three carts to build, yet still no one to build them. 

			During one routine scooter ride to our favourite salad spot in Phuket, we stumbled across a local Thai boat builder named Mr Somyot. The soft-spoken engineer possessed a deep expertise in building all forms of transport, for sea and land. We handed over the wheels, along with a printed picture of a cart, and gave him our brief. We needed something light, reliable, and comfortable that could survive 2,000 kilometres of travel  while hauling 150 kilograms of food, gear, and water. Mr Somyot was a true master of his craft, and after just three weeks of design tweaks and trials, we got to take our Gobi Desert prototype cart for its first training drag.

			I loaded up my cart with 80 kilograms of weight plates on a quiet back street of Phuket. A padded snow sled harness linked me to two long alloy poles that protruded like snail antennas from the front of the cart. I buckled up and attempted to take my first steps. The cart wouldn’t budge. Luke let out an encouraging, ‘Mush, MUSH!’ but still nothing. I shot Luke back a desperate look, while inside self-doubt pulsed through my veins. What the hell am I thinking? Can we talk about camels again? Let’s cut the route in half. I’m supposed to be strong. I unhooked myself from the harness and removed 40 kilograms of physical, and emotional, weight. On my next attempt the wheels started rolling, though it still required far more effort than I believed it deserved. My thoughts swirled under the strain, and after just ten minutes I passed the reins to Luke. To my horror, he moved it with complete ease. It then dawned on me that the design of this cart was based on Luke’s height which made the position of the poles all wrong for me. Once I had my cart built to my own specifications, I knew it would be okay. Doubt was replaced with relief as we dragged the cart through traffic back to Mr Somyot so he could take my measurements. 

			Matty touched down in Thailand to get his cart fitted too, and we all got stuck into some serious build-up training. I added in cart and tyre dragging sessions between my already established CrossFit routine. With a cart now built for my five-foot-four frame, I added more weight plates in the back, overloading myself gradually each week until 200 kilograms felt as comfortable as it ever would. I tried to ignore the reality that my training was on nicely tarred roads, something deserts aren’t well known for.

			We stomped our way back and forth along the baking hot streets of Thailand, three humans on a mission. The training process meant we would be physically prepared to haul considerable weight each day and have confidence that our carts could outlast the battering. In between training, we were busy sourcing other essentials for our success: dehydrated food, solar power, tents, navigation equipment, transport, clothing, first aid, and most importantly, some local guides, which we decided were necessary for success. I was quickly learning that the logistics and planning of an expedition can often be more complex than the journey itself. 

			Through word of mouth, we were connected with a Scottish man who ran events in Mongolia. He was able to locate a navigation crew for our two-month adventure. Even so, we planned to arrive in the country with plenty of time to come up with another strategy if the people he had promised were fictional. 

			With so much to organise the time passed faster than a hiccup, and soon Luke and I were on a plane cruising over the very desert we were about to walk across. Straining to see out of the foggy oval window, we caught a glimpse of what we were getting ourselves into. 

			‘Looks big,’ Luke remarked.

			
			

			‘Looks flat,’ I followed up. 

			Only one of us would be right. 

			To our surprise and delight, we were greeted at the airport by two of the three men who would help us navigate the desert. Tumuro, a stout, ex-military helicopter pilot, was our assigned water diviner. He welcomed us with a nod and firm handshake, then passed all speaking duties over to his son, Orgil. Through an awkward conversation full of stops and starts, we quickly grasped that poor Orgil had been thrown into the translating deep end. The young adult towered over all the Mongolians in the terminal and deflected most of our eager questions with a response of, ‘Yes … maybe.’ The two ushered us into an olive green van that looked like it would struggle in a headwind, and we started towards our hotel.

			A dirty brown cloud blanketed the Mongolian capital of Ulaanbaatar courtesy of coal-fired power plant emissions trapped by the surrounding mountain ranges. Paint peeled off the buildings like bark from a tree, making the city look as though it had been abandoned. The sidewalks were an open ashtray for cigarettes, with piles of orange butts stacked higher outside the countless karaoke bars. Median strips of skeletal trees created an eeriness, broken only by the beautiful, bundled faces of babies that rolled by in strollers, their cheeks as plump and rosy as freshly ripened peaches. As we navigated through bumper-to-bumper traffic and construction sites, my mind drifted to the task ahead. I wondered what Mother Nature had composed for us in this vast and largely uninhabited country. What will her desert reveal that only a lucky few get to witness?

			We quickly ditched our bags at the hotel, eager to collect our carts that had been delivered a few weeks prior. Tumuro’s fourth-floor apartment felt like the inside of a recording studio, with its floors and walls covered in Persian rugs. The decorative insulation made me thankful I wouldn’t have to experience a Mongolian winter freeze. The boys had somehow managed to lug three disassembled carts up four narrow flights of stairs and through the shoebox-sized apartment, ultimately wedging them on their tiny balcony. I made apologetic eye contact with Tumuro’s wife, who was busy serving us tea. She looked back at me with an expression I understood to mean, ‘What on earth are you doing here?’  

			Over a home-cooked mutton lunch, we attempted idle chit-chat with Tumuro, via Orgil, who openly admitted he just finished a rapid English language course in time for this trip. Eventually, the conversation landed on the mission ahead. Tumuro was confident we would only need one day of travel to get to our start point of Bulgan. However, Luke and I were certain we would need at least two days, if not three. After much confusion and fumbling, we brought out a map to clarify. 

			‘You start Bulgan, finish Sainshand,’ Tumuro pointed at the map. Heat rose from my collar. In Mongolia, the town name ‘Bulgan’ was as common as chocolate flavour at a gelato stand. Starting from Tumuro’s Bulgan  would halve the distance we had planned. Luke took him by the index finger and dragged it across the page to the far west. 

			‘We start here.’ 

			The father and son began an awkwardly long discussion in their native tongue, which had tones of softly spoken Russian with a slight lisp. Finally, they drew breath, ‘Can do, can do,’ Tumuro confirmed. Over more tea, we went through the new (old) plan again. By the end, our guide seemed excited to explore a part of the country he knew absolutely nothing about. 

			Over the next few weeks, we organised visas, accumulated last minute items like water drums, shovels, and tarps, and welcomed Matty into the country. He had brought a swag of sponsored gear from his local adventure dealer, Highlander Outdoors, to help us with our journey, as well as some much-needed enthusiasm, as mine was dwindling from the bureaucracy of getting our dehydrated food out of customs. 

			We were introduced to our third and final guide, Davka, who sported an impressive handlebar moustache and was as thin as my trekking pole. It would be well over a month before I heard him utter a single word, and during this time I seriously questioned why he was accompanying us. It appeared his sole purpose was to keep Tumuro company, but even his proficiency at offering companionship seemed suspect. Yet, if I were to grant him anything, it would be the awkward charm he infused into our little ensemble—a quality that, in its own peculiar way, managed to temper the inherent intensity of Tumuro.

			We were reaching the three-week mark since arriving in Ulaanbaatar and the city’s pollution had begun to choke me; I was ready to go. On our last day in town, Orgil pointed out a few manufactured features with pride. ‘Would you like to see the mall?’ he asked. I sighed, and thought, I’ve seen Nike stores, take me outside to your mountains, I want to be confronted by your wildlife. Let me bathe in your rivers and be humbled by your landscape. I turned back to him and politely replied, ‘No, thank you, Orgil.’ 

			The next day, six of us crammed into two vans and began the three-day journey to the base of the Altai Mountains. We had bags of food strapped to the roof, carts poking into our ribs, and supplies squeezed into every gap. Wedged in the middle seat I had a straight view through the front window, allowing the steady rhythm of the passing telegraph poles to instigate a breeze of emotions. I was surrounded by everything I would need to sustain myself for the next 70 days while traversing the desert. My dream finally became real.  

			From behind the wheel, Tumuro suddenly became uncharacteristically chatty and dynamic, gesturing wildly like an excited Italian. I gripped my knees with anticipation, about what would be translated to us about the country we were passing through. The rich history of the ruthless warlord Genghis Khan ran through these parts like rivers. In the 13th century under his rule, the nomadic Mongol tribes united to form an unstoppable force. In just 25 years, the Mongols conquered more territory than the Romans had been able to in 400, creat ing the largest ancient empire the world had ever seen. Millions of years before this, the entire Gobi was made up of dense forests that were home to dinosaurs. Palaeontologists have uncovered over 80 species, including the first ever dinosaur egg. 

			Tumuro finished his gesturing, and I stared hopefully at Orgil, waiting for a barrage of translation. He turned around from the front seat and informed us, ‘There is sand,’ then turned back. I slumped in my seat and closed my eyes.

			We arrived in (our) Bulgan, some 1,300 kilometres later, with aching backs and screaming hips. Our last night in a bed was wasted, as we all tossed and turned under the anticipation of the journey. On the outskirts of town the following day, we unloaded our gear and slowly started assembling our carts. This meticulous process needed to be done right. A missing bolt, or a misaligned wheel, could end the trip before it even began. We filled two barrels of water each, weighing 40 kilograms, then added 80 kilograms of dehydrated food, enough to get us all the way to the finish. Lastly, we loaded the tents, sleeping bags, swags, and our personal items, bringing the total weight that would be strapped to our bodies to around 150 kilograms.

			It was time to put six months of planning, theory, and speculation into practice. At 3 p.m. we strapped into our harnesses and stepped off. I had imagined this exact day for what felt like years, and now that my first big adventure was unfolding, life slipped from the future into the present. The end was just a myth that lay somewhere on the horizon to the east, and on day one, when I took my first step, the end was inconceivable. 

			It was a relief to get going, to have a break from it all. No traffic or artificial noise. No money exchanging hands. No bills to pay. The only currency we would be dealing with now was water: finding it, filtering it, and drinking enough of it. 

			In those first few moments of spine-wrenching hauling I felt every kilogram getting sucked into the supple ground behind me. It was obvious that the less water we carried the better. I was pinballed from left to right on hard lumps of desert grass and although my inner explorer wanted to travel cross-country, I longed for hard, predictable asphalt. By the time we called it a day, Bulgan was still clearly visible in the background. We had covered just eight kilometres.

			First day errors came back to haunt me that evening. I had barely eaten any food or drunk any water, and was paying the price for it. Luke and I pitched our tent, and through nausea and uncontrollable shivering I attempted a few bites of food before passing out. 

			‘Babe … babe … wake up. You have to eat something,’ Luke was sitting bolt upright beside me in the darkness inhaling a dehydrated meal like his life depended on it. Although it was 
3 a.m., I followed his lead, knowing I would be running on fumes without it. 

			The wind tested our tent’s construction all night and the strong gusts spilled into the following day, its force  a warning of the weeks ahead. I spent the morning battling up a steady incline that ripped at my hamstrings, but it was the ground’s texture that punctured my spirit. Three inches of sand grabbed my wheels, and it took me 45 minutes to move just one kilometre. I was tripping over like my laces were tied, landing face first in the dirt, only to look up and see the boys pushing further and further into the distance. 

			Two hours in I was able to catch them as they stopped for a break. I stood there panting, willing them to say how hard they were finding it, when Matty finally confessed, ‘This is tough going.’ Relief washed over me like the warm shower I wouldn’t get to have. The acknowledgment, that he was finding it hard too, somehow helped me trudge on.

			Snow-capped mountains bordered our left, and Bactrian camels grazed on our right, setting the stage for our first interaction with a couple of locals. The goat herders moved their animals out of our way, pausing briefly to greet us. The harsh nature of working this unforgiving land was written all over them, from their deeply creased foreheads to their well-worn boots. After they had a conversation at us, the man with bowed legs hobbled to a mound of dirt to mount his horse. As he did, I tried to fathom a life in this part of the world. The constant struggle to keep livestock and families alive in an environment where winters froze skin and summers split the land. And while this was completely foreign to me, they most likely couldn’t imagine life any other way. 

			Our painfully slow progress led us to a team decision at lunch break. It was still only day two, and if the goal was to walk across the Gobi then we had to give ourselves a fighting chance. A tarred road lay to the north, so we deviated towards it. As soon as my wheels touched the flat hard ground, I felt like I was skating on ice. Gliding over the black surface without any friction boosted my morale, and my pace increased significantly.

			Tumuro had mentioned a few times that, ‘April, very bad wind. May is good.’ After three days, we all agreed that his intel was spot on. I had never experienced constant 60-kilometre-per-hour winds before, like we were exposed to in the Gobi Desert. Dust storms whipped up without warning, trapping us in their brief and disorientating fury, and even the slightest change in bearing could be the difference between being dissected by the wind or hitting it head on. The only relief we had was our tiny nylon shelter at the end of the day, as long as it wasn’t lost to the wind Gods while trying to put it up.

			As the first week in the Gobi unfolded, I had to continually reassure myself that I could get the job done, despite always being the slowest. The boys, being bigger and stronger, moved more efficiently. At six-foot-three and weighing around 110 kilograms, Matty would take one step to my three, so he was always comfortably 500 metres ahead. Luke lovingly sat behind me, even though he could have easily kept up with Matty. He used the ruse that I kept up a good pace to comfort and convince me that I wasn’t holding up the team. 

			When it came to my cart, I had the leverage of a cheap spoon through hard ice cream, and if I hit one of the stones or mounds of grass that shrouded the ground, it would stop me in my tracks. I was already staggering  when we hit our second big hill on day three. If I could summon one more bit of gusto, I knew I could get it done and rest at the top over lunch. Just metres into hitting the gritty incline, I lost all traction and started slipping backwards. ‘Watch ooout!’ I yelled at Luke behind me, as I tried to stop the equivalent weight of an upright piano from sliding back and crushing my husband. I bent over perpendicular to the ground and dug in my poles, desperately trying to stop the human landslide. Finally, my heel caught on a rock. I braced myself, found my footing, stabbed my poles into the dirt and inched myself closer towards the top. Once the incline ended, I fell to my knees, absolutely spent and gasping for air. It took a few minutes for my heart rate to settle, the lactic acid to dissolve, and the edges of my mouth to form a smile. I was undeniably thrilled to experience this kind of suffering of my own accord. 

			[image: ]

			We slowly added distance each day, building up our bodies and more importantly, our foot tolerance. From day one I learned that foot maintenance would be critical, and any hot spots were blisters in the making that had to be dealt with A.S.A.P. By the evening of the fourth day, my feet resembled an ancient Egyptian burial with not a hint of skin showing through the bandages. I walked down to the river, dunking them in its gentle flow, willing them to carry me for two more months. A herd of horses waded in to join me in the icy water. The land around me was active; the river bubbled, the horses whinnied and the breeze caught in my ears. Despite all the noise it felt quiet. Even when a city is silent, it never offers the same kind of calm that nature does—cities buzz, while nature purrs. 

			The stillness evoked a memory from three months earlier, when Luke and I were happily reading in our bungalow at 8 p.m. on December 31st. Earlier that day, over coconut protein shakes, we had decided on our New Year’s resolution, and it had nothing to do with diets or saving money. It was elegantly simple: don’t do things you don’t want to do. We spent the last few years dragging ourselves to noisy pubs where you couldn’t hear the conversation, or attending group dinners at bad restaurants, not because we wanted to, but because we felt obliged to. What I wanted to be doing was climbing, reading, painting, or writing. We had both arrived at a point in our lives where we knew who we were and what we liked to do with our time. From that night, we decided if it wasn’t a hell yes, then it was a no, and started perfecting polite ways of declining or suggesting other alternatives. This small decision increased our happiness and energy beyond measure. And on this quiet evening in the desert, with the horses, the river, the sunset and my man, the Gobi gently reaffirmed our decision. I was fulfilling my promise to lead a life that felt true and valuable to me. 

			
			

			The frigid overnight temperature didn’t stop me from having a sleep so marvellous, that I woke up in the exact position I was in when I closed my eyes. Reaching a water source meant I could have my first wash since Bulgan, so I strolled down to the river’s frozen edges with half a litre of boiled water in hand. Outside of the times we were camped at rivers or wells, only prime bodily real estate got the luxury of being baby wiped. I rationed four baby wipes per day for the trip. One for my face, ears and nose included. One for my tits, bits, and armpits. One for my feet, because knowing I have grubby feet keeps me awake like a dripping tap. And one for toilet usage. Sitting by the river, I cleansed my body with a warm flannel dipped in a rationed amount of hot water. I scrubbed my socks, undies, and buff, even though I knew they would be covered in sweat and dust again with the hour. Clean clothes gave me a sense of comfort, making me feel like I was finally getting on top of this crossing the desert thing. 

			We cruised through the first 12 kilometres and were lining up for our biggest distance yet, when without warning, a noise came from my left Achilles. The sound was a frightening mix between a snapping twig and the first bite of an apple. Worse case scenarios went off like thunderclaps in my head and in the seconds it took me to tentatively lower my foot to the ground, I’d already planned an extraction. As the weight of my body returned to my ankle, I realised I had gotten ahead of myself. The snapping was imagined, but the pain was very real. Luke sat me down and strapped it firmly as I counted my breath to calm myself. Thankfully, it wasn’t as bad as I thought. I spent the next 11 kilometres relying heavily on my trekking poles, Ed Sheeran’s soothing tunes, and a mantra stolen from a good friend and founder of NeuroPhysics Therapy, Ken Ware. When dealing with pain he always says, ‘Don’t make it famous.’ 

			Another welcome diversion from the pain came from nomads and local passers-by. Luke and I watched as a horse galloped full pelt across the valley up ahead, the rider climbing down to shake hands with Matty before mounting up and disappearing. Soon after, a car with three women and two bouncy toddlers stopped to take photos, making gestures that the journey must be tough on our knees. I nodded in agreement as my knees, back, ankle and head throbbed in unison. Every few hours that day, someone stopped to check us out. Seventy percent of them smelled of booze and cigarettes; all offered a smile, a handshake, and usually a lift. 

			We carried a handwritten letter for the more curious locals to explain what we were attempting. Although it was in their language, they looked up from the paper with puzzled expressions, not quite comprehending our mission. It was completely understandable. I hardly even knew what I was doing out there. That night as we made camp, the same women from the morning passed again, offering us a traditional food that was a peculiar mix between parmesan cheese and a brick. I cautiously sucked on it to respect their generosity, while also avoiding a 2,000-kilometre return journey to the dentist. 

			In the evenings we would meet up with our motley Mongolian crew who were slowly becoming more  animated. Tumuro was a sharpshooter, and although he handed over all English translations to his son, it was very clear he could speak our language, or at least understand every second word. He would cast off our daily concerns with a quick hand flick gesture and turn his back to us, our sign that the conversation was over. Orgil, sporting his city kid aviators and flat cap, continued to answer all our questions vaguely.

			‘Is there a road through this mountain, or do we have to go around?’ I would ask.

			‘Yes … maybe,’ he would reply.

			‘Is there a river for the next water source?’

			‘Yes … maybe,’ he would say. He was having a hard time with numbers as well.

			‘Look, see goats, maybe 2,000.’ There were around 20. 

			‘You have maybe 15 kilometre to next water.’ What he really meant was 50.

			I grew to laugh about the fact that reasonably critical information was going to get lost in translation. In the meantime, Davka remained an enigma.

			Each day, the three men drove the vans ahead of us, tasked with sourcing water. If they found a well that was too far off our course, they would take our barrels, fill them, and return them to us. If they knew we had enough to last, they would drive a direct 20-kilometre route ahead and we would meet them at the end of our day. If they turned off trail, on a shortcut, they would draw big arrows in the dirt for us to follow. 

			They were doing their job so well that we mostly only hauled two days’ worth of water at a time. This reduced our cart weight by at least 20 kilograms, which was music to my ankle. With my entire body in agony, my ankle pain just blended right into the circus of suffering. See? I said to my ankle, you’re not famous after all. 

			We rose at 6 a.m. on day six, feeling refreshed from a night’s rest, to see the land aglow. Nomads silently collected cow dung for their fires as the country came to life. Baby animals cried out from all directions. Tiny goats head-butted each other and lambs furiously sucked sustenance from their mothers. A young boy darted out from a herd of sheep to say hello, staying by our side as we walked along the road. Suddenly, he heard a faint cry in the distance and rushed off, returning with a newborn lamb which he perched on my cart. He pointed at himself and then down the road. I made a triangle over my head, the universal sign for home, and he enthusiastically nodded in agreeance. We rounded the next bend, and five children sprinted towards us, a huge golden dog leading their charge. Two traditional dwellings, called gers, sat in a small clearing between the mountains. These round, hut-like, houses can be easily dismantled and reassembled, allowing the nomads to move with the seasons. Simply designed with a single door, a central hole for the fire flume and animal pelt walls, these versatile dwellings have been the traditional choice for Mongols for over 3,000 years.

			As we approached the gers I noticed the older family members were busy gathering wool from their herd. The goats were strapped down horizontally in the dirt, their beady eyes wide with fear, knowing they had no  chance for escape. Each scrape of the brush drew chunks of thick grey hair from their coats. I unhooked my harness and watched silently in awe at the precision and efficiency of the nomads. Soon, three young women poked their heads out of the ger and, realising they had visitors, quickly invited us inside. 

			We ducked to enter the satin covered door. Before my eyes could adjust to the dim light and smoky haze, they began offering tea, bread, cheese, and a creamy substance I wasn’t too sure about. The walls were covered in rugs, and a pile of thin mattresses and pillows were stacked on one side, like a sleepover party in the making. A small shelf held a few cooking essentials and a tiny religious shrine, while a miniature stove formed the centrepiece. The children clambered inside, squatting in front of a T.V. screen. They cautiously kept one eye on us, and one eye on the cartoons, as we sipped our tea. 

			For the next 20 minutes, we rested without conversation, with no need to do or say anything, as the family of 18 showered us with kindness. This humble life out in nature, where worries were condensed to the basics of food, water and shelter, brought a charming sense of calm and contentment that I had never felt with a city backdrop. I found myself admiring their uncomplicated way of life, and long after we said our goodbyes, the joy of our interaction remained with me. I hoped our journey ahead had more engagements like this one. 

			As we carried on, the edges of the highway began to glisten with so many discarded bottles they almost seemed decorative. The drinking culture in Mongolia was alive and well, and it was common for our support crew to finish most days with a swig or four of vodka. Their behaviour could almost be forgiven as genetic, as history has documented that if it wasn’t for the Mongol soldier’s love of a drop, the Khan empire could’ve taken all of Europe. We would come to learn that a build-up of bottles signified that a village was near, and soon a small cluster of around 20 gers appeared. 

			‘You can straight drink from the spring!’ Orgil exclaimed, sparking the exciting thought of not having to spend an hour putting it through our Katadyn filter system to dispose of waterborne nasties. Unfortunately, the thrill was short-lived as the poorly fenced spring was a refreshing spot for every animal within a five-kilometre radius. 

			‘You want to straight drink from the spring, Elise?’ Matty asked with a childish chuckle as we stepped through cow dung and dead critters. 

			‘I’ll get the filters,’ I replied.

			What the morning lacked in physical agony, the afternoon made up for with emotional torture, as we navigated across large stretches of corrugated trails that granted my cart a life of its own. The long handles continued to throw hooks at my rib cage, one after the other, like a boxer trying to break through with the knockout punch. After three hours and one too many blows, I lost it, out loud, with obscenities. 

			‘You okay, baby?’ Luke’s voice hesitantly came from behind. 

			
			

			‘This day sucks,’ I boomed back, battling to shake the funk I had created for myself. To my relief, Matty was also feeling every emotion and confirmed that this day did indeed suck. Thankfully, a brewing storm saved me, and we set up camp early in anticipation. I had taken my first mental beating and not even my dehydrated crème brûlée or clean feet could inflate my trampled spirit. I closed my eyes before the sun was even close to setting, repeating to myself in my head, ‘Tomorrow will be better,’ as I drifted off.

			Second to water, sleep became my most valued commodity in the desert. After huge days I arrived at camp like damaged goods, limping around using whatever energy I had left to set up the tent and eat. Then, I’d roll out my swag and retreat into my cave to lick my wounds, positively certain there was no way I could do it all again the following day. Ten hours of regeneration later, I’d be greased and oiled, ready to tackle the Gobi.

			Hail thumped our tents the next morning, so I embraced an extra hour in my sleeping bag. It gradually cleared to a glorious blue sky, and I stuck my head out to feel the sun on my face. Ten days in, I still wasn’t over the novelty of seeing herds of doubled-humped camels everywhere, or witnessing Matty back out of his tent, arse first. 

			‘What should we do today?’ Matty asked.

			‘I reckon we should all go for a little walk!’ Luke and I replied. Everything was starting to feel normal. 

			It was inevitable that a river crossing would eventually dissect our path. Depending on how deep and dangerous the river was, our plan in this situation was to strip down, take everything out of our carts, wade piece by piece across, and then bring the carts over separately. To my pleasant surprise, the first river we reached was still frozen solid, so crossing it was a straightforward task. A nomad family looked on as we slipped and slid across the ice, like a Torvill and Dean routine gone wrong. Once safely on the other side, we continued through the afternoon until the darkening sky called our halt. 

			We set out early the next morning, stumbling upon a small village as we reached the base of a mountain range. I was apprehensive about having to take a four-day detour around the peaks, but the village’s residents informed us of a mountain pass just east of their town. After a short rest, we began punching our way towards the great divide. It was a slow, steady plough through the shaley earth, but no matter how hard it was, it was better than a detour. We gained altitude gradually until we reached a steep final peak. Inclines I wouldn’t have thought twice about on an average hike became treacherous with 150 kilograms dragging behind me, like an anchor across the seabed. Having safely secured his cart at the top, Matty saw that I was struggling on the unforgiving hill and ran back down to assist. He held the back of my cart as I clawed, fumbled, fell and swore my way to the top, with Luke doing the same behind me. It took me ten minutes to catch my breath before I finally stood up and looked out. An enormous valley sprawled before me, so magnificent that if I had any breath left, it would’ve taken it away. 

			
			

			We started to descend, watching the clear skies get gobbled by clouds. After sweating through the first few hours of the day, snow began to fall, and we layered up with coats, gloves, beanies and buffs. The Gobi was showcasing everything she had to offer, and the weather wheel of fortune spun for the remainder of the day from snow to sunshine, rain to freezing wind. 

			While deciding whether to rug up or strip off, a single herdsman galloped towards us on his mare. Even from a distance I could tell he was uncharacteristically athletic, a feature I was yet to witness on our Mongolian travels. Clothed in a traditional coat called a deel, he blended effortlessly with his environment and looked like he would have been at home riding with Genghis Khan himself. Next to him, in my electric-coloured winter fashion, I felt more out of place than Clint Eastwood in a romantic comedy. He dismounted and offered out his hand. It was like shaking the limb of an ancient oak tree, his palms calloused and cracked from the manual work of survival. Curiously, his face was void of the harsh lines that others who lived in these parts seemed to wear. We spoke in gestures, and like all the other nomads we had met he suggested how hard it must be on our knees, bringing me to the conclusion there must’ve been a national knee health awareness campaign sweeping the country. Through gestures we asked if we could make camp where we stood, and without issue he seemed to agree. I waved goodbye as he rode off to a faraway nook of the valley, and we bedded down for the frosty night ahead.

			Arctic conditions transformed the landscape overnight. Mountains that were green before nightfall were now covered in snow, and the entire sky wore a shade of grey. We chose to wait out the grumbling weather until the sleet gave in. 

			By 11 a.m. our patience dwindled, and we decided to brave the cold to make some progress. I threw on every item of clothing I had, strapped on my cart, and began to chug my way into minus five-degree headwinds.

			‘Don’t let yourself get too hot,’ Luke yelled at me between gusts. ‘Take layers off before you sweat. And if your feet go numb, we’ll stop.’ I was grateful for his advice knowing it was from lived experience in severe conditions. 

			 The wind’s force pushed me backwards. It was like trying to break through a frozen brick wall, and the drizzling rain had me fluctuating between too hot and too cold. The layers covering my nose and mouth were making it hard to breathe and I began hyperventilating in the cocoon of fabric. I ripped off my buff in a fluster, in time to hear a shout come from behind.

			‘Now this is livin’, ain’t it, babe!’

			‘You’re sick, Richmond!’ I would’ve punched him if I wasn’t strapped to a harness. His annoyingly chipper demeanour stayed intact all day while I was tossed around in a washing machine of emotions. Eleven kilometres in, we all decided we’d had enough of the beatings and erected our tents, just in time for the rain to stop. 

			Overnight my wet clothes (and wet blanket attitude) dried out despite picking up a little desert flu. Luke  had been trying to get me to bush blow for years, but the graceful art of blocking one nostril to shoot snot out of the other onto the ground, just didn’t work for me. I didn’t have the nasal power for a clean blow, and didn’t think I needed to be a grub when tissues were readily available. But with my baby wipe rations dwindling, on day 12, by necessity, I became a bush blowing convert. This new skill fit in nicely with the overall glamour of desert living. I was sleeping on the ground and peeing in bottles. I was covered in dust and dug holes for my toilet. My skin was peeling, my fingers cracked, and I constantly blew blood from my nose. The boys were cultivating ecosystems in their beards and we all smelled revolting. You could assume from this, that intimacy was well and truly dead in the desert. By the end of a day, we were so spent that making dinner was an effort, let alone making anything else. To top it off, Luke believed that the dirtier he got, the more legit the adventure became. 

			To validate his thinking, Luke shared some advice from a book he was reading by Mike Horn, one of the greatest modern adventurers. 

			‘Babe, do you want to know what Mike Horn does with his snot?’

			‘Please, do tell.’

			‘Rubs it all over his face. He says it’s the best protection against the elements.’

			‘Well, we aren’t there yet, babe,’ I reminded him, handing over the SPF 50. Intimacy was indeed dead in the desert. Though what the journey lacked in glamour and love making, it more than made up for in simplicity. And I was quickly learning there was true beauty in having and doing less. 

			We soon reached the valley’s edge and saw our downhill run would be more complex than we’d hoped. As taxing as inclines were, they were somewhat safe. Going downhill, on the other hand, could quickly get out of control, and our heavy carts could easily flatten us. We all took a moment to look out into the boulder field of peaks. Slippery, injury-prone waves of rocks glared back at us, and we collectively sighed in anticipation of the work ahead. 

			For hours we navigated through monster hills that sucked the sugar from our veins and left us all yawning for oxygen. The only break we allowed ourselves was when one of Matty’s tyres popped from its frame. The solid rubber design made for an easy fix, and he slipped it back on with little lost time. From the tyre repair onwards, Matty and I shared exhausted looks with each other. Luke, however, hoarded his emotions like a squirrel stockpiles acorns, storing up his feelings until it was officially trekking poles down. From the lack of conversing at the end of the day it was clear we were all equally beaten. Matty collapsed by his cart. 

			‘Tired?’ Tumuro uttered gently from above. 

			‘Yeah, very hard today,’ Matty responded as he gulped down half a litre of well water. Tumuro nodded, then replied with what seemed like a word of caution, ‘The Gobi starts now.’ 

			The desert must’ve heard Tumuro’s words and raised its temperature the next day by 25 degrees. The  extremes of this place seemed outrageous. In Australia, a 25-degree swing would happen over six months; in the Gobi, it happened in less than 24 hours. Our water consumption doubled, seeding the reality that if we were going to drink more, we would have to carry more. Due to the lack of water in the area we were walking into, the nomads had purposely moved out, so sourcing water went from being important to being critical. 

			‘Heads up, guys, something’s moving out there,’ Luke pointed into the distance towards a large group of rapidly approaching shadows. Luke grabbed a rock in preparation for taking out desert bandits. I got excited about potentially seeing more animals, as up until now, it had been comparable to visiting the zoo at nap time. Within seconds the blur on the horizon was close enough to reveal four massive, slobbering camels. Their coats and full humps looked healthy and robust compared to the wild camels we had seen so far. A rope joined them from neck to neck. Wedged perfectly between the two humps of the leading beast, looking more comfortable than my Nonna in her worn recliner, was a young male nomad. My eyes locked onto his as he galloped by, and in the odd cross-cultural stare down, I could only assume we were both thinking the same thing: Where did you come from, and where are you going? Two eternal questions that shape a life. Just as quickly as he arrived, he vanished into the desert. 

			
			

			5 

			Crossing the Gobi Desert Part II

			Seeing a picture of yourself inside the glossy pages of the Guinness Book of World Records, especially for something that isn’t related to eating fast or in enormous amounts, would be a standout achievement. With both Matty and Luke recently securing world records for their own respective Atlantic crossings, the notion was fresh in my mind. Applying for a new world record is simple paperwork, and so just before we left, Matty submitted our Gobi Desert crossing under the proviso that we carried all our supplies for the whole journey. As a bit of an experiment, we opted for vegan dehydrated meals, allocating three each per day. But just two weeks in, kilograms of weight had already been stripped from our bones. Our bodies weren’t getting enough fats or animal proteins to counter the sheer volume of work; we were deteriorating fast. Matty was the only smart one on the team who came in with extra fat stores to sacrifice, yet even they were quickly evaporating.

			Food is by far the easiest, most powerful, tool to manipulate performance and morale, so our conversations inevitably kept circling back to this very basic human need. We discussed ad nauseam different textures like crunchy, smooth, and chewy, as well as our favourite restaurants, cold drinks, and even what we would choose to put on a hamburger with the lot. Then, in the middle of my daydream, an abrupt dose of dehydrated vegan Cuban three beans and rice would snap me back to our depressing reality and limited menu. With the world record still a possibility we technically couldn’t indulge in any food that small villages had to offer. This rule was becoming harder to adhere to as the days rolled into weeks. 

			Along with the struggle of having a diet blander than an egg carton, I was coming to grips with there being no such thing as an easy day. There were hard days, there were brutal days, and then there were soul-destroying days. Easy days were a fantasy that existed only in the early morning hours, while still tucked in my sleeping bag. Before I could feel the ache in my hips or the cracks in my lips. Before the heat kicked in, or the terrain could surprise us with hidden treasures. The first hour of moving usually tore that fantasy to shreds, particularly on day 15 which reached soul-destroying levels before brunch. 

			I was in front, breaking trail through a never-ending patch of sand we had been navigating for over three hours. I kept turning around, thinking Luke was attempting some classic Richmond humour by holding back my cart. But no, it was just nature, swallowing the wheels. My body tilted at a 45-degree angle, trying to get enough leverage to drag my cart through the hills and bogs. I attempted to distract myself with the scenery, willing myself to get lost in its beauty, but my attention reflexively returned to the endless sand ahead. The heat, the sweat, and the ridiculous amount of effort to get nowhere, all compounded into an impulsive guttural cry.  I shielded my tears from the boys and tried to shut them down quickly. The weight and terrain had slowed us down so much that it was making our journey dangerous. We called our second team meeting.

			‘This isn’t fun. I’m done, call the choppers,’ Matty’s opinion was made clear. 

			‘We can all agree this isn’t great. Let’s consider some options before we just quit,’ Luke replied, always the voice of reason. 

			‘I think we should dump some weight,’ I suggested.

			After 30 minutes of discussion, we offloaded our excess food into the support vehicles. I was too broken to care that this move would void our world record attempt. Although I had entertained the dream of being a world record holder like my teammates, 
I didn’t go to Mongolia to get my photo in the corner of a book. 
I went to cross the Gobi Desert, while enjoying everything it had to offer along the way. I sought to be tested physically, not beaten to a pulp or injured. I wanted to see the country up close in a way that few people get to, not stare down at my feet for 2,000 kilometres. Though we amended our approach, the goal remained the same. 

			There were no regrets the next day, as we ploughed through 32 kilometres with ease. The combination of 40 kilograms less weight, harder ground, a cool weather change, and a delightful little tailwind, sticky-taped my shredded spirit back together. It was the first day I was able to straighten my posture and enjoy myself. 
I recognised that after months preparing for the adventure, now that it was happening, I wasn’t appreciating it. I was missing out on the present by living for the future goal of the finish line. 

			The day after, I woke ready to live for the small moments. I began to seek out present reminders of the desert’s beauty, and how lucky I was to be outside exploring it. Each day, something would pop up giving me a second to pause and focus on where I was, rather than where I was trying to get to: a handshake with a nomad, a soft breeze slicing through the heat, a brew warming my fingers and tummy on a cold morning, or an eagle soaring overhead. Even when I struggled mentally or physically and thought I was done, those small moments always gave me a reason to smile. Despite its challenges, gratitude for the Gobi’s boundless offerings became my focal point from that day forward.  

			We had been marching with a strong wind at our backs the morning of day 16, when it unexpectedly mutated into a sandstorm. Squalls whipped up around us in every direction, sending waves of dust across the plains, filling every uncovered orifice. I played the trust test with the wind by letting my stiff body fall into it, and it caught me in its arms long before I hit the ground. My ongoing flu was forcing me to mouth breathe and created a natural hammam inside my buff. I let the snot and condensation drip down my neck, not wanting to stop to clean it for fear of losing the boys in the storm. When I paused for water later in the day, I found my buff was soaked in blood. I rotated the stain to the back and carried on. That evening we made camp beside a lake.  As I washed the blood out of my clothes a herd of camels arrived to refuel. They reminded my mind to remain in the same location as my feet, acting as my small moment of presence after a rather big day. 

			Being my first lengthy outdoor adventure, it took me a while to get used to the constant state of filth. I gazed longingly at the boys, as they urinated wherever they wanted, still strapped into their harnesses, needing nothing more than a quick unzip and shake. I, on the other hand, had to de-robe gloves, pants and undies, search for a place private enough to keep Matty in the ‘friend’ category, then half expose my body to the elements only to have most of the contents blow straight back onto my pants. Adding to the frustration was the incessant dust that penetrated everything: ear holes, nose holes, and places most wouldn’t think to baby wipe. At the end of a long day, I’d crawl inside the tent expecting relief, but the dust would follow me in, eager to fill every cranny. It joined me for my dinner, and settled on my skin, a constant reminder of where I was. I hadn’t washed my hair since we started, causing a general itch to set in across my scalp, and my eyes watered from the stench of my T-shirt as I slipped it over my head each morning. I relished in the tiny pleasure of changing my socks every five or so days, though even that minor joy had an end date.  

			I woke that night bursting for the communal pee bottle, that we kept in the tent to avoid braving the cold and wind in the depths of darkness. As I reached for the bottle, I was devastated to find Luke had beaten me to it and filled it to the brim. I cracked open the zip on the tent just enough to tip it out. As I slipped it back in, a warmth soaked through my long johns. His pee had tipped straight into the attached lid, and now covered me and my sleeping bag. Eighteen days earlier, I would’ve been so disgusted at having another human’s urine on me. The new, grubby Elise took one baby wipe, made a lacklustre attempt to clean it, peed in the bottle and went straight back to sleep. Being filthy stopped being a problem from then on, although that night I did dream of a bubble bath. 

			We woke to ruthless winds that blew anything that wasn’t pegged down across the countryside. Matty lost a glove, and I nearly had to say farewell to a jacket when I missed an armhole. Even our carts were tossed about like salad by the gusts. I knew these mini hurricanes were unusually vicious when Tumuro exited the comfort of his vehicle in sympathy to give us a Mongolian-sized shot of vodka. The burn warmed my oesophagus long enough to forget I couldn’t feel my toes. 

			The Gobi’s terrain changed to dull granite about the same time I ran out of podcasts. It took three days walking silently through the lifeless land to become comfortable with my thoughts. Left to roam free, my mind made about as much sense as a Red Hot Chili Peppers’ song, coming back together in the chorus with the repeating theme of food. Why is it called a pelican case? We could power the world with this wind. Banana pancakes and maple syrup would be nice. Do you wind down an automatic window? Pizza with extra cheese and pineapple for a bit of sweetness. I should get the stone out of my shoe. In the middle of my nonsensical  pondering, we unexpectedly stumbled into our first village in 11 days. Having disregarded the requirements for the world record, the unsuspecting village was about to experience gluttony in its finest form. We entered the first restaurant we saw. The simple structure was no more than a stove surrounded by a collection of the flattest scrap materials available. All the ambience I needed was created by a huge hanging poster of a sparkling resort pool encircled by palm trees. 

			‘30 khuushuur please.’ We ordered a feast of vegetable filled Mongolian pastry and the poor woman, who probably hadn’t seen a customer in weeks, sprang into action, rolling and stuffing dough like her life depended on it. The deep-fried bundles landed swiftly on our plates, and before I had even dipped mine in sauce the boys inhaled one each. I could feel the greasy calories entering my starving body, pausing the breakdown of muscle tissue for the first time in weeks. The next stop was the corner store. ‘Five of those, three of those. Guys, do you want lollies? Two packs of those.’ The overwhelmed owner sent a runner for more supplies from the store down the road. We were literally three big kids in a candy store, and exited with a cardboard box full of bread, butter, wafers, 3-in-1 coffee, honey, and other daily pick-me-ups.

			After posing for token photos with the locals, we strolled out of our magical blip on the map to set up camp early and take full advantage of the extra water we had gathered from the village well. Old soul tunes pumped out of our speakers as we got stuck into some serious dirt admin. After hair, beard, sock and undie washing we stripped off and attempted to have showers with whatever water was left. I laid out on my swag, staring at the sky with clean hair, a belly full of bread and the accomplishment of having passed the 500-kilometre mark. My mind finally fell silent, and my heart was at peace. Maybe Luke was right: maybe this was living. 

			Despite eating our body weight in bread and butter, we all crawled from our tents the next day looking like gaunt endurance athletes. Matty now had two abs, so the assumption was he would earn a six-pack by the journey’s end. Luke’s cheekbones were reminiscent of Cher’s and his thigh gap would’ve been the envy of any teenage girl of the 90s. My body seemed to be eating all the muscle mass I’d gained over the last eight years. In a beautiful nod towards female physiological priorities, I seemed to be conserving fat in case of immaculate conception. The fallouts weren’t surprising as we were comfortably covering 35 kilometres a day. I was in complete admiration of my body’s ability to keep giving without getting much back. I stretched my fingertips down to my toes, lengthening my hamstrings, then reached way up into the sky and repeated the process three times. ‘Ready when you are, boys.’ 

			The trail that day was dotted with sections of bull dust. Fine flour-like dirt sat in all the potholes, creating a deceiving veneer of solid ground. It gobbled up our ankles and covered us like chicken fillets ready for crumbing. Bulldust sat at number two on my terrain friendliness scale. Number one was hard, flat ground. Number three was boulders. Number four was corrugations, and coming in at five, as the most dreadful terrain, was sand.  When the Gobi was friendly, I held a steady pace of four kilometres per hour. At that speed I could cover good distances without reaching exhaustion, and I discovered the true meaning of pondering. I could contemplate away an entire 35 kilometres of the Gobi Desert, with not a single break between my thoughts. It was refreshing to give them time to marinate and evolve without pressure. 

			Mid-ponder that day, a military-style overland truck with wheels higher than Matty’s head pulled up beside us. Our recent exchanges had mostly been with single drunk men, so I was pleasantly surprised when a jolly German couple launched from the vehicle. The ex-mechanic husband and pharmacist wife had bought the old truck, jazzed it into a home, and were travelling across countries taking photos as they went. The Gobi was their address for the next few months. The sides of the truck were covered in photographic portraits of humans from across the world, a striking collage of cultures. Their warmth and joy gave me the interlude I needed from the monotonous landscape, and as we said farewell, I drifted into thoughts of Luke and I doing the same thing together 30 years down the road.  
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			Tumuro, Orgil and Davka joined us at our tents to celebrate 800 kilometres the only way they knew how, vodka shots. They explained very seriously that everything had to be done in threes for good luck, but I suspected that was just something alcoholics liked to say. They graciously swapped out my third shot for Fanta so I only had to suffer through two before laying down my dizzy and dehydrated head.

			We were edging closer to Dalanzadgad, a large settlement in the centre of the southern Gobi. Before we reached this unofficial halfway point, we had the choice of crossing a mountain range which would take longer, or passing through a few kilometres of sand. I would take Mount Everest over sand, and thankfully the boys shared my opinion. 

			We skirted the foothills of the mountains for half a day before injecting ourselves into their fortress, instantly feeling the shift in geography. ‘Can you guys smell that?’ Matty asked with his nose held high. After weeks of body odour, dust, and camel faeces, it smelled like we were swimming in rose petals. My nostrils flooded with flora and the deeper we plunged, the more the land teemed with life. Goats, sheep and horses circled us, feeding on the riches, while springs flowed freely from the mountains, coating our path with a refreshing touch of emerald green. 

			Not long after breaking through the mountains, a Lexus drove by. I waved at the tinted windows, and in a smoke bomb of dust the car pulled up beside us. Four young men opened the doors in unison exclaiming,  ‘Hello, hello. Mongolian singer! Mongolian singer!’ Three of them excitedly pointed to their very suave-looking friend. Without preamble they dove into the back of the car and pulled out a copy of his latest CD and a bottle of the fancy vodka, Chinggis Gold. For all we knew, this could’ve been the Justin Timberlake of Mongolia, so we got a few photos just in case and pushed on towards our camp, mystified by the strange interaction. I still hadn’t acquired a taste for vodka, and hadn’t owned a Discman for a decade, so we gifted both to our support crew, who confirmed he was a famous pop star. They cranked the tunes from their van and before I could get my tent up, they walked over to offer another lesson in drinking: an open bottle must be finished. A goblet-sized shot was thrust into my hand, and before I could chase it down with some well water, another shot appeared in front of me. By the third round, Tumuro’s English became near perfect. All of a sudden, his usual grunts and dismissals were substituted for fluent and interesting conversations, and I wondered if he’d resort to faking his meagre vocabulary in the morning. 

			The sun began to dip, so I used it as my cue to stagger away for food. My polite declines to enjoy a few more shots fell on drunk ears, and within 15 minutes we were all back at it. My New Year’s resolution of not doing things I didn’t want to do needed more practice. Thankfully it was only a small bottle of vodka, and it only reached my side of the circle twice. With a spinning head and blurry eyes, I took my leave from the fastest escalating drinking session I’d ever participated in. I battled the tent zip like it was a grizzly bear and crashed onto my swag hoping I’d wake up in the morning. 

			I did rouse the next day, albeit slowly, and my hangover was happy to reach another village by lunch. Ducking into the cool concrete-walled restaurant, complete with red and white chequered tablecloths, my eyes drifted to the slab of a skinned goat sitting in the corner on the floor. While the soft-faced woman rolled her heart out and stuffed the floor meat inside the pastry, I tried not to think about how long the carcass had been lying there. 

			After scoffing the meat-filled delights, we quickly hit the road to prevent slipping into a food coma. We passed a humble one-building school, noticing little curious heads popping up at the windows. Our waves triggered an avalanche of children to spill out of the doors. With big smiles, they unleashed some recently acquired English lines.

			‘Where from are you?’

			‘What name is it?’

			I felt like the Wiggles on tour, with crowds of children screaming and chasing after us in complete adolescent pandemonium. We threw handfuls of lollies into the mass, and when the human sea finally parted, we continued our saunter out of town. 

			I could still see the top of the school building when my stomach began to grumble. Within the hour, I was  reaching for the shovel and continued to need it at regular intervals all evening. Even knowing the aftermath, I still would’ve eaten every last one of the delicious goat-filled pastries all over again. 
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			The Gobi started turning up the heat so much that it had us pulling up in the shade of our carts during the hottest part of the day. Any breeze we did get was about as refreshing as opening an oven door to check the vegetables. The weather bureau in Mongolia must get their reports second guessed all the time. Sunday, five degrees. Monday, five degrees. Tuesday, 37 degrees. 37 degrees? Are you sure, Barry? 

			Our relaxing starts became the first casualty of the heat. Bumping our alarms to 6 a.m., we aimed to cover as many kilometres as possible in the cool of the day. Even at that hour, our conversations were hijacked by the temperature.

			‘It’s so hot.’

			‘Anyone else hot?’

			‘It’s so bloody hot.’ Heat stroke became a real risk, and by keeping any form of conversation going we could tell if someone was losing it. 

			The other heat casualty was food. Munching down a Kathmandu curry was about as appealing as licking a camel’s toe, so I kept my eating windows to before 9:30 a.m. and after 3 p.m. This schedule had me daydreaming about Willy Wonka’s version of a cold beverage factory. I had vivid fantasies of guzzling an icy beach ball-sized coconut, and sliding down a frosty fruit icy pole into a river of frozen Coke. I took a sip of my 30-degree water, which brought me hastily back to reality in time to spot two nomads in the distance, scooping water from a well for their herd of camels. We slowly made our way towards them, not wanting to scare the animals. Through head nods, the nomads confirmed that we could come and help. We began to draw buckets of water up from the deep pit and worked our way into the maze of mammals. The nomad boss approved of our work and left us to it while he darted off on his motorbike, returning minutes later holding a saucepan sloshing with a chunky white liquid. He gestured under a female camel at her udders and then back to the saucepan. With steady hands, he poured the contents into a cup and offered us the thick milk. My bowels were still unhappy from the day before, so I had a small taste of the sour, yoghurty refreshment, while Luke and Matty sculled it down, happy for any extra calories. 

			The nomads had proven to be overly generous time and time again. No matter how little they had, they always offered some small gift in a gesture of human kindness. As our journey evolved, their nomadic way of life  made more and more sense to me. If a location became less than ideal because of weather or lack of sustenance, they’d simply up and leave. There was no fuss and no permission needed. If the river ran dry, their entire lives, possessions, livestock and ger could be shifted in one day. The valley we were now entering looked like prime real estate for nomads at this time of year. Gers popped up across the picturesque landscape like daisies in spring, while butterflies and bees danced around us, creating a tangible buzz in the air. I felt like I’d been dropped into the happy part of a Disney film, where the princess had been saved, the rightful king was crowned, and the baby was born. Luke spread his arms out, twirling in his best Sound of Music Julie Andrews impression. We dropped our harnesses and rested on the nourished land.

			Spirits stayed high all the way to camp that afternoon, where our crew had prepared a 1,000-kilometre celebration feast. These guys had been our lifesavers, and we sat with them for a few hours stuffing our faces. Tumuro had reverted to forgetting how to speak English, so we conversed in Mong-lish. They spoke Mongolian at us, we spoke English at them, and occasionally, with the help of hand gestures, we would collide in something like a conversation. 

			We were back on the tourist trail the next day, passing more vehicles than we had in weeks, which still only equated to about eight. Empty vodka bottles bordered our trail like glass hedges, a good indication of an upcoming village and the opportunity to resupply before our only planned rest day. The village seemed more populated than the others we had passed through, and while we collected delicacies like eggs, salami, orange juice, and jam, a group of curious onlookers congregated outside. I cradled the calories in my arms and exited the store to find the Mongolian version of The Village People, each with a different but equally impractical hat, admiring the construction of my cart. One of them lifted the handles and tried to roll it forward without luck. After so long, I’d forgotten how much weight was strapped to me, and that the task wasn’t as easy as it might seem. He handed me back the reins and we strolled towards the cook up of the century. 

			An hour before sunset, I unhooked my cart outside one of 12 canvas gers: home for the next 36 hours. We had been consistently hitting 35-kilometre days without pause, and as I ducked my head into the enclosed space, I realised how much I desperately needed a break. Behind the privacy of walls, Luke and I were like moths to flames, being drawn to the first full-length mirror we’d seen in five weeks. As we peeled off our clothes to assess the damage, I considered how refreshing it had been not having access to a mirror for so long. I’d used my reflection to pick myself apart for so many years, never fully satisfied with what I saw. But out in the middle of nowhere, the camels didn’t care if I had abs, love handles or cellulite. There were no scales or dress sizes, and no one to judge my body. In forgoing reflections for the last 40 days, the comparison trap ceased to exist. It was a welcomed relief from a burden I didn’t know I was carrying. 

			In front of the mirror, we inspected ourselves from every different angle, tugging at the flaps of skin where  our muscles used to be. I barely recognised myself. ‘We should hurry this thing up, babe, or there won’t be anything left of us,’ Luke remarked. I’d previously avoided experiences like this, afraid of losing the strength and physique I had worked so hard to build. Now that my athletic body had evaporated, it dawned on me that what I really should’ve been afraid of was wasting my life worrying about my outward appearance. 

			We converged on the shower blocks to wash 40 days of desert from our skin. I stood under the water groaning in ecstasy, untangling my braid and watching chunks of hair wash down the drain. We were the only customers at the small tourist camp, so I was free to moan and splash as long and loudly as I wanted. The grilled sandwiches that followed induced similar noises. Sanitised and full, we retreated happily to our rooms, where the sexy combination of cleanliness and soft bedding was enough to lift 40 days and nights of adventure-induced intimacy restrictions.

			The short two-night interlude from the desert was just what we all needed. Taking breaks, whether in my training or work, was something that I always resisted, opting to keep pushing through in pursuit of a goal. I was finally understanding it was okay, preferable even, to slow down or stop so that I didn’t burn out before the finish line. 

			Without rushing, I washed my clothes, fixed my harness, filtered more water, and reflected on what we had achieved so far. In the final hours of our rejuvenating rest day, I felt ready to step back into the desert.

			As the first drops of sweat trickled down my neck the next morning, that familiar pang of discomfort returned. But unlike the first few weeks, the feeling was fleeting. Whenever my boots rubbed, my back ached, or my harness chafed, my brain would recognise it, and what I previously characterized as uncomfortable had become my new normal. My swag was no longer a piece of foam, it was my bed. My pink cloth wasn’t just a wipe-down, it was my shower. Our tent wasn’t a flimsy piece of nylon: it was our bedroom, dining room, kitchen and home. I reflected on the opportunities I had missed in the past, avoiding them due to discomfort, not realising that they could have become sources of comfort over time.

			By 2 a.m. that night I was still wide awake. I slowly unzipped our tent, tooth by tooth, desperate to escape the wheel my mouse mind was running on. My attempt to be quiet was wasted when I tripped over my sleeping bag, landing butt naked in the dirt on my hands and knees. Luke stirred. ‘Sorry bub, go back to sleep.’ I looked up, still on all fours. Stars blanketed the world above me so densely that there was more sparkle than darkness. It was so magnetic that I stayed outside stargazing for an hour, before deciding I should try to sleep.

			The next day our teams’ stars aligned, and we encountered flat roads and winds that nudged us from behind. I was paying the price for my sleepless night though, and only committed to ten words all day, most of them a version of, ‘I’m fine.’ I couldn’t talk anymore about calculations, how many kilometres to go, or what day we  might be finished, so I stayed quiet. In my irritable state I was too stubborn to check on a pain in my left pinkie toe, and by the end of the day, the whole digit was one giant blister, making each step agony. 

			We soon stumbled into a dilapidated, half-constructed city much in need of a makeover. Our support crew guided us through the eerie streets of Dalanzadgad, diverting suspicious locals while scouting for shops to find replacements for our perishing equipment. Tent pegs and shovels had snapped, our clothes, harnesses and boots were wearing out, and our water filter had given up the ghost days before. It took no longer than an hour to get what we needed, but in that short time I felt more uneasy than I had throughout the whole journey. I assumed Mother Nature would be the one to make me feel unsafe, but it turns out it was people. I hurried the boys out of civilisation, and we pushed through our afternoon rest to increase our radius from the city. 

			Our days had naturally divided themselves into 90-minute blocks of work with 20-minute breaks. In the fourth block, we rested a full hour, angling our carts to create as much shade as possible before kicking off our shoes and socks, making a brew, and zoning out with a book or a nap. In the dying minutes of that hour, on day 42, a visitor hobbled over from his motorbike, with legs so bowed they almost created a circle. He was a compact little fellow and seemed proud of a long beard that hung down to his chest, the only facial hair I’d seen in all our interactions with locals. We handed him the letter explaining what we were doing and offered him a chair. He declined, folded his legs, and sat neatly between the boys on the ground. We communicated for the next 15 minutes in hand gestures and dirt drawings. He drew his house and the quarry that we would soon pass, before rubbing it out with his hand like a natural Etch A Sketch. He then drew mountains and buildings, indicating the village 18 kilometres away. As we were slipping on our shoes to depart, he warned us of dogs up ahead and then scribbled his age in the dirt. The delightful man was 87 years old. 

			An hour later as we strolled past the menacing black dogs, Matty’s voice came from the back of the convoy, ‘I meant to tell you guys, I managed to get some internet through the Inmarsat last night. I got an email from Guinness. Our crossing won’t be recognised as a world record. Apparently, without a clear start, route, and finish point for others to attempt, it doesn’t qualify.’ I praised our day 15 decision to dump the excess weight from our carts and devour all things buttery at every town. Sacrificing the world record attempt had made the trip far more enjoyable for me, and the journey was all the more successful because of that joy. I decided then and there, I wouldn’t sacrifice beautiful experiences on future adventures for the sake of a world first. I whipped out a tin of pears I found in Dalanzadgad, ‘Here’s to not getting a world record.’ They were the juiciest, most delicious tinned goods I’d ever eaten, and I wondered how something with a four-year shelf life could taste so good.
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			A shadow softened the sun’s sting on my neck. I tipped my head back, looked up to the sky and mouthed my gratitude, ‘Thank you.’ Mongolia’s climate continued to prove its extremes. It was never just a bit cool; it was snowing or hailing. It was rarely a warm, pleasant day; it was scorching. 

			There was not a breath of wind about before bed that night, so we left every flap of our tent open to catch any passing puff. I waited outside until the last lick of sun disappeared at 9:30 p.m., then wet my face, arms and legs to cool off before finally crawling inside. I’d been asleep for what felt like seconds when a sandstorm of biblical proportions swept through, carrying with it all the sand in the Gobi. Before we could react, our home became a sand pit and we whirled around in a drowsy fluster trying to zip up zips and strap down straps. The desert tornado occupied our campsite until morning, robbing us of a proper night’s sleep. We rose to find our carts and belongings splayed across the landscape. 

			After a head count and debris collection, we descended into a bustling valley that was dotted with homes. Our presence acted like wildflowers attracting bees, as motorbikes zipped out from each ger to inspect us. They rolled past us uncomfortably close, whereupon realising we weren’t that interesting, they retreated to their gers. The howling wind continued, allowing a white four-wheel drive to pull alongside me almost unnoticed. A family of 12 was tightly packed inside and a little boy confidently hung out the window.

			‘What is your name?’ he asked.

			‘Elise, what’s yours?’ 

			‘Ok, bye,’ the boy and his family sped off into the hills. 

			Long-stride Matty took the lead for the last hour of the day to stretch out his legs, while I walked 300 metres behind him. Luke hung even further back behind me, making a satellite phone call home. We were close to hitting our first 40-kilometre day when the same white four-wheel drive pulled up next to Matty. By the time I caught up a Mongolian picnic was in full swing. This big-hearted family had returned with a bucket of freshly barbequed goat to share with us. Matty was sitting on a worn bathmat holding a huge bone, looking as happy as a caveman after a hunt. When Luke reached the alfresco dining extravaganza, his eyes lit up. All he had talked about for the last week was a BBQ goat hoedown, and by some miracle, he was getting treated to exactly that. Like all respectable grandmas worldwide, the grey-haired matriarch of the family ignored our polite pauses between mouthfuls. Each time we placed the bucket of warm succulent meat down on the rug, she’d pick it up and eagerly push it towards our mouths. The boys were in heaven gnawing on bones, and I was beyond grateful for the break in vegan food monotony.

			We sat in the Mongolian countryside, chewing, sipping tea, taking photos, and sharing tiny snippets of our lives with each other. Matty cracked open the flask of rum he had brought for a special occasion, impressing  the men with the local preamble of three flicks over the shoulder before a swig. Sensing our fiesta coming to an end, I licked the grease from my bowl. The man handed us a supply of dried meat for the road, and we gave the little boy the only thing we could spare, our toy elephant mascot which had hung on the back of Matty’s cart since day one. Then, as quickly as they arrived, they were gone. I couldn’t believe the hospitality of these complete strangers. I was beaming. All three of us were. It was the most unanticipated end to a glorious day.

			[image: ]

			I opened my eyes to find Luke sitting silently in his jocks, looking back at me with a smile peeking through his wild and bushy beard. A herd of horses stood right at our tent door. They were completely still, welcoming us to the day. ‘Good morning, horses,’ I whispered. 

			Up until then, the goal of walking across the desert was enough to stop me from hitting snooze each morning, but after 48 days, five more minutes in the prone position, admiring wild horses, was tantalising me. The gruelling CrossFit workouts I was used to, along with their convenient time cap, couldn’t prepare me for the daily strain I had been under. My body screamed for recovery, nutrients, and a break. 

			‘The desert is not going to walk itself,’ Luke reminded me, and I scooped myself up from my swag. 

			On top of the physical pressure, minor issues between the team had been left to ferment. Some days I wanted to tear off Matty’s ears and feed them to the camels. On other days I wanted to crash-tackle Luke and give him three swift elbows to the ribs. And I’m certain there were times when the boys wanted to throw me down a well and destroy the evidence. Like in everyday life, our irritations were the proverbial ‘Who didn’t change the toilet roll?!’ and when left to stew, they felt like personal attacks. 

			Before stepping off that morning, we sat in a circle with brews in hand and said what we needed to say. 

			‘When you say “pardon” even when you have heard me it drives me nuts.’ 

			‘I’m sorry. I’ll try to stop. When you don’t warn me that you’re stopping I bump into your cart and I … well, it’s just annoying.’

			‘I’m on it, no more unannounced stopping.’ 

			
			

			Around we went, until all our frustrations were voiced and our emotional weights were lifted. After the circle of truth, we had a day of little interpersonal interaction, and by evening protein shakes, all was well again around camp. It was evidence of communication being the foundation of every cohesive and well-functioning team. It had been just 7 months since Luke and I had said ‘I do’ to the most important team we would ever be a part of. Learning how to talk to each other when we were exhausted, overwhelmed and emotionally spent was an unexpected, yet welcomed lesson for our future as a couple. 

			
			

			With only 200 kilometres to go, the finish line felt within reach. However, it was illogical of me to assume it would be a fun stroll to the end. We’d decided to take a shortcut through the hills to shave off around 20 kilometres, and while I tried to convince myself we’d made the right choice, my beloved husband offered some more words of wisdom; ‘Well, you know what they say about shortcuts. If it were easy, it would just be called the way.’ Despite the inclines, we were walking a marathon a day in distance thanks to our lighter carts. Considering that before this expedition I had never hiked farther than 20 kilometres in a day, or strung together more than three nights in a tent, these kinds of numbers seemed inconceivable. On this journey I’d given myself the chance to prove that I could do and be more, and as we got closer to the end, I could already feel that it unlocked a whole new world of opportunity for me.

			Through the hazy morning light, I could just make out enormous boulders wrapping themselves around a far-off village like a natural fortress. Excited by the thought of resupplies, we practically danced through dried-up riverbeds all day to reach the village before closing. A store with an actual freezer greeted us on arrival, so we hoarded ice creams and sodas to curb at least a few of our cravings. The sugar crash came on hard and fast, and before we reached the outskirts of town I demanded that we stopped. I squatted down to pee and it became clear why I felt like I’d gone five rounds with a bull, and wanted to dive into a pool of sugary caramel custard. It was my second period of the trip, one that I hoped my body would let slide. Alas, the joys of womanhood were still in full swing.

			Not long into the next day’s stomp a nomad family enthusiastically waved us over. Baby camels were roped up in front of their ger, and as we got closer their guard dog tried its best to warn us away from his property. An expressionless local ignored the dog and motioned us inside. An elderly man sat making rope out of goat wool, remaining focused on his task as we entered the ger. The family meat supply decorated the wall behind him, hung neatly on strings like a piece of modern art. Flies hummed about, but no one seemed bothered to shoo them away. The three of us lined ourselves against one side of the circular home, while the family sat on the other, two cultures observing each other over milky tea and biscuits. A woman stood and placed what looked to be a leather shoe on top of the bowl of biscuits. 

			‘I think it’s stomach?’ Luke said softly.

			‘You’re up if she offers it, Richmond.’ Luke had been nominated as our ‘eat the random food’ guy, but even he wasn’t keen on trying the shoe. My own throat convulsed as I watched him take a bite and try to chew it down. 

			We hit the road again and noticed the unintimidating guard dog had followed. He hung close to our wheels for the next six kilometres and looked like he was intent on adoption. In his assertive country voice, Luke yelled,  ‘Go on, get!’ and tossed a few stones his way. We’d seen enough carcasses out there to know he wouldn’t last very long if we didn’t get rid of him. I also didn’t want the nomad communities to start a rumour about the Australians that swooped through, ate their shoe, and then stole their dog. The puppy’s tail dropped between his legs and he scampered off on the long walk home.

			The commotion on the trails confirmed we were close to our final destination of Sainshand. It felt like the last few minutes of a gruelling workout, when all planning and strategy goes out the window because your primary focus has shifted to just hanging in there. After eight weeks of walking, I knew that no matter what was thrown at me over the next few days I could deal with it. 

			Matty stopped up ahead near a van. From a distance it looked like a female in short shorts and a crop top, with three guys. Then the warning call rang out, ‘They have vodka!’ he boomed through cupped hands, and I immediately slowed down my steps to delay the inevitable. The female was actually a pasty Mongolian man who had hitched up his shorts and knotted his shirt to cool down. As I arrived, he handed me a mug of pure ethanol and a bottle of ice-cold water. Though I got away with only drinking one mug full, I still went down like the opponent in the first seconds of a McGregor fight. As I swerved and stumbled through the next 15 kilometres of corrugations, I physically stroked my body, reassuring myself like a mother does a child, I promise I will take care of you soon.

			Around midday two days before the finish, a storm blew through from over the hills, carrying with it rain and a land cruiser. A beautiful blonde doll, freshly pulled from its packet, bounded out and wrapped herself around Matty. Harrie and Matty had started dating not long before the trip began, and their reunion reminded me of seeing Luke stumbling from the boat after crossing the Atlantic. Missing someone special when attempting a long feat adds an entirely different element to the world of adventure, as Matty now knew. She hugged me, and I held her for an awkward amount of time, nuzzling my face into her cleanliness. Her radiance and fragrance made me acutely aware of just how disgustingly dirty I was, and I immediately craved a shower.

			Harrie joined us for a feast of salami and bread, as Matty convinced her that she wouldn’t miss out on anything by hitching a ride back into town for the night. The last bottle of vodka went around the circle and Tumuro made a little speech, which Orgil translated terribly, leaving us completely clueless about what was said. I translated his words for the boys, ‘If any other crazy people want to do this, don’t give them my number!’ I never thought vodka would play such a prominent role in my first adventure, yet there it was again, Chinggis Gold, going round and round the circle. 

			I quickly called Mum to announce we were just kilometres away from the finish line. I was buzzing from three vodka shots and the excitement of 24 hours remaining, but even through the poor connection, I could hear our emotions colliding. My Grandma had been taken to hospital and the bad news on a lousy line was  hard to take. I felt so far away from my family, but so close to my goal. Home soon, Elise, I consoled myself in a warm drunken daze. 

			All I had left was one more sleep. One more night in a cocoon of my husband’s gas. One more day of buckling up a harness, squeezing my blistered toes into boots, and baby-wiping my bits. My last night on my first ever big adventure. 

			Through the inhospitable terrain, the sandstorms, the injuries, and the exhaustion, I had been offered the privilege of suffering by choice. This was very different to suffering by circumstance, where heartaches had to pass before the lessons could be learnt. This elected type of suffering had been instantly educational. Pain became endurance. Mistakes became important learnings. Frustrations became personal and social growth. The discomfort offered me new perspectives. 

			The Gobi had caused me physical pain, but that pain allowed me to discover different parts of my personality that wouldn’t be exposed in my usual daily life. It granted me an appreciation for the simple, stripped-back existence of water, food, and shelter. It showed me how basic gestures of kindness can redirect someone’s bad day. Mostly, it revealed how privileged I was to be able to choose suffering rather than be born into it.

			On our final night, the sky hung out a moon so bright it felt like we were under a spotlight; like we were on a stage and this was our moment. 

			Harrie unzipped the tent at 5 a.m., slipping a fruit cake and candles through the crack. 

			‘Happy Birthday to you …’

			‘Oh yeah, it’s my birthday!’ Luke had forgotten his 33rd birthday, but would remember it in the future as the day we finished crossing the Gobi Desert. 

			Keen to finish, we made an early start on the day. We meandered through the ruins of an abandoned Soviet military base that flowed into the town dump. The backdrop for the last few hours of our 1,805-kilometre walk was old boots, tyres, and animal carcasses, and just to be cute, the Gobi threw in some uphill corrugations with a headwind.

			As we reached the top of our final hill and spotted the town below, the words I’d wanted to say for so long slipped out of my mouth, ‘Guys, we just crossed the Gobi Desert.’ With the Australian, British, and Mongolian flags waving behind us, we descended upon Sainshand. We didn’t have an official finish point, so Harrie drew a line in the dirt for us to cross. There was no fanfare, no people cheering, no flashing cameras or loud music. All we had was each other and the knowledge of what we had just completed. 

			The only soul around approached us. ‘Sain uu,’ I politely greeted the old man. He completely ignored me and turned to the wall to urinate. Luke and I laughed at the complete non-event this day was for everyone apart from us. Even if we could explain, I don’t think they would believe we had been out in the desert for 56 days. 

			
			

			After a shower and an ice cream, we all loaded into the vans, and in six hours we covered the 500 kilometres back to the capital. It was an incredible shot of perspective, as that distance had just taken us two weeks to walk. 

			The owner greeted us, as we clambered into the hotel exhausted, yet beaming from the memories of the last two months. 

			‘You’re back. Where did you go in Mongolia?’

			‘Well, we just walked from Altai to Sainshand, the entire Gobi Desert … with carts!’ Luke replied energetically, eager to elaborate further.

			‘Oh, how nice. I need your passports and 400,000 for the room.’ It was back to reality. 

			Although I doubted I would ever return to this unpredictable place, I knew I would be talking about the Gobi for the rest of my life. My adventure flame had well and truly been lit. 
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			While walking 1,805 kilometres, I deeply contemplated what I would do when I unclipped my harness for the last time. The recurring theme was CrossFit. I wanted to stand on the Regional competition floor, and knew I wouldn’t be done with the sport until I did. 

			My training resumed the day we flew back to Sydney. The reconstruction phase went smoothly, and before long I added weightlifting and gymnastics skills to my routine. I was laser-focused on my goal, with the new and welcomed twist of genuine enjoyment. When I trained I was relentless, and always made sure it was planned and purposeful. And when I rested, which happened much more than ever, I did it in nature. I relaxed at waterfalls, rejuvenated with walks on the beach, and unwound by lying on the grass, not the couch. Six months later, when the CrossFit Open arrived, I felt confident I would seize a spot in the top ten. 

			I refreshed the leaderboard on my screen for the 17th time, and saw the red line shift from below my name to above it. The five-week competition had come and gone, and the deadline for the final score submission was two hours away; It didn’t matter. With that latest refresh I had been bumped from 10th to 12th, and knocked out of the competition. It was more than disappointment that hit me, it was the sense of an unknown future. I planned to be training for Regionals for the next two months and now I had to make a choice: work for another year towards my CrossFit goal or change athletic course. I knew what my heart was whispering. 

			 I posted my final standings to my social media and messages of hope flooded my inbox, there was still a chance. The top ten athletes had a week to accept their invitation. If any of them declined, I’d be offered their  spot. For three weeks I continued to train like I was in. Finally, an email landed: It’s official. You’re going to Regionals. The bold headline made my heart rate spike. It was five weeks until showtime. 

			I made it to the three-day event injury-free, and with nothing to lose. I knew I wouldn’t qualify in the top 5 for the CrossFit Games and I had decided I would never be back, so I soaked up the atmosphere like a Kleenex. I embraced the crowd’s cheers, exercised until my lungs felt they’d explode, and revelled in competing side by side with the best in the world.

			As soon as my barbell hit the ground in the final workout, I was ready to move on. My love of CrossFit was being pushed aside for an undeniable new romance: the outdoors. I could no longer ignore it and I couldn’t wait to see where the combination of fitness and nature was going to take me. 

			
			

			6 

			Kayaking the Murray River  Victoria and 
New South Wales

			I sat in a silent trance, staring into the flames, burying my toes deeper into the cool sand that formed tonight’s camp on the banks of the Murray River. Darkness had fallen hours ago. The fire’s soft glow illuminated the overhung features of the old man’s face across from me, casting the rest in shadow. He leaned in, lit his rollie, and in a low voice broke the silence. 

			‘The Kurdaitcha man has been seen around these parts. He wears emu feathers on his feet, so you’ll never hear him coming or know where he’s been. He could be here right now.’ He swivelled his neck like an owl, peeking behind into the darkness. ‘If you do wrong, he will come to you at night without warning and point his bone at you.’ Clive lifted a twisted twig slowly from the ground and pointed it directly at me from across the flames. ‘Once you get the bone pointed, you know you are done for.’

			‘Come off it, old codger!’ I grabbed the stick from him and sentenced it to ash. 

			‘Nah, true story! The blackfellas told me,’ he said, snapping back into his usual jovial self, ‘that’s why you should always be a good person, aye.’ He leant back and took a draw from his cigarette, chuffed with his attempt at giving me the creeps. 

			I never thought I’d be on an adventure with my father-in-law, but there I was, day 37 on Australia’s longest river, listening to indigenous ghost stories from Luke’s dad. 
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			Clive Richmond sailed to Australia from England on the Fair Sea in 1964, a grand adventure for the six-year-old. The same day the Beatles came to Australia, Clive’s family of ten pound poms arrived in Adelaide and settled into their new life on the other side of the world. At 15, he was thrown under a chassis as a mechanic’s apprentice and has had his head under a hood ever since. Having been on the tools his whole working life, he can fix anything with an engine, and many things without one as well. 

			When he met the seductive Mandy at 20, it was a match made in gypsy heaven. The two of them hit the road and never looked back. They drifted together from job to job, state to state, adapting to whatever work was  available on Australia’s biggest cattle stations, then moved on whenever the work dried up or they got bored of the scenery. A few years later they welcomed their firstborn, Kim, into the mix, and then Luke 16 months later. No amount of parenthood could squash their love of the road. When Luke was five months old they cradled him in a laundry basket full of towels, packed all their possessions into their beloved Kingswood, Bruce the kelpie included, and shifted 2,000 kilometres north. 

			From the dinner table tales I’d heard over the years, it was clear that, though they never had much, it didn’t stop them from having a damn good time. Since hitting their sixties, their sense of adventure was still very much intact, the only change being their means of travel. Swapping out the Kingswood for a slightly more age and ability-appropriate caravan, meant they could park wherever the fishing was good and the tourists hadn’t spoilt. 

			While they were deciding on their next location, Luke and I were setting up our new home in Tasmania. Wanting to continue our newfound simple life back on home soil, we found a little bush shack on the Tasman Peninsula that ticked all our non-negotiable boxes: peaceful, surrounded by nature, and cheap. We arrived at our new base camp with two blow-up camping mattresses and some gym equipment we bought in Sydney. It immediately felt like home. 

			After 40 years of drifting, Clive and Mandy had never reached the southernmost state, so we invited them to ditch the caravan, hop on the Spirit of Tasmania ferry, and spend the summer with us as we set up and explored our new patch. Somewhere in the small window between our invitation and their arrival, Luke had a heart-to-heart on a call with his dad.

			‘I’m not sure what we are going to do now. I feel like we’ve been everywhere, and we’re not getting any younger. Maybe it’s time we sat still,’ Clive confessed. 

			‘You still got plenty of life left in you. There’s got to be something you’ve always wanted to do that you haven’t got around to?’ Luke probed in his usual way. The conversation fell silent for a few seconds. 

			‘I don’t know, I’ve seen a lot, mate,’ Clive eventually replied. 

			‘Okay, let me put it another way for you. What would you do if you only had five years to live?’ He heard a squirm on the other end of the line. 

			There’s an uncomfortable sensation around the suggestion that our time may be up soon. Some folks act as though they are willing death upon themselves just by contemplating it, while others like to ruminate over their inevitable end date, using it as daily fuel for their life flame. I am in the latter group. When a loved one passes too young, or a sudden heart attack rips a friend from this world, it’s my reminder that our time here is as uncertain as a Tasmanian summer. 

			After the Gobi Desert, Luke and I both had serious cases of P.A.B. (post-adventure blues). We knew the remedy was to always have something exciting in the pipeline to work towards, giving us more meaning to the  necessity of earning money. One evening in Phuket, while reclined in the sticky leather chairs of Sabai Sabai Massage, enjoying our Friday night ritual of five-dollar foot rubs, we began pitching adventure ideas at each other. Our list rapidly grew longer than a one-ply toilet roll, so Luke brought life’s only certainty into the conversation.

			‘I think we need to narrow this down, babe. What would you want to do if you only had one year to live?’ I didn’t miss a beat and began rattling off everything we had just said, and then some. Luke saw his timeframe mistake and attempted to offset my enthusiasm.

			‘Maybe a year is too short. What if you had ten years left?’ My list almost instantly slipped back into mortgage and career territory, a scary place for a wannabe adventurer. 

			‘Okay, okay, ten years is too long.’ He then abbreviated our hypothetical lifespan to five years, making it the Goldilocks and the Three Bears equivalent of questions. One year is too short. You’d blow it all, run wild and not have to worry about consequences like debts, roofs over heads and feeding yourself after that year was over. Ten years is too long. A lot can happen in a decade. You could work your way up the corporate ladder and become C.E.O. You could have five kids, or more. It puts death way out in the backyard, wedged between the busted mower and the shed. Having it out of view defeated the purpose of the exercise. Five years felt just right. It sits death on your bedside table, so at the beginning and end of every day, you see it resting there like an overflowing laundry basket, reminding you to do your duty and fulfil your dreams before it’s too late. It was long enough to realise you still need to be a law-abiding citizen and can’t just rampage through the world doing whatever you like. With a five year deadline, the question became, ‘How can I be a responsible adult while splicing in as much excitement and joy as possible?’ 

			From that foot rub onward, we started living our lives in five year blocks. Luke and I convince ourselves that five years is all we have left. With that in mind, we individually write down all the things we want to see, achieve, and become in those 1,825 days. Every year, we update our list in accordance with shifting passions, abilities, skill sets, and general life changes. Whatever is on that list is prioritised and never, ever, put in the ‘maybe later’ basket.

			After taking a lengthy moment to contemplate the significant question posed by his son, Clive’s voice cracked through the phone. ‘You know what? I’ve always wanted to go down the entire Murray River in a fishing boat.’ 

			Our next adventure was conceived. 
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			Australia’s longest river is referred to as the country’s food bowl. Combined with the Darling River, the Murray  supplies over 1.5 million people with water, while millions more animals and crops rely on its flow to survive. Its source begins in the Kosciusko National Park, and over the total length of 2,520 kilometres, it passes through three states to reach the mouth at Goolwa. A small portion of the upper Murray is too narrow, or often too dry, to negotiate with a boat. However, around 2,200 kilometres of it is navigable and void of rapids. This section begins at the Hume Dam, the first of many control systems now in place on the life-giving river. 

			Luke and I knew that without a little nudge Clive’s idea might never materialise, so we got the ball rolling by inviting ourselves along on his ambitious adventure. When the pair of grey nomads rapped at our door a week later, we already had maps, dates, and a diluted plan. The dam would serve as our starting point, the Southern Ocean as our end, and the 2,200 kilometres in between we considered minor details. 

			‘How was the ferry crossing, old fella?’ I asked as Clive and Mandy unloaded. 

			‘Absolute carnage, love! There were people spewing in the bins, pensioners getting flung into walls, and beers getting spilt all over the place!’ Clive relayed. The 240 kilometre stretch of water that separates Tasmania from the mainland is notorious for big storms and gut-churning swells. We would be hitching a ride in the opposite direction in two months to commence what I hoped would be a far less treacherous journey.

			In the spirit of taking our fitness outside, Luke and I opted to paddle kayaks knowing we could pack most of the gear into whatever vessel Clive chose for the voyage. Mandy thought a few months of camping would be a bit much for her, so she volunteered to oversee the fort and run our stall at Salamanca Markets in Hobart, where Luke sells his books every weekend. 

			As an island state, Tasmania has a constant supply of second-hand boats. After a few hours searching on Gumtree, Clive darted off to check out some promising options. With his keen eye for engines and a lifetime of fishing in estuaries, he knew exactly what he was after and hit the jackpot on his first inspection. 

			I could hear enthusiastic honking from the other side of our bay. Clive rounded the bend, presenting his new toy, a 14-foot tinnie complete with a 15-horsepower engine. He spent the next few weeks proudly pimping and priming his vessel, padding out seats, tinkering with the engine, fixing a radio and antenna, and eventually adding the final pièce de resistance: a Murray River flag. After a series of votes, we christened the craft the River Rat. I whipped out my paintbrushes and stencilled it in cursive across the bow. The name already suited him as well as cheese suits a cracker, and by the Murray’s end Clive would fully embody the title.

			Finding used kayaks was proving to be more challenging. Neither of us had ever kayaked before and had no idea what we might need. Scrolling through blogs and reviews, it felt like I was standing in the milk aisle trying to find basic old cow’s milk among a sea of strange variations. The hundreds of versions of floating plastic all appeared the same to me, so we turned to the experts at Bay Sports in Sydney. After a quick chat about  our mission and budget, they decked us out with two expedition kayaks, paddles, spray skirts, and lifejackets, shipping them to our door four weeks prior to departure. This left just enough time to practice not capsizing. 

			Our first rehearsal consisted of walking down to the bay 100 metres from our front deck, realising it was low tide and that we would have to wade through 150 metres of mud and weed, then deciding it could wait, before retreating to the house for Mandy’s toasted sandwiches. We were going to need roof racks for our car, to transport the five-metre kayaks to deeper waters. 

			My husband has a low tolerance for poorly made flimsy goods that cost a lot. This is most likely to be a genetic condition, as Clive is exactly the same. If you visit our house and you see something made out of heavy-duty box steel, you’ll know it has replaced something that was shoddy and subsequently broke. 

			‘Six hundred bucks for that piece of rubbish?’ Store-bought roof racks were falling into this rage-inducing category. ‘Stuff that, we’ll build it,’ Luke concluded. Three hundred dollars in box steel and a few lessons in welding later, the boys had built a kayak transport system that was so robust it could withstand a rollover and potentially save the life of whoever was driving. 

			For training attempt number two, we drove the kayaks to the local boat ramp. The white caps on the water should’ve indicated that this wasn’t the best day for wetting our paddling whistles, but we proceeded to slip our virgin, bright yellow, vessels alongside the dock. I let go of mine for a second, long enough for a gust of wind to rip it away from the wharf. I grabbed the tail just in time, securing it seconds before I went in the drink. Lesson one: don’t let go of your kayak in the wind. 

			My dancing days gifted me with balance that transferred nicely to kayak mounting, and I slid in effortlessly. Luke wasn’t quite as graceful. Once in my kayak, I attempted to paddle into the headwind, but my poor technique was no match for Mother Nature’s mood. Clive and Mandy watched on, doubled over in fits of laughter, as I was swept into the rocky shore with no hope of getting back into the open ocean. 

			‘Let’s hope there’s no wind on the Murray!’ Mandy hollered between gusts and chuckles. I dismounted onto the rocks, dragged the nose of my kayak back to my original position, and pretended as if the last three minutes of my life had never happened. 

			‘Let’s try that again, shall we.’ With the advantage of experience, I launched once more and paddled full force into the wind, eventually catching up to Luke, who was heading steadily out towards the Tassal salmon fish pens that harbour in our local waterways. We made a quick loop lasting no more than 30 minutes before heading back to dry land. 

			Over the next few weeks, we accumulated a grand total of four hours in the kayaks. Most of that time was spent floating as we fished for flathead with our new Kmart hand reels. While my paddling performance hadn’t improved in that time, I now had an over-the-head lasso casting technique that could rival any cowboy  in Texas. With 2,200 kilometres of flat watered river ahead of us, I felt confident that I could hone my kayaking skills over the course of our trip, and approached this relatively safe and tame expedition with the intention of learning on the job. 

			Despite the quick turnaround from inception to outset, we were ready to go with a week up our sleeves. I spent the spare time perfecting my damper-making skills—a traditional bushman’s bread cooked in the coals of a fire. Having spent many years as an outback station cook, Mandy jumped in before I gave the dough more care than required, ‘Don’t overwork it, love, just cut the butter through quickly and lump it together.’ My kind of cooking. 

			With kayaks strapped to the roof, and the River Rat hooked up on the trailer, we hit the road north for the ferry. ‘See you in six weeks, Mandy!’ I hollered out the window. Our loose timeline was based on hitting consecutive 50-kilometre days. Though speed wouldn’t matter on this trip, we had no deadline and only a mild Australian winter to contend with. 
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			Always looking to save a dollar, we booked the recliner seats instead of a private cabin for the 12-hour overnight ferry to the mainland. Darkness fell not long after we set sail. The 100 plus patrons surrounding us slipped into slumber and soon a chorus of sleep apnoea-induced sounds rang out like bellowing cattle in a stockyard. Luke and I exchanged eye rolls. None of us would be finding sleep. I sat bolt upright all night, certain I would be called upon to put my recently refreshed C.P.R. skills to use. Luke disappeared from the room and returned in the morning, looking slightly more rested than I felt. He’d made himself a fort out of tables and chairs to escape securities eyes and slept on the floor inside it. The experience would make the serenity of the river the following night seem all that more peaceful. 

			We pulled into the Albury caravan park a few hours after disembarking from the ferry. ‘So, you’ve done a fair bit of kayaking then?’ the cheery lady at check in asked after hearing about our mission. Luke and I glanced at each other with a smirk. ‘We will have by the end!’ he announced. 

			I relaxed on the grass without any last-minute preparation tasks to complete. As far as adventures went, this was turning out to be as logistically laidback as a deck chair. It made me wonder why I had consistently overlooked my backyard in favour of exploring foreign lands. I silently vowed that evening to see more of Australia in the coming years. 

			In keeping with the relaxing nature of the trip, we woke gradually the next morning and moseyed over to  the Hume Dam boat ramp. We planned a short first day to stretch our river legs. Karen and Rick, the owners of Billabong Jerky, had graciously come on board as a sponsor after meeting Luke the year before. They offered to purchase our kayaks and arrived that morning with huge bags of juicy jerky and a cheery send-off. Although food access and intake would not be an issue on this trip, the traditional travelling cuisine appealed to my inner survivalist. The Murray was the start of a dried meat love affair, and it became a companion in every future adventure of mine, no matter how big or small. 

			Without fanfare or time checking, the three of us clambered into our respective vessels and pushed off from the banks. I coasted along with the flow from the dam, keeping pace with a mob of kangaroos that were bounding in the long grass beside me without even needing to paddle. I rested the paddle on my lap and laid back with my arms crossed behind my head. 

			‘This is adventuring,’ I said to Luke, who was in the same position beside me. 

			‘Enjoy it while it lasts. Hey, look!’ he pointed at a blue metal sign fixed to a tree that read 2,224. These navigation markers were put up in the 90s by the water authorities and would pop up every two to ten kilometres counting down our journey to the mouth, making it easy to calculate our daily totals. At the end of day one we pulled up right next to number 2,196, impressed with our first four hours. 

			Before I could stretch my back, Luke was baiting up his hooks. Yellow belly, bream, redfin, and catfish all roam under the surface, but the infamous Murray Cod was the one on every Aussie fisherman’s bucket list. With some living over 100 years and weighing more than a small adult, these beasts of the aquatic world are part of river folklore, and—I had heard—were melt-in-your-mouth delicious. Although they can grow up to 1.8 metres, catching anything over a metre would well and truly put the jam in any angler’s doughnut. Australian law dictates that cod between 55 and 75 centimetres can be kept and eaten, whereas anything outside of those numbers must be thrown back to keep populations thriving. Clive’s boat was stocked with store-bought goods for our sustenance, but only a fool would eat canned tuna over a fresh catch. While fishing was as foreign to me as making honey is to a chicken, I was still suspicious of Clive’s choice of cubed cheddar cheese for bait. Time would tell. If the fish didn’t like it, it would melt nicely in my damper. 

			Camp was all set with the hand reels lined up and secured with sticks. As night took over, a colony of bats blanketed the trees above us. Clive grabbed the first of many pieces of Murray River memorabilia he would collect along the way, an old wooden tent pole, and banged the side of the boat. ‘I knew that would come in handy,’ he remarked as the bats took off in search of a quieter resting place. Their flapping must have triggered a memory and he launched into a story.

			‘When we were kids in Carnarvon, we bred pigeons and would swap ‘em with our mates. The bloke next door had a block of flats, and they used to land on his roof before they came back to roost. He didn’t like it  much, so one day, he put poisoned wheat in the gutters and killed ‘em all. After it happened, Dad was looking at him over the fence. My dad had these real piercing eyes. He could just about melt bitumen with the bastards. He was just standing there, glaring at this bloke, so I asked him, “What you doing, Dad?” 

			“Just checking him out. I’ll bloody fix that bastard,” he said.

			“Yeah alright, no worries,” I told him. It was just Dad being Dad. Two weeks later, the bloke died of a heart attack. When we heard, me and my brothers all looked at Dad and all he said was, “I told ya I’d fix him.”’

			As Clive’s campfire story wrapped up, Luke’s hand reel started twitching. ‘We’re on here, team!’ he cried out, diving on it like a bird of prey. The extended moment between feeling a tug on your line and getting a glimpse of the unsuspecting victim is anticipation at its finest. All eyes and head torches were on the water as Luke quickly reeled in the first catch of the trip. A speckled green spine emerged, revealing the unique sheen of a Murray Cod. Luke met the fish where the water turned to mud and plucked it from its tranquil home, slipping the hook quickly from its lip. At only 49 centimetres, the fish would live to fight another day. Freshly baited lines were thrown back into the shallows to tempt something into becoming our breakfast while we slept. 

			Eight hours later, we woke to a kookaburra’s laugh and a jiggling line. A snapping turtle had swallowed the hook, but I took the two catches as a good sign of future feeds and the river’s general health. 

			The state of the waterway was something I was curious about, as mixed reviews were voiced to us before we began. Remarks like ‘Is there even any water in it?’ and ‘Good luck catching a fish,’ were common when we mentioned our plan. The media reports from the Murray and its sister river, the Darling, were rarely uplifting, particularly in the year before our trip. Drought and water mismanagement from upstream industry had caused mass fish deaths in the months before we started, and the entire nation was discussing the inland disaster. It was hard to ignore the images of millions of fish masking the river’s surface like some brutal underwater war had been lost. As always, it was tough to know who to believe in the game of he-said, she-said. By the end of our journey, I was hoping I could make my own assessment, or at the very least, better understand this natural resource and the people who heavily rely on it. 

			The river itself is the border between the states of New South Wales (NSW) and Victoria. On the NSW side, private property bumps right into the river and a total fire ban was in full swing. On the Victorian side, 60 metres of frontage is crown land and therefore considered fair game for anyone looking for a camping spot. Also, there were no current fire bans. Coal-cooked potatoes and avoiding angry property owners motivated us to keep our eyes to the left to find our nightly camp.

			On our second day, the Murray ignited with life as Easter holiday-goers set up for the long weekend festivities ahead. Campers, caravans and tents all wedged in tightly, claiming prime positions on the banks of the Victorian side of the river. We watched on from the serenity of the water as satellite dishes, couches, pop-up showers, and  generators big enough to power N.A.S.A. were unloaded. As I wondered where the kitchen sink was, a woman wandered out with an actual kitchen sink. I was satisfied knowing I could keep paddling and pop up my little tent in a quiet nook away from the madness.

			We paddled by beer-induced calls of ‘Great weather for it!’ and they were right; conditions were absolutely ideal. Australians love a good mention of the weather, and it has become what feels like a national obsession. The topic of what menu nature is dishing up unites strangers, putties our awkward silences and, considering it is something we cannot change, takes up a large portion of our conversations. 

			‘It’s a hot one today, isn’t it?’ 

			‘Yeah mate, bloody hot one today.’ 

			‘Rain coming tomorrow.’

			‘Oh yeah, that’s good, that’s good, need that rain.’

			We often get calls from family in the north of the country, while we are in the south, telling us the weather forecast in the middle. This curious fixation may have begun with our agricultural industry, which has suffered through decade-long droughts that wiped out livestock and destroyed livelihoods. At this time, the whole nation ‘prayed for rain’. We kept our showers to three minutes and watered our grass sparingly for what seemed like my entire childhood. Those prayers were answered a little too well, and when the rain came, it didn’t stop, causing so much destruction it inspired more specific Sunday prayers. ‘Dear God, can we please have a little bit of rain, then some sun, then a little more rain, just enough so no one’s cows die, and no one’s house floats away. Amen.’ 

			Our weather obsession exploded even more with access to information. Even when standing in the rain, Aussies will check our three different weather apps to see exactly how much rain is falling on our heads. Despite our Bureau of Meteorology getting it wrong more often than not, we still can’t resist a cheeky morning weather report. 

			No one was getting rained on this particular weekend, and as Easter unfolded, the heavens shined upon family traditions. Thousands of people were out enjoying the river, and our tranquil cruise became a game of dodge the jet ski and elude the fishing line. I’d just limboed my way underneath a series of unmanned fishing rods poking out of the sand, when I turned around to see Luke unknowingly get his rudder caught in one of the lines. Clueless that he had just pulled the whole rod under with his kayak, he kept his stroke strong until the yells echoed off the water, ‘Oi, oi mate, stop, me rod!’ After a few minutes of collective wading around, the rod was saved, and we kept our eyes peeled for glistening tripwires for the remainder of the weekend. 
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			A labyrinth of channels gracefully unfolded before us, all feeding into the man-made Lake Mulwala. The construction of the Yarrawonga Weir in 1939 allowed 400 square kilometres of dense red gum forest to be flooded, providing more water for the growing population. Every three or so years, this section of the river gets drained completely to control weeds that strangle everything, including boat propellers. When full, the lake becomes a giant pincushion with dead tree stumps concealing themselves just below the surface, ready to capsize vessels and trap unsuspecting kayakers. I unsuccessfully navigated myself through the chop of the open water, mounting more than a few stumps before deciding to follow Luke’s lead and stick to the marked canals. 

			The weir was the only obstacle we would have to leave the river to get around. Luke’s cousin, Matty, graciously offered us a tow to the other side, making the journey effortless. Beyond this point, a series of 12 locks would deliver us to the mouth. The locks were originally installed for trading paddleboats to navigate seamlessly up and down the river. Now their main use is controlling flow. 

			We camped on the far edges of the lake, exhausted from the first day of hard paddling. A full moon hung above us, lighting up our temporary home and erasing the need for head torches. I watched on as Luke carefully constructed a tin can and spoon alarm system on his reel before crawling into the tent and inserting his earplugs. 

			‘Keep an ear out, babe. Grab the line if you hear a jingle.’ 

			‘Sure thing,’ I replied before I passed out cold. 

			The Easter revellers began to disperse over the coming days, allowing the serene sounds of lapping water and bird life to return. Our first week had many trials and more errors, and we were now comfortable with our systems and processes. We knew what to look for in a camp spot: mud-free, easy access, sand preferable, fishing hole essential. We knew what simple dish everyone liked if the fish weren’t biting: tuna and tinned vegetable spaghetti. I had established the perfect butter-to-flour ratio for my damper, and in an awkward learning curve, Luke had gently approached the topic of my paddle being upside down. 

			‘It’s so clever how they have put the little cuts on the underside of the paddle so the water doesn’t run down your arm each stroke,’ he subtly pointed out. 

			‘Ingenious,’ I responded, stealthily flipping my paddle over. 

			Lunchtime swims soon became a magical addition to the schedule, keeping morale and energy levels high right into the evening. We often aligned these breaks with one of the hundreds of rope swings that decorated the banks of the more populated sections. Each rope had varying degrees of danger due to fraying, height or the unknowns of the water below, so I sent my 90-kilogram husband up first to test them out. Having abundant fresh water at the ready was a welcome addition to expedition life, and I intended to take full advantage of it. Such a  small thing like being able to bathe properly increased the comfort levels of a trip for me, more than a morning coffee and quiet sleeps combined. Having all these things on this journey meant that I was adventuring in luxury. 

			Luke and I pushed off long before Clive on the morning of our eighth day. The giant gum trees seemed to peer over the motionless river, catching a glimpse of their own reflection before the breeze broke the natural mirror. Half asleep, I reached down alongside my kayak, splashing my face with the cool water. From my vantage point it appeared as though I was deep in the bush, with no sign of humans for kilometres, but the landscape was deceiving around this part of the Murray. The reality was that only a 100-metre strip of trees separated me from the scars of agriculture. 

			‘I guess my chances of seeing a koala are pretty slim,’ I sadly admitted to Luke as we eased into the first few minutes of our typical eight-hour day. Neither of us had ever seen the furry native in the wild. 

			‘The reports haven’t been good. Once we hit the National Park, we might have more luck,’ he responded, keeping his hopeful gaze on the tops of the trees. With no other noise contention from wind or boats, we chatted quietly and paddled slowly so the stillness was undisturbed until Luke cracked the silence like a whip, ‘BABE, A KOALA!’ He paddled at full speed towards the direction of his pointed finger, and I followed up behind, having yet to lay eyes on the creature. After a few hard strokes, I saw it. A fascinating little ball of fur was wedged in a tree fork with a front-row ticket to the passing river. For ten minutes we cranked our necks up at the branches, and when Clive arrived, we all sat there for another 15, mesmerised by Blinky Bill. We eventually pushed on; all eyes now firmly fixed aloft. Not more than five minutes around the bend we spotted a tiny joey riding the back of its mum. A sandy bank just below granted us the opportunity to climb ashore for a closer look. The ground was littered with koala poo. The thousands of tiny balls of digested eucalyptus were a great indication of a decent-sized population in the area, and the best-smelling faeces you will ever have the pleasure of rubbing in your fingers. 

			By the end of the next 80 kilometres, we had marvelled at more than 40 koalas. To top it off, just as the sun was dipping below the horizon on our ninth day, Clive reeled in his first sized Murray cod. We gutted it, wrapped it in alfoil, and tossed it on the coals. After 40 minutes on the fire, the meat dissolved like cotton candy in our mouths. We all huddled around the flames in the squat position, picking the bones clean before falling into a blissful slumber. 

			I woke early to find Luke’s swag empty. A soft fog welcomed me as I poked my head out of the tent. It hovered over every part of the deep green water, evaporating at its edges to reveal Luke and Clive standing side by side at attention. In the same instant, a bugle’s distinct and chilling sound rippled along the river. On the banks of the Murray that ANZAC Day morning, away from the parades, crowds and drinking culture, I was able to deeply contemplate our countrymen’s sacrifice for the first time. I have always reserved the word brave for those who put  their lives on the line for others: firefighters, police officers and military personnel. I feel deeply uncomfortable if a reference is made to how brave I must be to go on adventures when I see it as nothing more than being true to myself and moving towards my ambitions. I am not dragging a fellow soldier to safety under fire, nor am I saving a child from a burning house. The incredible bravery of these men and women is well beyond anything I ever hope to experience or know in my lifetime.

			My day of remembrance ended with a five-star camp spot on a wide beach, with a fallen tree by the water ripe for catching dinner. Fish after fish were hauled in, unfortunately they were the introduced carp species known for being a pest. I had seen their spines every day so far, poking out of the shallows and stirring up the mud as they scavenge for food. While most locals have a strong opinion about the carp, it’s hard to find someone who has actually eaten one.

			‘Terrible, horrible, just nasty tasting fish.’ 

			‘Oh, how did you cook it?’

			‘Well, I haven’t eaten one, you just wouldn’t!’ 

			Most people lob the gasping fish ashore for it to die by suffocation. Being a lick-the-plate kind of girl, I struggle to waste perfectly good food, so I scaled and gutted two of our catches and threw them in the pan with plenty of butter. It could’ve easily been mistaken for soft chicken, and in the carp’s defence, it would make a mean fish rissole.

			‘Look up babe,’ Luke pointed to the sky as we cleaned up from our feast. The Southern Cross was leaping out from the maze of constellations. ‘If you draw a line from the top to the bottom of the cross, then link it with a line from the middle of these two stars, then drop that point to the Earth, you will always find true south.’ With a buckled neck, I gazed into the abyss, making imaginary lines. I wondered what it must have been like for the early explorers navigating unknown waters with nothing more than the stars to find their way home. They plunged forward into open oceans, unsure if they would ever see land again and uncertain of what dangers they may find. It was another form of bravery I would never know, but an inspiration to keep forging ahead on my own true path, nonetheless. 

			After two weeks of admittedly steady going, we approached the historic town of Echuca. The town’s name is derived from the Indigenous term meaning ‘meeting of the waters’, and through the 1800s it acted as the beating heart connecting the arteries of inland Australia to the larger seaport of Melbourne. Paddle steamers traded along the river system, bringing wool from the isolated outback stations to the town, and then onto the trains heading south. As the rail and ship industries grew, so did the demand for durable red gum timber. The felling of a nearby forest increased activity in the previously sleepy area, and the town’s population swelled yet  again. Eventually, rail took over, and by the 1920s Australia’s largest inland port had become obsolete. The community, however, remained. 

			Slipping under the bridge, an old paddle steamer with Emmy Lou written on her side chugged by, leaving us rocking in her wake. We dodged houseboats of all sizes for the rest of the day, until sliding onto the banks under the dock of Morrison’s Winery in Moama. Years prior, while training in Bali, we had met Troy, the chef, who promised that a hot shower and a feed would be waiting for us if ever we passed by. I have one rule that must be strictly adhered to while on adventures: never turn down an offer from a qualified chef (or unqualified for that matter) to cook you a meal. As we arrived, his offer expanded into fresh sheets, and we were ushered into our very own house for the night. Clive and his 61-year-old body nearly wept at the unexpected treat of not having to crawl into a tent. 

			Freshly washed, Luke hungrily reached for a cob of corn on the bench as we entered the restaurant. ‘Uh, that’s ornamental, mate,’ Troy mentioned quietly. Luke placed the non-menu item back on the pile. ‘Just give me a second, the real stuff is on its way.’ As Troy’s friends began arriving to celebrate our Murray expedition, so did the food. We were treated to a culinary extravaganza and great chats with strangers who now felt like friends. With full stomachs and happy hearts, we tottered off to our big fluffy beds for the night. 

			The cold took hold overnight, and the next morning we pushed off from Moama in beanies and gloves bound for our first lock. Before we got there, we gave the lock master a buzz. ‘Sorry guys, she’s getting repaired at the moment. I’ll have to drive you around,’ he apologised for the inconvenience. The masters of the locks control the traffic flow and keep an eye on maintenance. The role comes with a home next to the river and is often passed down through generations, some holding their post for over 30 years. 

			‘There’s just something special about the Murray,’ the jolly man declared as he loaded the River Rat and kayaks with ease onto his trailer to drive to the other side. It was a sentiment that would be repeated time and time again on our trip by proud locals, all well aware of their fortune in getting to call this place home. I couldn’t agree more; there was definitely something special in the waters. There are places on this planet that I have passed through quickly without feeling a thing—no connection, no reason to stay. Then there are the places, like the Murray, that have forced me to slow my roll, to sit, absorb and soak in the ancient stories that seep from the land. Time decelerated in these places and rushing seemed like sacrilege. 

			The lack of urgency was proving contagious. Our leisurely days started at 8 a.m. and we were well and truly knocked off by 3:30 p.m., allowing plenty of time to relax and get to know my father-in-law on a deeper level. 

			When I first met Luke’s dad, I couldn’t understand a word he said. His half-mumble, quarter-indigenous, quarter-outback dialect came from years of working alongside the smorgasbord of cultures that reside at cattle  stations. Five years on, I was fluent in Clive, coming to realise most of what’s being said is hilarious, and the man has a joke for every situation. 

			‘Hey Elise, why did the elephant paint its belly button red?’ he asked me one day, while I munched down on a fresh punnet of strawberries. 

			‘I’m not sure, Clive, tell me.’

			‘So it could hide in the strawberry patch!’ he chuckled, elbowing me in the ribs. 

			The same evening, I was washing the dishes, nagging him about how he never helps with the clean-up after dinner. He rolled his eyes like a toddler, stomped over to the dish rack, grabbed the tea towel and started to dry a plate. 

			‘Hey Elise, why do women wear white on their wedding day?’ 

			‘This will be good,’ I knew what was coming because he’d just gone for a run on women jokes to stir me up. 

			‘Because kitchen appliances are white,’ he laughed with his shoulders before whipping me with the tea towel. 

			As our days on the river passed, I learned he likes things just how he likes them.

			‘Want a cuppa, mate? It’s just boiled,’ I’d announce each morning. 

			‘Yep, yep,’ he’d reply, simultaneously sliding the kettle back on the fire, needing his brew to always be from that freshly rolling boil. He also requires his bedtime Milo heated in a SMALL saucepan, NOT a big one. His thermos for smoko must be pre-warmed with hot water before the actual hot water goes in. And on the topic of smoko, don’t ever tell him we aren’t stopping for it, because it’s the man’s favourite time of day. 

			Over the first three weeks of our journey, he consistently asked me three questions: ‘Have you seen my glasses?’—they were usually lying in the dirt somewhere. ‘Have you seen my teaspoon?’—we decided that his top pocket would be its permanent home. And, ‘Have you seen the scotch finger biscuits?’—often they had already been eaten by Luke. As the father and son pair faffed about together getting the boat ready each day, their similarities in humour, head shape, and temperament gave me a good glimpse into the man my husband will be in 30 years’ time. The main difference is that unlike Luke, who will happily stay grubby, Clive shares my passion for personal cleanliness, and would string his freshly-washed socks and jocks all over the River Rat to dry every morning. 

			There are a lot of things to like about Clive. He will tell a dickhead they are a dickhead and a good bloke they are a good bloke. Another Clive attribute, and my favourite, is his unlikely gift for assembling words. The skilled musician and poet has composed heartfelt songs for his children and written many touching verses for his wife of 40 years. I found myself entranced in his captivating yet simple storytelling most evenings, listening to tales of him running amuck with his brothers, falling in love with Mandy, and surviving five car rollovers. 

			
			

			One night around the campfire, after Luke had gone to bed, I shared something about myself that he wouldn’t stand for. 

			‘You’ve never done it?’ he exclaimed.

			‘No, I can’t say I have,’ I professed.

			‘Right then, pass me my lighter. The trick is the position. You gotta see the action, but not burn your pants.’ Lying on our backs in the sand, in fits of hysterics, Clive taught me how to safely light my farts on fire. 
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			Kayaking the Murray River South Australia

			I heard Luke rustle inside his sleeping bag. ‘What time is it?’ I murmured.

			‘It’s only 4:30.’

			‘Oh good.’ I lay there half-awake for another two hours waiting for dawn, listening to the soft drizzle on the tent. The thunderstorm that pelted us overnight had calmed, leaving us stranded on a steep five-metre-high mud bank that had transformed into a slip-and-slide of doom. After dawdling through breakfast in an attempt to delay the inevitable, we precariously began to load the boat. Luke went first, and within three steps he lost his footing and slid down the bank, taking my kayak with him to the bottom. A fuse was lit. He ripped off his shoes and socks, flinging them back towards Clive and me, along with a ‘Useless bloody things!’ One of the socks didn’t make it, catching on the wind and getting stuck out of reach halfway up the embankment. I couldn’t help but laugh (internally of course to not make the situation worse) knowing it was the only pair he had brought with him. Clive and I thought it was advisable not to acknowledge the strayed sock, and we carefully continued to pack the boat in silence. An hour of vigilant foot placements later, we were loaded and ready to launch, with the stranded garment remaining unmentioned. Clive quietly grabbed his fishing rod. With an artful flick of his wrist, he hooked the sock first go and returned it to its muddy owner. 

			By this time, I had become accustomed to river life. Stopping every hour, I’d stretch my back and hips to compensate for being seated all day. I’d often stick tampons between my toes, to dry them out and prevent the trench foot that threatened to take hold. In the evenings, I’d lay out my swag and dig a mobility ball into my shoulders and lats to avoid injury in the overworked body parts. Having now kayaked 1,048 kilometres more than I ever had, I was happy with how well my body was holding up. 

			A big part of being able to maintain some form of health was due to not having to skimp on food. We were spoilt having Clive’s boat for storage, grocery stores every five days, and lots of success with fishing.

			‘Got dinner in the esky for you,’ Clive lifted the lid and showcased a big juicy cod curled up like a slimy cat on a mat. The catch was perfectly timed as we were due for a fuel resupply in the next town of Tooleybuc, where I hoped to find some tinned peaches to stuff into its belly. 

			We hit town early in the day, and with a 20-litre fuel-drum in hand, Luke and I ducked into the local newsagents first, to grab Clive some new reading glasses. Of the three pairs he started with, one got squashed, one fell in the toilet at Swan Hill (snapping in the process), and the other fell in the fire the night before. Those  ones survived, though the incident sparked the need for a backup. Luke came out with a pair of purple spotted glasses and Vilma, the newsagent and caravan park owner. 

			‘You won’t find fuel here, love, I’ll give you a lift to the station in the next town.’ We had already experienced so much kindness from strangers in the last four weeks, and it never ceased to amaze me how willing people were to go out of their way. The speed of the car ride felt foreign after our usual average of four kilometres per hour, and we arrived in what seemed like seconds. As Luke filled the jerry, I went inside to search for peaches. 

			‘I overheard your fella out there,’ announced the flannelette-wearing man near the canned produce. ‘I’ve wanted to do that same trip for 40 years now.’ 

			My reply was automatic, ‘Jesus! That’s a long time, what the hell are you waiting for?’ 

			‘You know what, I don’t bloody well know!’ he laughed in reply. It was a question I seemed to be asking people more frequently, yet I was still waiting for a good answer. I paid for the petrol, and the tin of peaches, passing the man again on my way out. 

			‘Start planning, mate. The Murray will last for another 40 years, but you probably won’t,’ I said to him encouragingly. 
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			We made good time over the next few days, meandering through a landscape that had transformed into enormous red and orange cliffs that loomed above us, like we were paddling through a giant layered carrot cake. 

			‘Hey, you wanna have a quickie?’ Luke’s shout reverberated across the water from behind me.

			‘Was that your attempt at foreplay?’ I strained my neck to yell back.

			‘We ain’t got time for foreplay, woman! Captain Clive could swing around the corner at any minute.’ He had a point. We hooked our kayaks into the closest access point and tip-toed barefoot into the scrub, giggling and tripping over our pants. ‘This looks nice,’ Luke inspected a fallen log for ants. Behind the cover of a few bushes, with our life jackets still on in case we drowned in romance, we got primal for at least a few minutes. 

			‘That was so unpleasant,’ we said in unison before exploding in laughter, pulling up our pants and returning to the river. 

			The locks were now coming at us thick and fast every 50 kilometres. The massive gates would open and swallow our three tiny vessels into a concrete basin big enough to fit six or more houseboats. Once inside, the lock master would release the plug hole. Over 25 minutes, the water gradually dropped down to the level of the  river on the downstream side for us to escape. It was a relaxing chance for snacks and chats, and while waiting inside Lock 10, Luke was granted an opportunity to action a personal vendetta. 

			‘What are you going to do with that?’ I asked, as Luke reached over the side of the River Rat to grab his dad’s wooden tent pole, which had not been used since scaring away the bats.

			‘It’s a whacking stick,’ he replied, with a tone that oozed this was obvious. ‘I’m going to whack me a carp.’ 

			Carp whacking occupied my husband for the next few days. He’d stay close to the shallows until their spines broke the water and then … THWACK! Mostly he just got really wet. 

			Outside of the potential for a flat fish, the river had been quite uneventful as we continued to edge closer to the South Australian border. Clive had proved his worth as a master campsite finder, so I was audibly disappointed when the end of our day amassed in a scramble to a vehicle thoroughfare, covered in broken glass. 

			‘This spot sucks, Clive.’ 

			‘Oh really?’ he held up his eyebrows and a freshly caught yellow belly. ‘I went over this spot with the fish finder. It’s about eight metres deep.’ I forgave the broken glass for the fresh fish. Luke and I baited our lines and threw them into the hole to work their magic while we set up the tent. Five minutes later, we heard a faint call from the river.

			‘Was that Dad?’ 

			‘LUUUKE!’ We sprinted towards the cry. Flying over the bank’s edge, we found Clive staring up at us in absolute shock, an enormous cod lying at his feet. A tiny 3.0 hook was barely clinging to the lip of the biggest fish I had ever seen. 

			‘WOAH!’ 

			‘NO WAY!’

			I ran my hands over its glimmering body to make sure it was real. Luke grabbed the ruler, and the creature let him hold out its tail without a fight. It was 97 centimetres. I knew people religiously fished the Murray their whole lives, and might never catch a cod that size. In complete disbelief, we took obligatory catch-of-the-day photos of Clive holding his prize before willingly setting it free to make someone else’s day. 

			With excitement still coursing through our veins, we all returned to our previous tasks. Clive baited up his rod with some yellow belly liver and threw it back in the hole. Luke and I had barely reached our tent when a familiar cry rang out. ‘LUUUKEEE, we’re on again!’ Luke bolted towards the shore, catapulting himself over the bank and into the water before I could drop my tent poles. When I caught up, I thought I was looking at the same fish from before. On closer inspection, it was clearly different—and bigger. Hauling it onshore, Luke brought out the ruler again. 

			‘Dad, that’s a 1.20-metre fish!’ 

			
			

			I still didn’t know fishing, but I knew this was the stuff of legends. 

			By the look of the prehistoric fish, it wasn’t its first trip into the open air. Its left eye was covered in a white film, and its body was riddled with war wounds from 60-odd years of life. It had thick rolls of flesh, like its skin had kept growing after its bones stopped. Somehow the beast knew its worth and was void of all struggle as we each held it in our arms. Luke lowered it back into the water and with a few powerful swishes of its tail, it disappeared into the depths, leaving us all in complete disbelief. 

			From that day on, Clive would forever be referred to as ‘The Codfather’, and anyone who came within yelling distance of us for the rest of that week had involuntarily agreed to sit through the family cod album.

			The following day we crossed over into the state of South Australia, instantly noticing the change in personality. Our intimate 30-metre-wide river now stretched up to 150 metres across. Even the kangaroos seemed to increase in size, watching us inquisitively from the banks with chiselled chests and bulging bicep veins that would rival Schwarzenegger in his prime. Richly coloured cliffs framed the edges of the riverbank like an outback-themed tiramisu. Burnt reds, rusty oranges, and yellows like whisked butter all inched into the sky, the image perfectly mirrored in the calm water below. The river began folding back on itself in horseshoes, presenting some shortcut opportunities that we couldn’t pass up. With Luke holding the front of the kayaks and me at the back, we marched through 400 metres of scrub to knock off around five kilometres of river, leaving Clive to think we had finally figured out how to paddle efficiently. 
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			Winter was drawing closer. The water’s cooler temperatures meant we waited longer between proper bathing sessions, so the grassy campsite and clean toilet block of the Renmark Caravan Park seemed too good to pass up. Signs of wear and tear were showing after 41 days straight of paddling, and I hit a wall as soon as we arrived. With the tents up we all fell into one big, synchronised heap. ‘I think we need a rest day,’ Clive suggested. Luke and I didn’t argue. 

			After deciding to have a relaxing morning, we all went our separate ways, towels, razors and soap in hand. None of us emerged from the toilet blocks for over an hour, and the day of preening spilled into a deep, uninterrupted sleep. I didn’t stir that night and still wasn’t awake when Luke returned to the tent to check if I was alive the following morning. 

			‘You okay babe?’

			‘Yeah, what time is it?’

			
			

			‘It’s eight … WOAH! Hey there, Pirate Pete!’ I tried to open my eyes to see what he was on about, but my left eye was swollen shut, presumably from a bug bite. And so began the onslaught of pirate jokes from my supportive teammates.

			‘Do you want a coffee?’

			‘Yarrr me hearty!’ Thankfully my eye deflated during our slow exit from the caravan park and the pirate jokes eased.

			As we took off, I noticed that Luke’s unsuccessful carp whacking had evolved into plain old carp grabbing. First, he would paddle delicately into the shoals, cornering the fish between his kayak and the reeds. Then, when he got within grabbing distance, he would plunge his arms into the water with what I know he would’ve thought was Jedi-like speed, hoping the surprise of his velocity would be no match for the slimy escape artists. ‘Ohhh, so close. I nearly had that one!’ I heard on repeat, day after day. 

			The wider river left us more exposed and was creating a new challenge. The tree line had been cleared right up to the edges, and without their protection, the river turned into a giant wind tunnel. What might have started as a larger corridor of trees had eroded away, as time and floods slowly gobbled them up and washed them out to sea. The lucky few that remained seemed to levitate above the water, exposing their root systems and giving me a rare glimpse into the inner workings of nature. We all get to witness the leaves change colour and the flowers bloom, admiring the beautiful parts of plants while the true strength and structures are mostly hidden and forgotten about. But without those strong foundations, the pretty parts wouldn’t exist. Being out in nature for this long was changing me chemically, and I knew it was strengthening my root system just like the trees; I could feel it. 

			‘I am the greatest!’ Luke’s proclamation snapped me from my reverie. After weeks of trying (I hate to admit this because I never thought it would happen), Luke actually grabbed a carp from his kayak with his bare hands. The pure joy and satisfaction spilling out of him was contagious. I watched him raise the stunned fish over his head in a triumphant moment that he referred to at least 27 more times before bed.

			I felt like the only person on Earth the following morning, as I paddled in the middle of the 100-metre-wide river. With Luke and Clive nowhere to be seen, I made a special effort to take everything in, knowing our adventure was drawing to an end. I sat with the river, gazed at it and breathed it in, and when I did, I smelt the distinct whiff of salt air. Not long after, a seagull flew overhead, confirming how close we were to our ocean goal. 

			The aptly named town of Willow Bank hugged us tight that day in a thick hallway of willow trees. The plant was introduced in the 1800s to mark the main channels for the river boats to navigate, and to stop erosion in the area. The insidious weed took over so efficiently that it was hard for us to find a gap to pull over that wasn’t a private jetty. The closer we got to the ocean, the more the green wilted trees changed in colour. They appeared  to be covered in snow, and if it wasn’t for the putrid smell, I might have continued that impossible farce in my head. An absurd amount of bird poo coated every inch of greenery. Thankfully, the nauseating sight and stench didn’t last long before the trees disappeared and the great expanse of Lake Alexandrina opened before us.

			Locals warned us about this shallow stretch of water. Aboriginal people told stories of the Muldjewangk, a monster that lived in the lake, deterring the children from playing in her unpredictable waters. With an average depth of only 2.8 metres, the lake could quickly become a dangerous place to be if the weather turned. Choppy waves created in high winds buck vessels like a bronco. Sometimes boats were lost to the lake, sometimes lives were as well. Fortunately, we had a glassy day and a light northerly bumping us along, and it was hard to imagine it any other way. 

			A plump seal curled up on the rocks grabbed our attention, and we used it as an opportunity for a break. Even after the fuss I made securing my kayak, the animal hadn’t moved, so I inched my way over. The creature seemed so at peace sparkling in the afternoon sun. Creeping closer, it hadn’t even flicked an ear and I eventually realised it would never move again. I positioned myself right next to the lump of flesh, stroking its fur while I chewed on my fruit cake, hoping that when my final moments approached, I’d get the chance to curl myself up in my favourite sunny spot and look just as content as that seal.

			The curtains were closing on the day, and with the assumption of good weather and more ideal conditions coming our way, we pulled up for the night midway across the lake. Just before sleep, I slipped out of our tent to relieve myself one last time, hearing a new sound in the darkness. Waves were lapping at the low edges of our camp spot. I shrugged it off and tucked myself in.

			A few loud orders from Luke woke me the next morning. I crawled out of the tent into the rain and wind to find the River Rat on the bottom of the lake. Waves slapped the side of the boat, sending litres of water inside the hull. Luke was bailing it out as quickly as he could, but it was no match for the weather. ‘I need something bigger,’ he yelled at Clive, who quickly tipped the contents of our dish-washing bucket out and threw it back at him. A minute of calm in the chaos gave Luke a chance to catch up and the boat slowly started to float, though the damage had already been done. Both the fuel tank and jerry had gone under, and it looked grim for the River Rat’s chances of finishing our trip. It seemed ironic that the one time Clive didn’t check the weather report was the only time we really could’ve used it.

			While I attempted to make warm brews in the drizzle, the boys attempted to separate the water from the fuel. Clive monitored the conditions of the lake as they worked, unconvinced the journey was worth the risk. He called our weather woman to check the forecast.

			‘Mandy reckons the wind is just gonna get worse today,’ Clive relayed, ‘I might have to sit the rest out.’ Although it was upsetting not to be able to finish the last 45 kilometres as a team, Clive seemed happy to avoid  catastrophe. ‘The river finished for me just before the lake anyway, you guys go on,’ he insisted, ‘I reckon the Rat can make it round the bend.’

			We gave Clive the meagre food supplies we had left—two eggs and some crackers—and any excess weight we no longer needed. His final location would be a boat ramp about two kilometres away. ‘She should make it,’ he said, sounding sceptical, before we parted ways. 

			The wind was picking up, so Luke and I made a hurried launch to get across the final exposed five-kilometre stretch. The lake seemed determined to flip us. I was thrown around like clothes in a tumble dryer, and forced to paddle at an awkward angle to keep from getting pushed off course. Driving my oar in hard with every left-hand stroke, I struggled towards land, cramping at the side and desperate for a break. There was no chance for reprieve; even pausing to wipe the rain from my eyes caused me to be shunted away from the comfort of land, and beyond recovery. After 55 days on the water, I was licking the bowl of my reserve tank for energy and found some crumbs somewhere at the very bottom. I finally reached the end of the lake after the toughest three-hour paddle of the entire journey. 

			Having offloaded our tent and sleeping gear with Clive, we started calling the nearest towns for somewhere to escape the storm. Everywhere was full and the sunlight was fading. Our final hope was the Goolwa Caravan Park, still eight kilometres away. We pleaded our case to the owner, Lara. 

			‘I’d love to help you out, darls, but I’m full up. I can give you a lift to town though, you can leave your kayaks in our shed,’ she said. Lara became our new best friend. 

			The winds turned in our favour, and knowing a hot shower and warm bed were waiting for us made the last few hours bearable. After we hauled our kayaks into the shed, I almost fell into Lara’s arms. My exhaustion was visceral. Lara’s kindness kept spilling over when she offered to pick us and our kayaks up the following day from our end point at the mouth. ‘It’s not a trouble, we’ve got a big truck and some spare cabins tomorrow if you need them.’ Luke’s cousin was en route to gather Clive the next day, and then collect us. The plan was coming together. 

			Despite having so much concrete around me, I felt strangely vulnerable in the hotel that night, as gale-force winds thrashed the trees outside. I spared a fleeting thought for Clive, still out there alone amongst it all, before drifting off. 

			Final day jitters woke me. ‘Let’s finish this thing, babe,’ Luke said. We were ready in minutes, hailing a cab to get back to the river, while calling Clive on the way to make sure he survived the night. 

			‘Must’ve been Goolwa’s first ever cyclone!’ he remarked, and simultaneously confirmed he was safe, yet starving. The two eggs we left him didn’t survive the boat trip. 

			
			

			We collected our kayaks, waved goodbye to Lara, and dragged them back to the river. We had 11 kilometres to go. 

			A small barrage was the only obstacle that stood in our way that day, and after a 600-metre portage around it, we were looking at a straight shot to the salty water of the Southern Ocean. The morning had burnt away whatever was left of the storm, and brought with it a couple of seals who played alongside me, welcoming me to their playground. The rhythmic sound of waves crashing on the shoreline grew louder, acting like a chiming bell in my head. The end, they rang, the end, as I took the last few strokes of our 2,200-kilometre mission. Luke and I pulled up on the sandy shore just before the tide sucked us out into the deep blue. I walked over to my husband and jumped into his unprepared arms with an uncontainable smile. ‘We did it, babe!’

			Lara arrived soon after with the promised truck and a surprise bottle of champagne. ‘This is a big deal; you guys should celebrate.’ The popping cork sounded like a starting line gun, but that day, it signified the end of something I didn’t really want to finish. 

			Clive and Luke’s cousin joined us at the caravan caravan park and we celebrated as a team over a big feed at the local pub. After spending over two months all together, it was a relatively quiet meal of steak and chips until Clive piped up between mouthfuls. ‘I was thinking,’ he pointed his fork at me from across the table, ‘maybe we could have a look at the Murrumbidgee River for the next trip.’ His suggestion reminded me how addictive adventures are: the more you go on them, the more you want to go on. 

			‘You just hold that thought, fella,’ I replied. I liked his idea, though it would have to wait. I had already committed myself to an expedition that would prove to be my most physically demanding and life-altering venture into nature yet. 
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			False Start

			A dense sea of natives wrapped around me at Mumbai airport, and I felt a waft of warm out-breath tickle my ear. The man’s close proximity was an intrusive reminder that personal space was no longer a concept worth clinging to here. Having barely set foot on its soil, I was already coated in the unmistakable cologne of India. Scents of sandalwood, marigold and turmeric brought back memories of goats, mirror balls, and pink hair from nearly a decade before. 

			I checked on Luke in the adjacent queue with a quick sideways glance. He looked calm despite the commotion, and I felt the same; like a beekeeper wading through a swarm of bees. I stood prepared with my passport held tight in my grip, prematurely opened at my one-year visa. Our upcoming adventure had many moving parts, and although we only planned to be in the country for three months, the timeline could easily blow out to more. It was better to be safe, rather than overstayed and very legally sorry. Knowing all too well how simple things became nauseatingly hard in India, I was fully prepared to jump over obstacles or barge through them if need be. However, I wasn’t prepared for the shoulder charging to begin before getting my passport stamped.

			A lot had changed in the last nine years, including me. I had found adventure and with that my purpose. Having been in the changerooms trying on the adventure life for a while, I liked how it fit from all angles, but felt like I wasn’t wearing it confidently outside the mirrored cubicle. I instinctively knew what the missing link was. It was high above me, beyond the cloud line. Where the air loses density and life or limb could be snatched with one wrong decision. 

			The challenge of climbing mountains had tugged at my sleeve for many years, but I’d kept a wide berth knowing I didn’t yet possess the skill or knowledge they demanded. Over that time, I had gradually been acquiring rope and rescue skills, and climbing techniques. I began spending more time in nature, understanding weather, cold exposure, and how I responded to uncomfortable conditions. I had steered my training away from competitive sports and switched my focus to controlling the human stress response and bullet-proofing myself for long, taxing journeys. This period of skill acquisition had me feeling ready to answer the irresistible call of altitude, and to navigate the dangers that come with it. 

			When deciding where to pop my mountain cherry I inevitably gravitated toward the Himalayas. Famous for holding the world’s highest peaks, the 2,400 kilometre ‘abode of snow’ crosses five countries: Bhutan, Nepal, China, Pakistan and India, enough to occupy a climber for 50 lifetimes. Permits to climb the higher Indian peaks had recently become more accessible, opening exciting possibilities for exploration. When I began diving into  images of the snow-capped giants there was an immediate standout: Mount Satopanth. My eyes scrolled down my scrap paper checklist of features I wanted in my first mountaineering expedition:

			Visually stunning.

			Above 7,000 metres.

			Somewhat technical, with the need for crampons and fixed lines. 

			She ticked all the boxes. And to top it off, her location presented another unusual adventure opportunity, a little add-on. 

			Nestled at the base of Mount Satopanth is the Gangotri Glacier, the source of the Ganges River. The glacier melt forms the sacred waterway that winds around 2,510 kilometres through northern India before entering Bangladesh, eventually merging into the Bay of Bengal. It is the primary life source for the surrounding population, which in the case of the Ganges is around 400 million people. On any given day nearly half of all the people in India use the river for bathing, washing, drinking, waste disposal, and sewage. It was something I had to see firsthand.

			The same week we decided on Mount Satopanth, Luke and I hatched a plan to tack on a rafting trip down the entire length of the Ganges. During our research, I made the serendipitous discovery that ‘sato’ translates to true and ‘panth’ to path. So, our ‘True Path Project’ began to take shape, and before long I was stretching my neck in a queue at Mumbai airport and getting breathed on in close proximity.

			Luke sailed through immigration ahead of me and waited within eye range just behind the row of desks, our unspoken courtesy to each other in all transit—and bathroom—related situations. The officer avoided my eyes, flicking his rapidly between my passport and the screen. Nevertheless, I kept my smiley, polite face glued on, just in case he looked up and needed to confirm my amiability. The queues beside me were moving quickly and I shifted my attention to Luke, who creased his brow and tilted his head to the side, ‘What’s the hold up?’ I shrugged my shoulders in taciturn response.

			‘Excuse me, Miss, come,’ the officer stood up from his swivel chair.

			‘Sorry Sir, what seems to be the problem?’ I asked through my now extra smiley, law-abiding face. There was no reply, so I promptly followed his sweaty back through the mass of people into a hidden office. Behind the one-way glass, he told me to sit. Luke ran to catch up, squeezing through the closing door before it sealed shut. 

			‘What’s going on?’ Luke quizzed. 

			‘I have no idea.’ Truthfully, I didn’t have a single inkling as to what was happening.

			As eight uniformed men spoke rapid Hindi, all traces of calm I had maintained scattered like a stack of papers in the breeze. Luke’s hand rested firmly on my knee, forcing my twitching legs to relax. ‘It’s okay, whatever it  is, we will sort it.’ The ache in my gut wouldn’t allow me to reciprocate his confidence. A few minutes into my fate being discussed, in a language I didn’t understand, one of the men walked towards us. 

			‘So, will you both be going back to where you came from or just you?’ My gut twisted. 

			‘Excuse me? Can you please tell us what the problem is, Sir?’ 

			‘You cannot stay. Tell me now, both go or just you?’

			‘I’d really like to know why I must leave. My visa is for one year.’ 

			‘You worked here in 2009?’

			‘Yes. But what does that have to do with …’ The man walked away before I could finish asking a question to which I would never learn the answer. 

			Luke and I sat in silence, individually processing the small amount of information we had. Months of planning, flights, permits, sourcing equipment and organising logistics were slipping out of our confused grips. 

			‘Will I see her again after this?’ Luke questioned the closest man.

			‘No.’

			And that was the start, middle and end of all negotiations. We were given what felt like 30 seconds to shuffle our possessions before Luke entered India, and I was escorted to the departure gates on the first plane back to where I had come from. Unfortunately, we had just been in Europe so I would be heading to the opposite side of the world before circling back to Australia.

			A young, neatly groomed man was assigned to babysit me until I boarded the plane. I used the hour to politely interrogate the coffee runner to no avail.

			‘This is the truth, Miss, I do not know why you are blacklisted.’ 

			Blacklisted. The word washed over me like tar and the man’s fear and awkwardness towards me immediately made sense. What must he have thought I had done to wind up on India’s blacklist? What had I done?

			I boarded in a daze. In my exhaustion, the air hostesses’ perfectly practised demonstrations were blurred, and the flight instructions were drowned out by my racing thoughts. I had no details, no one to contact and no idea when I would see my husband again. 

			After three days in transit, I arrived in Sydney, bloated, with outrageous whiteheads (that no one told me about), and grumpy. Luke had been trying to do as much from Mumbai as possible, receiving the response of, ‘This is not our problem’ from everyone he spoke to. What followed was ten days of various renditions of this line from every embassy, organisation, and agency.

			‘I cannot help you.’

			‘This is not something we deal with.’

			‘We cannot fix this.’

			
			

			I traded voice messages with Luke, relaying how our days had gone, and receiving updates. ‘I waited outside in the heat for an hour only to be told I was at the wrong place, and I needed to go another hour across Mumbai, only to find that place wasn’t open on Tuesdays. So, I went back to the first place to talk to the original contact I had, and it was closed for lunch.’ I felt for Luke, as I played out the same scenario in a city I knew well, Sydney, with clean public transport and world class cappuccinos to ease the aggravation. 

			On the third afternoon of solution hunting, I slumped on my Nonna’s rattan couch, deflated from my lack of progress. A final voice message came through from Luke.

			‘You are going to love this. After the day I’ve had I got to my hotel near the airport, lovely, sweet as, and thought I might go and get some mouthwash because I have a bit of a tickle in my throat. Went for a walk, got my mouthwash, took one step out of the pharmacy and fell knee-deep in this huge pothole full of what smelled like blended baby turd. The guard wouldn’t let me back into the hotel until I took off all my clothes. So, I’ve been soaking my shoes for the past hour trying to get the smell out, and hopefully everything will dry before I get on the plane. India keeps delivering the blows.’

			We had gotten nowhere and had only five days before our expedition team departed Delhi for the mountains. It was time to initiate Plan B: Operation Northern Insertion.
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			Luke was uncomfortable letting me play out Operation Northern Insertion on my own, so he met me in Sydney and we journeyed to Nepal together. He and I giggled deliriously as we stepped off our 15-hour flight, where we were forced to wait for the bus that would take us all of 20 metres across to the Kathmandu International Terminal. ‘Good to see things haven’t progressed here,’ Luke commented. It had only been 11 months since we waited for the same comically superfluous bus, before joining a group to hike to Everest Base Camp, so the memory was still vivid. If our plan was to work, it would only be a short stay in Nepal this time. 

			It was 2 a.m. before we were lying in two-star luxury, exhausted from the ancient visa process that took longer than a slow-cooked roast. I buzzed in anticipation of my last-ditch effort to climb Satopanth. 

			The following day we would board a bus, and 28 hours later, if the theory matched the practice, we would arrive in Delhi. Unreliable intel (a Google search) had us believing that the border crossing at Sunauli still had primitive security practices. With my visa in order, I anticipated a straightforward process: STAMP, STAMP, head wobble, and across into India I would go. Looking back, our plan was a tad ridiculous, but coated in the glaze of expedition fever, it seemed completely logical when we threw our bags into the luggage compartment  and climbed aboard the bus to India. The poor woman across the aisle had gone through three sick bags by the time we hit our first stop. 

			Travelling locals piled into the open-air restaurant, shovelling lunch in with their hands like rice didn’t exist across the border. There was no way I would risk ending up like my nauseas friend on the bus, so I happily sipped water until we loaded back in and continued to wind through the southern hills of Nepal. 

			Even without the pressure of oncoming traffic, our driver hugged the inside lane tight. I mentally applauded his choices as we passed two tangled semi-trailer trucks, who had met their fate at the bottom of the valley. The twisted mess looked like a Transformer that got stuck in the conversion process: not quite a truck, not quite Optimus Prime. I peered over the edge holding onto Luke’s bicep, as if it would be all I would need to save me if we plummeted over the edge. I desperately hoped I wouldn’t have to come back this way. 

			Eleven hours into the bus ride from hell, we reached the edge of Nepal. Natives from Nepal and India pass between the two countries freely, so only three of us foreigners needed to get exit stamps. The process went smoothly. Then customs checked our baggage. Once again, everything was fine. I was feeling positive about my future until rib-shattering house music started booming from the back of trucks carrying speakers the size of fridges. The racket made my heart rate skyrocket into the red zone. I inserted both pointer fingers horizontally into my ears, unsure of how anyone could draw any sort of pleasure from music that loud. ‘It’s the last day of …’  The guard’s explanation was cut off by the bass. 

			Piling back into the bus, we manoeuvred through the madness of the increasing festivities into a fragment of terrain that was no man’s land: a space in between two countries where, according to the stamps on your passport, you are officially nowhere. This ambiguous patch was the geographic equivalent of where I had been mentally for the past few weeks; unsure of whether the three-month expedition with my husband would go ahead; uncertain of what I would do next if I was declined once more; undecided if Luke would move forward without me then and there; and unconvinced Nepal would let me back into the country if this went belly-up.

			Minutes later, Luke and I, along with a Japanese man, stepped off the bus at the Indian border and entered the office. The Japanese man’s passport was scanned first: STAMP, STAMP, head wobble, and he darted back to the bus. Luke was then handed his documents back swiftly and without question. I captured my breath while the officer placed my passport face down on the scanner, as if my exhale could negatively alter the outcome. I blocked out the thumping music outside and focused all my attention on the computer screen. I awaited my fate. 

			BIG.

			RED.

			FLASHING.

			With the screen looking like peak hour brake lights, my confidence in the success of Operation Northern  Insertion fell off the cliff. The discombobulated man behind the desk called over his associate to decipher what all the flashing meant.

			‘What’s our play here, babe?’ I whispered out of the side of my mouth to Luke, knowing my words would be covered by the racket outside. One of Luke’s finest qualities is always being four to seven steps ahead of anyone in the room. His mind works at warp speed, playing out scenarios that have yet to happen, may never happen, and most likely won’t happen. Back at home, when the tea towel ends up in the fridge, I know he’s been nutting out something serious that’s not likely to happen, but if it does, Luke will be ready.

			Right now, however, he wore a completely blank expression. We were both so convinced this plan would work, even he didn’t have a plan C. After a phone call, lots of intense back-and-forth Hindi and very confused looks, the men abruptly turned to me and said, ‘You cannot go into India. He can. You walk back to Nepal now.’ There wasn’t a glitch. I really was blacklisted. 

			We walked back to the bus and collected our bags while the locals glared out of the windows at the couple who had turned their 28-hour bus ride into 29. The bus, and my last ounce of hope, rolled into India without us.

			Frozen in the darkness from indecisiveness, rain began tapping on my shoulders, bringing with it a thought. What if we just walked across the border? There was no one around, no one stopping us. We could wander on in, and get on with our adventure. 

			Luke dropped his bag. ‘What if we just walk in?’ he said.

			‘I thought that, and then I imagined myself in an Indian prison.’

			‘Okay, good call,’ he replied with an exhausted laugh. 

			With our duffel bags acting as umbrellas, we walked back to Nepal Immigration where I was hesitantly welcomed into the country once more. It was 10 p.m. before our exit stamps were cancelled and we had found a taxi to return to Kathmandu. 

			‘Can you turn the AC on, please?’ 

			‘No, did not get money for AC.’ The nail in the coffin of a day that was still at least eight sweaty hours from being over. 

			Sleep evaded us on the return journey, allowing plenty of time to decide what to do next. It seemed pointless for both of us to miss out, so we settled on Luke flying to Delhi to continue with the adventure while I headed to Bali to train, work, and worry. 
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			Fate later determined that neither of us were meant to climb Mount Satopanth. The small team Luke departed with got snowed in and didn’t have a clear weather window to try for the summit. The Ganges portion of the trip also didn’t come off, as the raft we were promised never materialised. In an effort to do something adventurous, Luke attempted to cycle alongside the Ganges on a completely inappropriate bike. Between dodging huge trucks in remote parts of India and a fear of becoming infertile from the lack of suspension, he pulled the pin two days in. The reward of adventure lost out to the risk of injury this time around.

			Despite the bumpy start to my mountaineering career, I had no doubt that I would return to the Himalayas for my chance at a summit. That chance came a year later. 
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			Climbing Mount Ama Dablam 
Acclimatising on Lobuche East

			Luke and I waited atop the aeroplane stairs as patiently as possible. The woman in front of me gripped the handrail, lowering herself cautiously and painfully towards the tarmac. An air hostess beside her held her other arm firmly, like you would a child near a busy road. Upon reaching the bottom, two fluorescent-clad men helped her into a wheelchair. The support of the chair scooped up her discomfort and relief spread across her face. 

			I strolled closely behind on our way into the terminal at Kathmandu International Airport, marvelling at how different the journeys of two people to the same place could be. I was back at the mecca of mountaineering, about to give a whole new meaning to the words ‘physical challenge’ by attempting to climb the majestic Mount Ama Dablam. By the time the woman in the wheelchair and I would board our planes again for our respective journeys home, we would both be able to say we’d been to Nepal. We would both have photos and memories. We would have met the people and eaten the food, yet what we were each about to experience would be extraordinarily different. 

			At a staggering height of 6,812 metres, Ama Dablam towers above the many mountains nestled within the Everest Valley. Everyone who treks to Everest Base Camp must cross a series of bridges, and one of those, the Imja Khola, is where, on a clear day, you will catch Ama Dablam in all her glory. I’ve seen her features immobilise people as they stare in absolute awe. Luke pointed her out to me in 2017, when we were making the casual stroll to the bottom of the top of the world, Everest Base Camp. ‘Isn’t she amazing?’ he asked as we paused, suspended over the river. She had been tantalising his taste buds since he first saw her over a decade ago, before climbing five of the seven summits, before rowing across the Atlantic Ocean, and before meeting me. As the years went by, I adopted his unwavering fascination. 

			The Nepali translation for the mountain is ‘Mother’s Necklace’. The image of a mother’s arms wrapping around her child appears out of the edges and curves of the peak with the enormous, foreboding serac, or dablam, representing the pendant of her necklace. Thousands of tonnes of ice hang precariously between the final camp and the summit, a reminder of how unstable and deadly this mountain has the potential to be. 

			Six months before we touched down in Nepal, a young Sherpa named Mingma Chhiri, contacted us via Facebook. We had met the ambitious 25-year-old on our Everest Base Camp hike and warmed to his gentle nature right away. He had started his own trekking company, Extreme Ascent, and was hustling for work the  way the new generation does, by messaging every one of their contacts on social media. His message to Luke was perfectly timed, as we were itching for another big adventure. 

			‘Luke, you want to climb Everest?’ he asked, remembering us mentioning it in passing.

			‘Maybe not Everest, bro, bit expensive. What about Ama Dablam?’ 

			The snowball began rolling from that conversation and quickly gained speed and girth. Within the week we had locked in dates and mates: autumn climbing season, and our friend Yok from Thailand. 

			We didn’t know Mingma was a nineties child at the time. His experience could’ve been that of someone double his age. The mountains we were about to climb were his jungle gym growing up. He watched on as his father took off each year to provide for the family by climbing 8,000 metre peaks. Now that his father had aged, Mingma took up the role of breadwinner. His career kicked off in 2016 when he was part of the Sherpa team known as the Ice Doctors, whose role it was to lug more than 30 kilograms of gear to the summit of Everest and fix all the ropes for the season. Then he returned safely to Base Camp, collected his client, and climbed it again. 

			Stories like his aren’t unusual among the humble Sherpa community. The name Sherpa is reserved for the migrant people of Tibet who traversed their way into Nepal centuries ago. As the sport of mountaineering grew, this gentle culture became known for their extraordinary skills at altitude, and now the title of Sherpa is associated with the world’s most extraordinary climbers. Mingma is—by all definitions—one of them. When we finally cleared customs, his excited face emerged from the bustling airport crowds, and he raced towards us. Without uttering a word, he hung a khata around our necks, a soft scarf symbolising celebration and respect. I already felt comforted in our choice to have someone like him guiding us into the mountains. 

			The next morning, after a much-needed sleep in, we wandered down to the hotel breakfast to meet the team. Mingma’s hustle game was strong, and along with Luke, Yok, and I, he had found three Norwegians to come on the adventure. Team dynamics isn’t a massive deal on a Contiki Tour, when the consequence of Susan’s lack of coordination or Paul’s arrogance is feeling a bit annoyed, as you walk around the Louvre. However, on an expedition this dangerous, it could cost you your life, and the gamble of joining unknown teams was risky. But within five minutes of meeting Vidar, Kim, and Tobias we knew there would be no issues. Despite English being their second language, the vibrant friends had great banter and sunny attitudes that would be a joy to be around for the next 28 days. Mingma joined us, and over bottomless coffee, he spoke about the mission ahead. ‘We will take ten days to walk up the valley. Then we will hike Kala Patthar and take a rest day at Gorak Shep, then use Lobuche East for our acclimatisation climb. We have much time at Ama Base Camp to wait for good weather. No problem.’ 

			It all seemed so casual as we nibbled on watermelon. The monumental task ahead was still two relaxed weeks away, during which we’d be sipping ginger teas and strolling through colossal valleys. ‘Did you want to  check our gear, Mingma?’ Luke’s suggestion had us all heading to our rooms to ensure we had everything we would need for the month ahead. 

			The cost of a high-altitude mountaineering expedition adds up quickly. My checklist exploded before the trip with double-layered boots, goggles, gloves, layers upon layers of clothing, sleeping bags, mats, and helmets. I begged, borrowed and stole where I could. A lucky discovery of a GORE-TEX jacket at a second-hand shop saved me hundreds; a minus 40-degree sleeping bag borrowed from a mate saved me thousands, and Clive’s loan of his old waterproof pants from a trip to Kilimanjaro eight years prior helped as well. Every last dollar we earned had been invested into our travels over the years and this trip was no different. We had become more than comfortable flying home with less than the amount of our weekly grocery shop in our bank account, in exchange for priceless memories. However, just two weeks before departure, Luke landed his first major sponsor, an electrical firm called Stowe Australia. Their generosity and belief in Luke allowed us some financial wiggle room for the first time. More than that, it solidified that after pursuing this life for nearly ten years, Luke could now call himself a professional adventurer. 

			That afternoon, we shuffled through the prayer flag-strewn streets of Thamel, buying last-minute essentials like baby wipes—which you can never have too many of—and Diamox, a drug used to treat symptoms related to mountain sickness at high altitudes. We loaded up on it, knowing that this minor medication could be the deciding factor for a successful trip.

			As we returned to the hotel, the final team member, Yok, greeted us with a devious smile. ‘I’m so ready to do this!’ Yok’s normal display of emotion is on par with a piece of driftwood, so seeing him pumped up confirmed that what we were about to do was significant. We spent the evening catching up before the next morning’s departure to the mountains. 

			‘Morning’ was a generous description. It was closer to the dead of night when we crammed eight people and twice as many duffel bags into a four-wheel drive. Since the main airport was under construction, we were headed to a temporary airport in Manthali, a gruelling five-hour drive without limb circulation on nausea-inducing dirt roads. 

			Sunrise had just broken over the tiny excuse for an airstrip when we arrived. Normally, the runway didn’t see more than twelve planes per year, so it was understandably ill-equipped for the 85 tourist flights it now received each day. We lugged our bags through the dust, piling them up against a fence that acted as the check-in, security, and boarding gate. 

			‘I’m leaving it to you, Mingma. You just tell me where and when I need to go.’

			‘Just sit here. There’s nowhere to rest once you are through to the other side.’  

			It was my second time flying to Lukla, and I was sure there had to be some sort of strategy getting people  to and from the world’s most dangerous airport. I just hadn’t figured it out yet. It’s in situations like this, when a place is bustling with people, devoid of flight schedules, lines and service desks, that having a local guide pays dividends. We pulled up some plastic chairs that were warping in the lowland heat and waited. We ordered some Nescafe Red Cup sprinkled with powdered milk, from the only place serving anything, and waited. We stretched our hips and backs, then waited some more. ‘Aaah, the old hurry up and wait. I’ve missed this,’ Luke said as he leaned back uncomfortably in his melting chair, in full acceptance of the most common feature of travel: waiting. 

			In between the unbelievable highs, breathtaking scenery, and once in a lifetime experiences, is the inevitability of lost time whilst travelling. Waiting for planes, buses, and trains that are cancelled or never show. Waiting in queues to see ancient sculptures or eat famous noodles. Waiting for crowds to disperse at the Eiffel Tower so you appear to be the only one there in your photo. There’s always a time tax that must be paid somewhere while travelling. I accepted this fact, and always carried a book for the occasion. I found some shade, opened to the dog-eared page, and relaxed. The mountains weren’t going anywhere. 

			‘Okay, guys, we go.’ Four hours into my book, Mingma sprang into action, handing out plane tickets that looked like discount coupons. Our bags were cursorily checked for weapons and gas and tossed aside to be loaded onto a separate plane. Before I could squeeze in a last-minute toilet break, we were ushered onto a 16-seat twin otter and handed a mint and some cotton wool for our ears. The engine rumbled to life. The thunder of the propellers served as a stark reminder of our proximity to the plane’s front, back, and sides, as well as the potential point of impact. This thought never crossed my mind aboard a jumbo jet, soaring thousands of kilometres above the ground, at an altitude too great to consider a collision. But as we lifted higher and higher, the Himalayan hills continued to rise to meet us. Even at our max height they stood rooted right outside our fragile windows and formed a treacherous natural corridor all the way to our destination. Thankfully the day was clear and stable, and 12 minutes after take-off we touched down on a stunted 500 metre runway, with a new appreciation for skilled piloting. 

			Mingma had assembled a team of strong climbers from his nearby hometown of Kharikhola. They greeted us at the terminal, keen to get their biggest job of the season underway. These young men were our insurance on the mountain. Between Pasang Geljan Sherpa and Kami Chhiri Sherpa, there were seven Everest summits and countless hours of experience guiding clients to their goals. While I would describe these humble humans as elite athletes, they would never think of themselves that way. They were born up there in the clouds, and the thin air life was all they knew.

			A man darted about us like a mouse at midnight, looking as fit and nimble as the other boys. The only clue to his seniority was a few grey flecks of hair. ‘This is Lakpa Chhiri,’ Mingma announced, ‘my father.’ Lakpa rounded out our team, and despite his lack of English, the seasoned climber was a vital addition to our group.  He was assigned the role of pacesetter through the foothills, and with a single trekking pole in his hand, he began the job straight away. Leading us out of the terminal he wandered with purpose across the cobblestones of Lukla and straight to our lunch spot. While we waited for our bags, we ordered our first meal of dal bhat, a Nepalese lentil curry and the only bottomless dish in the valley. 

			Mingma stood outside the restaurant taking phone calls, eventually walking back in with a troubled look on his face. ‘The weather is not good. All the planes have stopped today.’ This was the first big expedition that Mingma was leading, and although we didn’t really mind that our bags weren’t there, it was evident he would do whatever it took to make sure we were happy with his service. One very expensive helicopter ride later, our bags arrived at our feet. It was a massive cut into his bottom line, leaving me incredibly impressed with how far he was willing to go to ensure this trip was a success.  

			My bright yellow duffel held everything I would need for the next month, from crampons to tampons. The seemingly endless gear list I had meticulously checked off was well over 20 kilograms, and thankfully I wouldn’t have to carry it. A shaggy convoy of yaks would remain with us the entire trip, making the journey all the way to Ama Dablam Base Camp, so we wouldn’t have to suffer prematurely. Our bags were aggressively strapped to the waiting animal train, ready to be hauled to the first tea house. The boy responsible for them called out sounds of ‘YAs’ and ‘SHHs’, initiating their rhythmic sway forward. The distinctive melody of the valley rang from their necks as bells, the size of coffee cups, began to chime. I asked Mingma for the name of the boy in command. 

			‘Yak boy,’ he replied. I thought there had been a misinterpretation.

			‘No, no, I know he is in charge of the yaks. What is his name?’ I asked again.

			‘Yak boy,’ he repeated. I made a mental note to introduce myself properly to ‘Yak Boy’ that night.

			Returning to the Everest Valley after two years was like getting a call from an old friend. The voice was the same, yet so much had changed between catchups. The popularity of Base Camp treks had exploded, and to account for the sheer volume of people, new paths, railings, greenhouses, and tea houses had sprung up around every bend. Yet despite the changes, familiar details remained. Nepalese women sat outside their homes in traditional dress, their Nike shoes poking out of the bottom as they people-watched the day away. Dust from the donkeys and yaks kicked up in the dry heat of the lower valley and reminded me to cover my mouth with my buff as we moved slowly around groups of resting hikers. There are no freight trains or trucks in the mountains. Everything higher than Lukla Airport must be carried by humans or animals. Porters lugged all kinds of goods up the trail, keeping femur-sized sticks with rounded tops handy to perch on for quick rest breaks. Their backs were loaded with wooden beams and doors that folded their bodies parallel to the ground under the weight, and their necks were as thick as thigh muscles from years of carrying towers of Coca-Cola and beer for thirsty tourists. 

			
			

			Wasting food has always mystified me, but wasting it up in the mountains made my blood boil. So much physical exertion was required to bring sustenance to this altitude, and I couldn’t help but feel enraged when mounds of food went to waste from tourists whose eyes were far too big for their stomachs. 

			‘Are you going to finish that?’ I leaned over the dinner table that evening, one eyebrow cocked at Kim’s half-eaten meal. Our young team had established a playful vibe and the Norwegians already felt like brothers to me. 

			‘I think I’m full.’ I glared at him with a mother’s disapproving look and established the ground rules for the next month. 

			‘Hey guys, knowing your food was probably carried here on someone’s head, can we all agree that whatever you order, you eat?’ Kim looked down into his fried rice, picked up his spoon and kept digging. Ten minutes later with my side eye still upon him, he continued to force it down. ‘Okay, okay, you’ve done your best, mate, relax,’ I said, chuckling at his commitment to the cause. Relief washed over his face as he placed down his spoon. 

			The following morning over chapati and boiled eggs, Kim reported in. ‘You know that fried rice you made me eat? It didn’t stay down.’ He ordered less that night, and I kept my mouth shut.

			Slow is fast in the mountains, and Mingma had factored in plenty of time to acclimatise properly. We had 11 days to reach our first mountain, Lobuche East, with enough cushioning for extra rest. To avoid mountain sickness, we aimed to add around 400 metres of elevation per day, stopping regularly for ginger tea breaks. I adored this leisurely aspect of mountaineering, where you are rewarded for patience and punished for rushing. I woke each morning knowing I had time to take in the view as I dressed for the day. There was time to enjoy every bite of the meal in front of me. To remove my shoes at lunch, air my pruney toes, and to have broken conversations with locals, soaking in a place I may never come back to. The contrast with the life we had left in Australia, where I checked the clock multiple times an hour, was striking. I snuggled up to the slow chug of acclimatising knowing my opportunity for hard work would come later. For now, it was trusting in the months of lead-up training and making sure my brain and lungs were adapting to the thinner air. 

			We reached the horseshoe-shaped town of Namche Bazaar and settled in for the night. This hub is where the most popular trails intersect and is the last chance for creature comforts heading up the Khumbu Valley. Its streets reveal Irish pubs, bakeries, and hair salons, making it easy to forget you are 3,440 metres in the sky. 

			We used our rest day to push a little higher, getting a bird’s eye view of Namche’s blue and green roofs. At the same time, we were treated to glimpses of where we were going and where we had been. The scale of the Himalayan landscape trips my heartbeat every time. The waterfalls don’t just fall, they plunge 1,000 metres into places you can’t reach. The hills, which aren’t even considered mountains, rise kilometres above even the  highest point in Australia. Below me stood an entire community that thrived in this environment, despite brutal winters and earthquakes. 

			A dull throb in my brain began that night over dinner—the first punch of altitude. A big gulp of water helped it fade. I eagerly handed over five dollars to the tea house owner to enjoy what I thought would be my final shower of the journey before drifting off. 

			Our yaks got loose overnight and scattered themselves across the steep hills. Yak Boy, whom I learned was named Krishna, scrambled ahead, trying to wrangle the beasts as we worked our way deeper into the valley. The clouds acted like a theatre curtain over Ama Dablam all morning, opening and closing across her face. On our break the team sat sipping lemon tea, studying her detail, and my pulse began to race. While attempting to read the intricacies of her lines, the enormity of the task before me settled into my teacup. In a frightened response, I swallowed my entire brew in one giant gulp. The challenge felt monumental. 

			Meandering hills delivered us to Tengboche Monastery, a one-hundred-year-old place of worship perched at 3,867 metres. Soft snowflakes fell as we slipped off our shoes to quietly enter the darkened building for evening prayer. Burning juniper cloaked every nook of the room. The plant is used throughout Nepal to purify spaces and represents good luck. Monks dressed in maroon robes sat cross-legged, chanting in synchronisation with the supporting sounds of gentle drumming and the occasional steady longhorn blow. I delicately took my place on the floor, instantly spellbound by the ornately decorated ceiling. The beauty of its intricate paintings transported me back to a memory from two years prior, when I was sat in a dim room of wall-to-wall art in the centre of Kathmandu. A softly spoken man held up a painting in front of me. He shone a light from behind, transforming the artwork into leadlight. Its earthy pigments shifted from block colours to translucent tones as he moved the light around, showcasing the masterpiece. The painting that danced before me was called the ‘Wheel of Life’. This stunning image, depicted outside many Buddhist temples in Asia, explores the cycle of our birth, existence, and rebirth. ‘In the centre of the wheel is the pig, the snake and the rooster,’ the man explained. ‘They represent the poisons in all of us that feed each other: ignorance, hatred, and desire. Because of these three things, we perform good or bad deeds.’ He drew a slow and deliberate breath before continuing. ‘This is what creates our rise or our fall when we are alive and when we are reborn. That is our karma.’ I had heard about karma before, the notion that all our actions, good, bad, or indifferent have consequences for us, now and forever. Something about that specific moment—the room, the man, the painting—made me truly embrace the concept for the first time. His calm devotion didn’t feel like an attempt at conversion; he was simply explaining something he held true in his heart. The ancient teachings clung to me, revealing what seemed to be the most sensible way to live one’s life. The reverence of the monastery I now sat in revived these philosophies, which I meditated on until Mingma prompted us to leave. 

			
			

			As we exited the hilltop monastery, a monk approached us in the fading light. He said a blessing for safe passage on our journey, and placed a thin piece of orange string over my head, which I accepted graciously after a conversation with Mingma earlier that day. He told me that his brother had slipped and fallen from Lobuche East, the same mountain we would attempt in a week’s time. He was only 20 years old. It was a reminder that what we came to do wasn’t without its risks, and I needed to be switched on every second up there. 

			Tobias had started the trip with the flu, and by our second rest day in Dingboche it grabbed hold of Vidar as well. He retreated to his room and his loyal teammate, Kim, brought him endless supplies of garlic soup. Luke, Yok, and I were on high alert. The flu at altitude is a different beast and incredibly tough to overcome. The body is already working hard to stay alive when there’s less oxygen, so adding in a chest or sinus infection makes life more uncomfortable than a budget airline long-haul. In the confined spaces of the tea houses, evenings resonated with a cacophony of coughs and splutters, so at communal meals, we covered our faces with buffs and religiously coated ourselves in Dettol. 

			While Vidar rested, we all trekked up one of the nearby hills to gain some altitude. The process of managing altitude and preparing for a summit push usually involves climbing high, and sleeping low. This aids in increasing your red blood cells, enabling you to better manage the thinning atmosphere. It usually takes two or three days at a new height for your body to adapt. Anything above 3,000 metres is considered high altitude and impacts your ability to perform. At this height you are inhaling approximately 40% less oxygen with each breath, and in response your breathing rate increases. On this trip, I would be climbing another 3,800 metres above ‘high altitude’ into the ‘extreme’ range, and the best pre-emptive medicine for this, aside from avoiding the flu, is a slow pace. By going slow in the mountains, the most severe symptom you might experience is a slight pounding at the front of your head. However, if you rush, you could get high altitude pulmonary oedema (HAPE), where fluid leaks into your lungs, or high altitude cerebral oedema (HACE), where your brain swells. Neither is a fun day out, but can be treated by descending in altitude quickly, often via a very costly helicopter ride.

			I witnessed the effects of acute mountain sickness (AMS) on our last trip, in the small village before Everest Base Camp. A member from another mountaineering team began pounding on her unlocked bedroom door in the middle of the night, overcome with confusion and panic. ‘Let me out! Let me out!’ she cried, her blood-curdling screams ripping through the plywood walls of the tea house. A frazzled roommate calmed her down, and she couldn’t remember a thing in the morning. When I stumbled to breakfast, half her team were sitting in the tea-room disorientated, strapped to oxygen bottles, awaiting a chopper back to denser air. 

			Another easy fix for AMS is drinking lots of water, as dehydration increases the symptoms of altitude sickness. I hoped five litres a day would be enough to avoid taking medication, and by our ninth day, my strategy seemed to be working. 

			
			

			That afternoon we advanced to 5,644 metres on a small mountain named Kala Patthar, our highest point so far. Although the rocky hill was significantly steeper than what it had taken to get there, I wasn’t worried about the straightforward stomp when we commenced our sunrise ascent. Somewhere around halfway up that changed. The energy drained from my muscles like water down a plug hole, forcing me to use my trekking poles as crutches. Without permission, my mind took off, and it was the first day of my Gobi training all over again. Why aren’t my legs working? What if I can’t do this? This bit should feel easy! I’m not ready. For a moment, I was stuck inside my out-of-control head, playing the game of yes you can, no you can’t, while the team disappeared into the distance. 

			‘Well, that was harder than it should’ve been,’ I publicised after I finally joined them at the top. 

			‘Rest day tomorrow, baby.’ Luke knew not to give my words attention. It was less than two days before my first real test on Lobuche East, and as we descended into our tea house for the night, my red blood cells had been traded for litres of doubt. 

			A steaming silver bowl of water was delivered to me in the crisp morning air. It was undie and sock-washing day, and if I could twist the cook’s arm for another bowl, it would be hair-washing day too. We all sat in deep squat positions, wringing out our unmentionables before laying them across the boulders to dry, collectively agreeing that fresh underwear was a recipe for success. Though the sun was shining, it was a chilly five degrees at the tiny Lobuche settlement. I flipped my hair upside down into a fresh bowl of warm water and scrubbed hard at my scalp, hoping to remove both the literal grime and the build-up of uncertainty that had permeated my mind. I convinced myself that the lethargy I felt was nothing more than a bit of altitude.  

			I embraced our rest day like a favourite pillow. Though I wasn’t feeling worse, I wasn’t feeling better either, so I opted out of the team acclimatisation hike. I was determined to listen to my body and use our rest day to do just that. Having been left alone, the day dragged, and I was genuinely excited about bedtime. Knowing the restorative power of sleep, I toddled off immediately after our dal bhat dinner, while the sun still smiled upon us. I passed by the drop dunny on my way, and as I crouched down in the deep squat position, the reason for my lethargy became all too clear. Having explosive diarrhoea, on a clean porcelain toilet, in your own home, is unpleasant. Having it at 5,000 metres, in a hole surrounded by thin walls that led straight out to the dining area, with a limited amount of toilet paper stashed in your pocket (because you didn’t think you had explosive diarrhoea), is uncomfortable on so many new levels. Luke noticed my 20-minute absence. 

			‘Elise, you okay in there?’

			‘Um, not really.’

			‘Oh, well, when you’re done, I need to empty my pee bottle.’ I half stood, holding my cramping stomach, opened the door, let Luke empty his three litres of urine, and hurried him out again. I would’ve contently squatted  there, fully unrobed from the waist down, for an hour, had I not heard a knock on the door. I slid my pants and undies back on and stepped outside to see a queue of aggravated people waiting for the toilet. I lowered my eyes, a symbol of apology, and moved through the crowd to my bedroom. 

			I made it through the night, though the sticky paste that cemented my eyes shut should’ve indicated that all was not good in camp Elise the next morning. As I rose from my bed gravity won out and I sprinted on tiptoes, butt cheeks a-clenched, to the throne. Somebody had beaten me to it and failed to clean up. I took one look and sniff at the excrement all over the seat, bowl, and lid, and in my vulnerable state, projectile vomited. It was another 15 minutes guessing from which end I’d erupt from next, and hoping I got it right. 

			As I approached the breakfast table Yok kindly pointed out my puffy eyes. I wretched as a bowl of porridge was carried past me, and subsequently started crying. Luke pulled me aside so I could explain my ordeal. My tears were for my future self. I was mourning what I thought was coming my way, a painful push to Lobuche High Camp and the potential for my summit day to be with a runny bum. 

			I ushered myself out into the sunshine, hoping it would dissolve the morning’s events. Knowing I wouldn’t make camp on fumes alone, Luke brought me some porridge which I forced down, apologising to myself each time I swallowed. I stuffed my pockets with baby wipes and toilet paper, pushed play on my favourite Matchbox 20 album, and started up the scree slopes. 

			Over the last year, I had been mostly training in silence. No music. No podcasts. I was two years into completing my Certificate in NeuroPhysics Therapy, a training methodology founded by Ken Ware in the 1980s that teaches how to control the physical and emotional responses to stress using resistance exercises. Eliminating music in my sessions was one of the many influences NeuroPhysics Therapy had on my fitness approach. Some of the other influences were: slowing down my movements, training barefoot, and reducing my weights. 

			Music is traditionally used as motivation to help us push harder, and for longer, by distracting us from physical discomforts, such as lactic acid build-up, racing heart rates, and burning lungs. The distraction occurs because our brains can only process so much sensory information at any one time. For instance, consider when you’re driving and your favourite song plays on the radio. You crank up the volume and boogie your way to your destination. The next day, when you start the car, the music nearly blows your head off and seems much louder than you remember. This phenomenon is known as ‘sensory dampening’. While driving, your ears automatically adjusted to the music’s intensity, to prioritize the more important visual information from the road. Consequently, both the music and driving became semi-transient experiences. 

			While this is fine for non-critical activities, it becomes sub-optimal when your aim is to master a new skill or create specific psychological change. Being fully present in a training session allows me to train my most powerful instrument, my thoughts. I’ve learnt I can overcome uncomfortable sensations and negative emotions  simply through better awareness and now use these techniques often outside of the gym. Walking to high camp, however, I was solely focused on not soiling myself; so I blasted my eardrums with music, hoping to distract my bowels from disengaging. There’s a time and a place for everything, and without Rob Thomas and his nostalgic tunes, I wouldn’t have made it up the final scramble to camp. 

			A cluster of orange tents greeted us in the boulder-filled bowl that was to be our staging ground for the next 12 hours. On popular mountains like Lobuche, a permanent camp is set up for all the teams to use during the climbing season. This saves the hassle of every team bringing up their own tents and food. High camps are a slick operation, with groups constantly coming and going. 

			A French team who had completed their summit push was rolling up their sleeping bags just as we moved in. In my ragged state, I tried to gauge how challenging the climb was from their posture and chirpiness. It was as hopeless as deciphering a Rubik’s Cube in the dark. I realised that one woman’s trashy day in the mountains could be another woman’s treasure, and it is futile to use someone else’s experience to gauge how you will perform. I was just going to have to try it for myself. 

			After being allocated sleeping tents, we all shuffled into the dining tent for a 4:30 p.m. spaghetti dinner. The overhead sun glowed across the cloudless sky, throwing the blue tint of the tent over our team. We ate in silence, individually processing the job ahead. Mingma informed us a clear night was forecasted for our summit push, but his words were lost on me. I could feel my condition worsening and went to find the toilet tent.

			Like the sleeping tents, the big blue toilet barrels had been sitting there all season. Unfortunately, we were at the end of it. Once you see and smell overflowing human excrement, you cannot unsee or un-smell it. I escaped the scene quickly, returned to Luke at our tent and crawled back into my sleeping bag. Even with three Nalgene bottles of boiling water wedged in my crotch and armpits, I still felt like I was tucked into a snow cone. Currents of chills shot from my neck to my ankles, and I was convinced my bone marrow had turned to ice. I wasn’t just shivering, I was contracting, and while the hot bottles warmed my skin, I couldn’t get my bones to defrost. Luke whispered, ‘Deep breaths, baby,’ as he lovingly stroked my hair to calm me down. I clamped my teeth shut fearing they would shatter from the intensity of their chattering, as my second set of tears for the day started to flow. 

			‘Every time I close my eyes, all I see is overflowing human shit,’ I sobbed into the night. Luke had nothing to offer me apart from more hair stroking. I must have tuckered myself out from crying and shivering, because I woke in a lather of sweat, busting for the Shewee. 

			The soft clinking of pots roused me again, with the whole camp at the whim of whichever team decided to rise first. Three older French climbers decided that their ideal time was 1 a.m., so our planned 2:30 a.m. wake-up was brought forward. My fever had broken during the last few hours, and I began to ready myself, determined to attempt the push. 

			
			

			Mingma nudged me to the front on our way out of camp. I had always been uncomfortable leading a solid team, often worrying if I was going too fast or worse, too slow. My heavy double-layered boots designed for warmth, not mobility, made my movements awkward, and I cursed myself for not breaking them in more back at home. I stumbled towards the light of my head torch, making clumsy foot placements that stubbed my toes and slowed down my team. 

			The night was serene and still as predicted, and I pushed on as long as I could before a dull ache in my back pulled me up. ‘I don’t think I can do this, Mingma,’ my eyes pleaded with him to let me give up. 

			‘You try a bit longer,’ he replied. I almost stamped my foot in protest but was glad for his response. I knew what I felt like when I felt good, and whatever version of me had woken up this morning was far from that. Slipping to the back of the queue I watched the Norwegians power on at their own much faster pace. In the time it took me to swap my gloves for mittens and stuff some hand warmers inside, the boys’ head torches had disappeared. It dawned on me how painfully slow I must’ve been moving. 

			No more than half an hour after the glove change, I was completely wiped out, and Mingma knew it. We made the quick decision to turn around together while Luke and Yok continued. I didn’t even have enough fuel to give them a ‘go get ‘em’ pep talk. I was beyond cooked; I was charcoal. 

			The Khumbu was just waking up when Mingma and I returned to camp. My first summit push had lasted no more than three hours. I was too relieved to be disappointed, crashing into my Therm-a-Rest mat face-first with my boots still on. 

			Any chance I had at sleep was stolen by worry about the boys still on the mountain. I watched the white slopes, trying to enhance my vision with my phone camera by zooming in on where I thought they might be. At around 9 a.m. I saw one, two, three faint, tiny black dots creep out from the ridge towards the summit. I lay there in a slumber until the midday sun turned my tent into a hot pot. When I poked my head out to cool off, I caught sight of Kim and Vidar staggering back into camp. 

			‘We underestimated that mountain,’ Kim said, his usual sing-song voice shadowed by fatigue. I searched behind them for Luke. Minutes later, he came lurching across the boulders with clotted blood crusted around his nose as if he had been held in prison overnight after a bar fight.

			‘That was tough, real tough,’ he said, before collapsing at my feet. Meanwhile, Kami Chhiri Sherpa was practically hopping his way back to camp. Just another day at his nine-to-five. 

			An hour passed before Yok returned, equally wrecked, but with the buzz of his first-ever summit floating around him. Only then did my disappointment kick in, along with a twinge of jealousy. I’d missed out on mountain number one and all the experience I had hoped to gain before tackling Ama. 

			Despite the team’s exhaustion, the day was not done. The high camp conveyor belt was still running, and  we needed to pack our gear and move out for the next team. We shovelled in last night’s leftover spaghetti and loaded the yaks. 

			It was a three-hour hike to drop 1,000 metres into Pheriche, giving Luke and I time to debrief. ‘The Norwegians are way faster than us. We won’t be able to stick to their pace on Ama. We should have split the team from the start,’ he confessed with ease before adding, ‘We will have to make sure we stop to snack and drink water as well. I barely had any over that whole nine hours and I’m feeling it now.’ His point was one we had been making regularly on recent trips, though not adhering to. In my daily life, I am usually keenly aware of basic human needs, sipping water throughout the day and eating every three to five hours, even when I’m not doing heavy physical exercise. Yet, put me in an extreme physical situation that lasts for hours, and it all falls apart. I stop drinking, so I don’t have to suffer through the annoyance of pulling off my gear to pee. I won’t eat, because it’s too much hassle to get the food from my bag, knowing full well it will be detrimental to my performance and decision-making. Even though I didn’t get summit experience this time, Luke’s intel helped me feel more prepared for what was coming. 
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			Climbing Mount Ama Dablam 
The summit 

			A young stranger sat across from us in the Pheriche dining hall. She shivered in front of the heater, her limbs as close as possible to the fire without causing grievous bodily harm. The boy sitting next to her was high on adrenalin and adventure. You could almost smell it seeping from his socks. ‘We misjudged the distance and thought we could make it back here last night,’ he explained with wide eyes. ‘Turns out we couldn’t, ha!’ By nightfall, the guideless couple hadn’t made the tea house and had no torch or map. Not knowing how far they had to go, they decided to hunker down for an alfresco night in the frost-covered Khumbu Valley. They had woken that morning to find that the tea house was only 500 metres from where they slept, and where we were all now enjoying breakfast. I was engrossed with his story, loving every second of his slightly accented account of their distressing experience, while keeping a close eye on the girl’s reaction. The anger she radiated towards her boyfriend could’ve heated the entire tea house. I smiled at her, fully aware of something that she wouldn’t realise for another few weeks. She had just been administered a classic dose of ‘delayed onset fun’. This is what I think of as real fun. Those once-in-a-lifetime experiences that you retell around placid dining room tables, with perfectly placed knives and forks, captivating audiences years after it happened. When you are in the thick of delayed onset fun, you are never thinking this is so great! like you do when you whizz down a water slide. That’s in-the-moment fun, the type that wears off quicker than cheap sunscreen. The kind of fun I’m talking about isn’t something you want to repeat, and when it’s happening, you want it to end. You’re more than likely hurting, hunched over, hands on your knees, looking up at a sky you’ve never really looked at before, praying to no one to make it stop, before your head, heart or legs give out. You might be crying, sobbing even. You are usually dirty, so dirty you didn’t know a body could smell so bad. Your eyes are puffy. You probably even have blisters on top of your blisters, from the shoes the shop attendant promised wouldn’t give you blisters, which you had carefully worn-in over the last six months to make sure that this exact thing would not happen. You have carefully selected the people who are with you, friends, and lovers, that you are happy to share the awfulness with when things go pear-shaped. That’s delayed onset fun; and it’s my favourite kind. I didn’t feel inclined to explain all that to the girl, who was now practically straddling the yak dung fire. Give her a few weeks of comfortable living, and she would realise it all on her own. 

			My body begged for more rest, but the plan was to move higher and recover at 4,750 metres. I travelled cautiously at the back of the pack all day, as the flu gripped my lungs, forcing me into the role of group leper.  While I had accepted my failure on Lobuche East, I didn’t want to be the reason why someone on my team wouldn’t summit Ama in full health. 

			A seemingly endless mountain of scree switchbacks, that used up most of the daylight, finally delivered me to the place I had imagined for months: Ama Dablam Base Camp. As soon as the plateau opened, I knew this was where I wanted to be. Orange and yellow tents were scattered like the first fallen autumn leaves of the season. Kilometre-long prayer flags were strung poetically from boulder to boulder. Blue for sky, white for air, red for fire, green for water, yellow for earth. A partially frozen river carved through the middle, and gazing upon it all was her, the Mother’s Necklace. My only wish was that I could unsee it, just so I could see it all over again for the first time. 

			We were greeted by a handful of Nepali men who made base camp their home for a few months of the year. They were there to facilitate all our logistics: from our food to our tents at higher camps, to our drinking water. The head chef grabbed my hand with a firm shake, ‘Are you the one who will stay here at Base Camp?’ His assumption only made sense once I looked around at the other teams. A French team shared our space, six men. Across the way was another team in a scrum, all men. Among the small sea of hopeful mountaineers, I struggled to see another woman among them. 

			‘I’m heading up with the boys, my friend!’ I bellowed at him with feeling and a back slap for good measure. It would be our Norwegian teammate, Tobias, who planned to stay at camp. 

			I had heard stories about the lavish setup climbers were treated to at Everest Base Camp: freshly baked bread, couches, queen-sized mattresses, movies and heating; each additional luxury adding to the already substantial price tag. I wasn’t expecting anything like that when I peeled back our modest dining tent flap, especially considering our whole trip had cost us about 1/20th the price of climbing Everest. To my surprise, the spread on the table caused an uncontrollable jump and clapping, as I saw Pringles, peanut butter, and chocolate spread. ‘I’ll be really impressed if we get dessert,’ Yok whispered to me after one of the best dal bhat’s I’d had the whole trip. Sure enough, a custard and cherry dessert followed. 

			 I instructed one of the boys to inspect the toilet situation for me, having yet to emotionally recover from my Lobuche experience two days prior. With the ‘all clear’, I went through my bedtime routine and quarantined myself for the night. I had at least 48 hours to shake off my illness and be ready for what looked like the first window of good weather. 

			[image: ]

			
			

			The soft blue light lit up on my watch. 2:03 a.m., still no sleep. 

			‘Baby, it’s 7:30, breakfast time.’ I drifted off again.

			‘Baby? You okay?’ 

			‘Yeah, what time is it?’

			‘It’s nine.’

			‘Okay, I’m coming.’ My eyelids felt like a sea anemone after being poked. Not ready to commit to the monumental task of sitting up, I rolled over and reached for my compact mirror. My reflection confirmed the swelling. To my right, my full pee bottle sat frozen solid, providing the perfect antidote. I held the icebag softly against my eyelids, and tried to gather myself before stepping outside. 

			I spent the day drifting in and out of high altitude dreams. At sea level, the prefrontal cortex, the part of our brain responsible for planning and logic, becomes less active during sleep. This explains why you can fly with eagles and breathe underwater in your dreams without finding it unusual. However, when you sleep at high altitudes, the prefrontal cortex doesn’t just become less active, it gets strangled, and your dreams become otherworldly. Even though you aren’t getting great sleep in the mountains, it makes for a fun drugless trip. 

			Between my hallucinations, a Puja ceremony was held for us around a small rock shrine. A Buddhist Lama came from the lowlands to perform an hour-long blessing for our safe passage up and down the mountain. Unaware of what was being said, we all threw rice and flour into the air when the Sherpas did, and drank tea and ate jam-filled biscuits on cue. By the time the Lama had done his part in ensuring our success, I thought I should help his prayers along by descending 500 metres in altitude to increase my oxygen intake for a few nights.

			Chaperoned by Luke, Mingma, and Yok, I trekked back down to Pangbouche to stay at one of the most picturesque tea houses in the entire valley. Glass windows framed the memorabilia-filled dining room, reminding hungry trekkers they aren’t just eating another meal at their local pub, they are having dinner at cloud base. Books from the great climbers of our time covered the walls, along with vintage metal chests, oxygen bottles, and tools from the first successful Everest expedition with Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay in 1953. There were no comfortable tea houses back then; there were hardly even trails. 

			Two restorative nights, and an ocean’s worth of lemon honey tea later, I could feel my health being restored. I contemplated one more night at the lower altitude, until Luke gave me ‘the look’, implying I was ready. The switchbacks to Base Camp took me an hour less than last time, tangible data that showed I was mending. 

			While relaxing that afternoon a thwap, thwap, thwap sound ricocheted off the boulders around camp. A man stepped forward from the crowd of onlookers, as a helicopter landed on the grass nearby. A harness clung to his hips, tapering in his bulging full-length red down suit, making him look like a high-altitude action figure. With no time to spare, he clipped himself to a rope and the chopper lifted straight up. Fifty metres above the  ground, the rope beneath tightened and the action figure started to fly. With his dangling passenger, the pilot swung a wide berth from the mountain and minutes later, after a large hook turn, they were suspended at 6,200 metres over Camp III, the highest camp on the mountain. It was the third long-line helicopter rescue since our arrival, solidifying the reality of the difficulty of our upcoming climb. I stood on my tiptoes, as if it would help me get a better glimpse of what was unfolding kilometres above us. All eyes were plastered on the chopper, knowing that it could be any one of us getting saved just before death plucked us from life. 

			The aircraft then lifted away from the mountain’s high camp, rapidly descending towards us. With gentle precision, the superhero and patient were lowered to the ground, and the rope bundled elegantly next to them like soft serve ice cream. It was comforting to know this service was available for us, yet I would still do everything possible to avoid needing it.
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			The Norwegian boys were deep into their nightly game of poker when we all gathered for a team meeting. ‘We have good weather window coming up in a few days,’ Mingma explained. ‘We go to Camp I and sleep there. Then push to Camp II the next day, try to sleep a little and summit midnight that night.’ A nervous excitement took up the tiny space in the dining tent. It was happening. 

			A clean blue sky sparkled over us the next morning as we methodically packed everything we would need for the push. Nothing could be forgotten. This was our only weather window before we had to leave the camp for other climbers. Vidar had lent his helmet to someone on the French team who, during their summit push, became disorientated and emptied his backpack off the mountain’s edge. He scrambled to find a spare while the rest of us triple-checked every carabiner, glove, and sock. 

			As we departed, we bumped into another group on the same rotation schedule. In two years’ time, thanks to Netflix, people worldwide would recognise the man out in front. On that day it was only the climbing community who knew the insane feat he had just achieved. In just 166 days, Nirmal Purja, or Nimsdai, and his team of Sherpas had climbed all 14 of the world’s 8,000 metre peaks. Previously, the record for completion was eight years. 

			‘Nims! Bro, congratulations, just amaz—insane,’ I stammered, flustered by his presence.

			‘Thank you,’ he said, shaking my eager outstretched hand. ‘It was a great success,’ he said humbly. He had finished his record-breaking climbs just days ago and was already guiding a Kuwaiti team to another summit.

			‘No rest for you then?’

			
			

			‘Ha, yes, straight back in. The mission is always on.’ 

			I spent the next hour trying to comprehend what he had achieved. Back-to-back 8,000 metre peaks, he was an outlier in the climbing community. 

			The comfortable dirt trails of the lowlands soon transformed into a boulder field. I climbed over the weather-worn rocks reminding myself that they had only fallen there, and their placement wasn’t guaranteed. At any point the whole stack could start to slip, like pulling an orange from the bottom of the pile at the supermarket. I was an hour into navigating through the precarious jumble when an echo filled the valley, ‘ROOOOCK!’ Milliseconds later, a soccer ball-sized boulder bounced directly towards me. I instinctively hugged the rocks in front, shielding my head in a crack until I heard it ricochet below. 

			‘Guess all these rocks had to fall from somewhere?’ Luke voiced my thoughts. 

			‘Helmets on, guys,’ Mingma instructed. Our journey had just advanced from a hiking trip into a climbing expedition. 

			A series of fixed lines led us through the final few vertical metres to Camp I. These ropes are set up at the start of the season to navigate the easiest way up the mountain and to help prevent falls. Camp I marked the start of lines that would take us all the way to the summit and back. Luke and I were allocated one of the ten tents perched on flattened rectangles of rock. A high traffic season had put the tents under immense pressure, and they all had broken zips, giant tears, and an abundance of food wedged into every mesh pocket. I pushed it all aside to quickly set up my sleeping mat. The day was closing her eyes, and before she did, she would put on a show. 

			Our team settled on the ridgeline in deep squat positions saving our bums from the freezing stones. Prayer flags whipped in the wind while a puffy high tide of clouds rolled across the valley floor. Shades of grey covered the whole view, lending no hints of the vision about to unfold. Time slipped by in slow motion. I wiggled my buff a little higher and my beanie a little lower over my ears as the sun dipped beyond the clouds. And just as I snuggled my arms around my knees the entire sky caught fire. Hues of oranges, baby pinks and radiant yellows bled across the landscape. We all sat peacefully watching the gift we had been given. Just as quickly as it had been lit, the fire was extinguished, and we retreated to our tents to attempt sleep.
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			Eleven p.m. Don’t look at your watch. 

			1:27 a.m. 

			3:44 a.m. Stop checking the time, just sleep.

			
			

			4:32 a.m.

			4:51 a.m. 

			We were up with the sun and moving out of Camp I. Boulder fields switched to permanent rock features, and I felt stable and confident for the first time in a week. Still in hiking shoes, and with no more than seven kilograms on our backs, we climbed for five hours along narrow ridges with sheer drops on either side. It was so enjoyable that I stopped to take photos and videos. It was in one of these videos I noticed my breath for the first time—I was gasping like I had just broken through the surface after being held underwater. The altitude had kicked in. 

			Mingma and Kami moved ahead to set up an extra safety line for an eight-metre section of the route, known as the ‘Yellow Tower’. This completely vertical section allows no room for error. If you slip, nothing will stop you from tumbling to the turquoise blue lake a kilometre and a half below. I keenly watched the boys haul themselves up the line on their jumars, a climbing device designed to help you ascend more easily by sliding freely up the rope and locking when downward pressure is applied. Above me, Kim stepped aside to relative safety, so I moved into place and clipped in. I fumbled immediately trying to find good foot and hand holds. This would be a technically easy climb at sea level, but my oxygen-deprived brain couldn’t translate what my eyes saw. 

			‘Just use jumar, Elise!’ a shout from above rained down on me. 

			‘Right, got it,’ I replied more to myself than Mingma. I straightened my legs into the mountain and heaved on the handle of my device, shifting my hips in and up, in and up, for leverage. Just as I thought my heart would pound through my ribcage and splatter across the cliff, Mingma’s gloved hand pulled me over the ledge. I watched from above as Luke ascended, making it look easy. We continued over a razorback ridge and into Camp II. 

			‘Welcome to Camp Poo,’ Yok greeted us as we entered our nest for the next few hours. One glimpse was all it took for his words to register. Humans had left their calling cards on every visible patch of snow. The natural spire only offered enough room for around eight tents, though most were only half supported by terra firma. The rest of the camp was composed of vertigo-inducing drop-offs and tight, rocky traverses, not leaving much room for toilet facilities. Chocolate wrappers and noodle packets melted into every pocket of ice, and a fine silt floated around me like ash from a bush fire.

			‘Don’t breathe it in. It’s shit.’ I gagged at Luke’s command and covered every face hole with my buff. Our Sherpas were quick to act as soon as we arrived. Boiling what little fresh ice they could locate, they had us all fed and lying down to rest within the hour. Having them handle these minor tasks greatly alleviated our workload, and I knew the experience would have been far more taxing without their assistance. 

			With a dehydrated curry churning in my belly and my husband beside me, I unzipped the flap of our cocoon to look outside. These were the moments I was chasing, the ones that no vocabulary was broad enough to  describe. I didn’t know what was coming in the next 24 hours; if I would summit, or if this would be as high as I got. Either way, I decided to sit there, in the moment, fully aware that few people get to witness wonders like what I was seeing. 

			Sleep remained a stranger to the whole team that night. I lay awake listening to the wind rapping against the tents for hours, and turned off my alarm well before it rang. 

			Midnight. Summit day. 

			The wind howled as I shimmied out of my sleeping bag, and pulled on every layer I packed: T-shirt, long johns, fleece, trekking pants, thin down jacket, shell jacket, and shell pants. Then on went thick down pants and jacket over it all. Mingma delivered another hearty curry meal, but the smell made me gag. I decided to pass. Poor choice number one. I tightened my crampons, pulled on my second layer of gloves, clipped on my backpack, and fell in line behind the Norwegians. 

			As soon as we stepped off, the wind threatened to throw us from the mountain, slashing at us with relentless force and sinking the temperatures to minus 30 degrees Celsius. We immediately began to ascend a near-vertical wall, but even the vigour that was required wasn’t enough to keep me warm. I made multiple big tactless movements in the first 15 minutes that guzzled my limited fuel stores. I couldn’t be doing that, not this soon. I needed to find and maintain a rhythm if I was going to get anywhere near the summit. Slide, foot, foot. Slide, foot, foot. ‘Control your pace, Elise. Control your breathing,’ I coached myself out loud, making every move count. 

			The darkness helped instil a false sense of comfort and calm. I became engrossed with the circle of white light projecting from my head torch, almost oblivious to the blade-like ridges and drop-offs we were passing over. That calm was fractured when a frightening shower of ice pelted down on me from the boys above. All I could do was tuck my chin and hope my helmet would do its job. 

			We stuck to our plan of splitting the team, and the Norwegians had soon powered ahead of us with Pasang Sherpa. The wind howled so loud that there was no chance for communication when we were on the move, so we couldn’t make adaptations to the plan anyway. It was only during the short pauses at anchor points that Luke’s voice could break through and remind me, ‘I’m right here, baby.’ At these locations, Kami would unclip and reclip my carabiners as my crampons clawed the ice. In the transition I’d vigorously clap my hands, like I was applauding an Elton John encore, just to try to keep them warm enough. Electricity shot through them with every clap, and I knew the pain was a good sign they weren’t frozen. If I felt nothing in my fingers, that’s when I would start to worry. 

			Our first chance for rest didn’t present itself until 4 a.m. I crouched cautiously out of the wind, behind a small rocky shelter, and noticed my down pants were already in tatters from where my crampons had sliced through them. ‘I’ll have to get some tape for those when we get home,’ I thought to myself before Luke reminded  me to drink something, and I reminded myself that mending pants shouldn’t be high on my priority list at this moment. I reached for my water in the side of my pack. It was freshly boiled when we left camp, now it was a block of ice. I couldn’t remove the frozen lid and cursed myself for not keeping it close to my body. Poor choice number two. Even without the wind’s whip, it was too cold to stay still so we pushed back into the night, and back into our rhythm. 

			Slide, foot, foot. Slide, foot, foot. It’s just one hard day. It’s just one hard day. Without the luxury of music for distraction, I played my mantra on repeat. When sliding my jumar became harder, I said it. When my kicks into the ice laboured, I said it. For hours I repeated those five words over and over.

			We followed a vertical ice chute. The season of heavy foot traffic had gouged it into the mountain like a vertical bobsled track. Five hours into the push, the fuel light on my internal dashboard started to flash, and I knew what I felt was different from the lethargy of the past week’s flu. I let out a sound that was some strangled version of a laugh and a cry. In my sleep-deprived condition, I’d forgotten my period was due today, and I was in no way prepared. Poor choice number three. ‘Don’t sit on the line, Elise,’ Mingma urged me to move, though I hadn’t realised I’d stopped to contemplate the mess happening inside my thermals. Only a woman could understand, and I was the only woman on the mountain that day. I had to forget about it, and deal with my situation later, when we were safely back down at Camp I. 

			Between the vertical exposure of the route and the ruthless winds, another chance to rest never came. Because of this, none of us refuelled with food or drink. Poor choice number four. 

			The glow of sunrise sprinkled itself across the mountain, and for the first time in six hours, I saw how much further we had to go. Still nowhere near the summit, I chose not to look up. Slide, foot, foot. Slide, foot, foot. ‘I can’t go any faster. I can keep going, I just can’t go any faster,’ I blurted at Luke when I saw his face properly for the first time that morning. I must’ve sounded frantic because his reply sounded as though he was trying to calm down a claustrophobic person trapped in the boot of a car. 

			‘It’s okay, baby. You just go at your pace. I’ll be right behind you.’ I had heard stories of the rising sun’s ability to give a climber the boost they needed to finish the job. They must have been in fictional novels. Not a single amp of solar power penetrated me.

			Yok, Kami, Mingma, Luke and I reached a flat part of snow near a giant hanging serac, the dablam. We paused to take stock for the first time in hours. At the pace I was going, it was still at least two more hours to the summit and another five or six hours to get down. Yok confessed he hadn’t felt his hands for a long time, and I was curled in a ball on the ground, grateful for the chance to be still. Eight hours into our push, I knew I had done all I could. It was time for me to turn around. 

			
			

			Mingma looked at Luke. ‘Luke, we keep going. You are strong enough.’ I internally agreed with Mingma’s suggestion, yet stayed sprawled out in the snow, as if a gondola was coming to get me. 

			Without hesitation, Luke replied, ‘I will stay with Elise, brother.’ I snapped my head at my husband in absolute shock. This was his dream long before it was mine. For over 13 years he had wanted to be here living out this day. My mind flicked back to four years before when Luke and I stood in front of his gym logo that pictured Ama Dablam, asking each other if we were happy. It was the image of this very mountain that inspired us to alter the course of our lives.

			‘You have to keep going. You can keep going, bub!’ Mingma and I continued our persuasions, and when Luke finally relented, the two grabbed their packs and carried on towards the summit. 

			After being whipped all day by the freezing winds, I realised that my vision was blurred. I hadn’t been wearing my goggles. Poor choice number five. Still laying in the snow, I closed my eyes, hoping for relief before we had to start our descent. A hand touched my ankle. ‘We said we would do this together. I’m staying with you.’ Luke helped me to my feet and all five of us turned around as a team, 180 metres from the summit.

			To get back to Camp II, we each used a small device to abseil down the fixed lines we had just climbed. The problem was that other people were still making their way up those same ropes. We plastered ourselves to the side of the mountain like a group of swatted flies, unable to move while we waited for a solo climber to pass. The painfully long delay allowed Vidar to catch up to us from above, announcing he’d made it to the summit. ‘I was just about to start rappelling the line and the whole anchor came out!’ His report was unnerving. If that happened while one of us was attached, it would have been certain death. 

			‘Check the anchors before you move,’ Mingma ordered us, as he examined the one we were all currently hanging from. 

			Finally, it was my turn to descend. My fatigue levels had tipped beyond any exhaustion I had ever known, and my brain was turning into mashed potatoes. By the fourth rappel, I could no longer make sense of the situation and awkwardly pinned myself between the rope and the mountain. It was like being stuck in a seatbelt I couldn’t undo. Every attempt to loosen the rope and free myself made it tighter and tighter. ‘Kamiii!’ I yelled for my guardian angel. 

			Within minutes he was next to me. ‘Elise, just unclip.’ The simple manoeuvre felt like long-form algebra.

			I shook my head, trying to loosen whatever blockage was preventing me from thinking straight. 

			‘Is everything okay?’ a bubbly voice asked. The voice belonged to Timmy O’Neill, an experienced guide leading a team of five that was still working their way up. One of their team members, Erik Weihenmayer, was completely blind. Timmy went on to successfully guide Erik to the summit, return all the way down to Base  Camp, and then solo Ama Dablam again within the same 24 hours. I’d never witnessed athleticism like it. And to think that in the middle of it all he stopped to ask if I was okay. 

			‘Yes, thank you. It’s getting bloody hot though.’ The sun was finally doing its job, and Timmy helped me strip off my down layer and stuff it in my backpack. 

			It was another four hours until we fell into our tents at Camp II, where we ate, drank, and rested for the first time in 12 hours. Kim and Pasang caught up to us eventually, both having reached the summit. It was Pasang’s first time climbing Ama Dablam, another feather in his highly decorated mountain cap. 

			‘Next time, you do Everest, is much easier,’ Pasang said as we inhaled cup-a-noodles. His words helped to soften the disappointment I felt.  

			We scraped ourselves together, downed some Red Bull, and continued; the day was not over. I searched for the safest-looking lines, with the least amount of fraying, to support my descent. Once found, I clipped in, and bum-slid my way down. Having four points of contact, both hands and feet, was the only way to keep my knees from buckling. My brain function gradually started returning as we dipped into the oxygen-drenched boulders of Camp I. It had been 16 hours of continuous effort. I felt more fragile than a moth’s wing, yet more alive than ever. 

			I gave myself 15 minutes in the prone position inside the tent, before facing the inevitable. Being more dehydrated than a cup of plain flour, I had avoided peeing all day and was now forced to deal with the massacre waiting for me in my pants. ‘Turn around, babe, this isn’t going to be pretty.’ My husband’s turned back was as close to privacy as I was going to get. I stripped off everything and reached for some baby wipes. 

			‘Dinner!’ Mingma started unzipping the tent. 

			‘No, no just wait!’ Luke intervened, sparing Mingma from seeing me half naked, looking like I’d just given birth. Without any clean pants at my disposal, I gave my long johns a bit of a wipe and slid them back on. I was too tired to care. 

			All my bum sliding had put holes in my sleeping mat, so I spent the night clock-watching yet again, with rocks poking my spine. As soon as the sun rose, we grabbed any rubbish we could see and hiked our way back down to the flat, grassy, luxurious security of Base Camp. I walked alone, allowing myself the space to compute what just happened. 

			I had just climbed my first mountain. The intensity of the achievement was so unfamiliar that it brought an itch with it. When I searched my thoughts, there was no feeling of failure for not reaching the summit, only a sense of accomplishment that no CrossFit competition, job offer, or written examination, had ever brought me. I had been exposed to the thrill of immediate consequences and wanted more. At sea level, you often have time to correct mistakes or poorly judged choices. Up on the edge though, every rope change, every decision to  unclip, take off a glove, or wait for a team member, had a consequence. That consequence, good or bad, made itself known immediately. The mountain doesn’t care about your desire to climb her. She won’t give your dreams a free passage. You must earn them through good decision making. Every choice you make on the mountain could mean the difference between going home or not. 

			Thankfully, our choice to turn around was the right decision, especially for Yok. The tops of his fingers were white, a sign of frostnip, a warning before the more permanent injury of frostbite. When we reached Base Camp and for the days after, Yok soaked his fingers in the hottest water he could bear, bringing them back from the brink. No summit is worth losing fingers, or any other body part. 

			When our cook offered a bucket of boiled water for a shower, I launched at it. Standing in the tiny tarpaulin tent, letting the water drain intermittently over my body, I lathered my legs and shaved away a month’s worth of hair. I was meticulous about it, savouring the first moment of real privacy since we had landed in Kathmandu almost four weeks before. I didn’t need a mirror to see that the last 48 hours had sucked any spare muscle from my bones. I could physically feel that I occupied less space. 

			The two-day walk back to Lukla was the perfect finale to our journey. Having become a serial adventure seeker, I needed this time to remind myself to stop, appreciate and congratulate myself for the mission I had just completed before I shifted my energy to the next goal. 

			I sipped my final ginger tea as we waited to board our plane out of Lukla. I smiled across the table at Luke. 

			‘What is it?’ he asked, knowing my smile had hidden connotations. 

			‘Nothing, bubba,’ I replied. What I should’ve said was, ‘everything’.

			Love looks different on all couples. Some do gifts on birthdays, holidays and anniversaries. Others do gestures: a handhold, a lunchbox letter, flowers, a cup of tea in bed. Some have hugs, kisses, or sex, and others carve out dedicated time to chat. Over the years, Luke and I cultivated our own version of showing respect and adoration, that leaves no doubt of our love for each other. But what he did on the mountain was the grandest symbol of devotion I could have ever hoped to receive. He had given up his dream to make sure I was safe, and his instinctual gesture would eternally trump any necklace, posy, or love letter, for all our years to come. 
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			Cycling Across Australia 
The top half

			Luke swung the Hilux wide on our way home from a town run. I’d started using words like ‘town run’ since moving to rural Tasmania, referring to a drive into civilisation and the closest supermarket. He’d spotted a fluorescent cyclist from a kilometre away, and with no oncoming traffic to contend with, he gave the guy plenty of room. My eyes lingered on the cyclist in the rear-view mirror as we sped by. Two saddlebags hung on either side of his back wheel, with a water bottle in the middle, and nothing but an open road ahead of him. His adventure was unfolding; he looked free. I focused my eyes back on the road ahead and caught Luke glancing behind as well. ‘That’s something we haven’t done,’ he remarked. 

			‘Mm-hmm,’ I replied noncommittally, though the idea of a cycle trip began percolating.

			Over the years, Luke and I had begun discussing adventures similar to how other couples would discuss what to have for dinner. 

			‘Maybe we should hike the length of New Zealand?’ I suggested. 

			‘Nah, it feels too soon for another long walk. We could sail to Indonesia and learn to surf on the islands?’

			‘Can you sail?’ 

			‘No, we can learn on the job.’ Nothing seemed out of reach. The more we did, the more achievable everything felt. You are what you repeat, and we had been repeatedly trying new things for many years, growing so comfortable with being beginners that it became addictive. As an adult, it’s easy to remain in your safe space, even if that location doesn’t feel genuinely secure or happy. This space, whether in work or play, is usually well within your range of talent and your known proficiencies. We tend to cling tightly to these things because better the devil you know. The longer you stay there though, the harder it becomes to venture outside of those realms, and the more you tend to overcomplicate the relatively simple process of trying something new. I had never done a long-distance bike ride before, and it was the unknown elements that excited me. 

			A week after seeing the cyclist, our little island state was thrown into its first month of COVID-19 lockdowns. At the same time, Australia closed its borders to overseas travel.

			‘Say we did a cycle somewhere, where should we go?’ Luke queried, undeterred by the news we couldn’t leave our house for anything outside of essentials. 

			‘Well, we should probably think local, considering.’ I was eager to attach memories to parts of my country I had only heard about, and Luke happily obliged.

			
			

			After very little deliberation, we decided on a route starting in Darwin on the far north coast of Australia. From there we could explore the Red Centre on our way to the south coast. Then we could travel east through Adelaide and Melbourne, jump back on the ferry across the Bass Strait and finish the 4,000-plus kilometre journey at our home on the Tasman Peninsula. The itinerary would take us through some of Australia’s most beautiful natural attractions which would be completely free from tourists, courtesy of our government’s COVID lockdown measures. Our plan had to be looser than a shoelace tied with one hand, as individual states were closing borders at the drop of a hat. 

			The day after we decided our route, Victoria closed its borders. We had the Northern Territory and South Australia to get through before reaching the garden state and hoped it would all blow over well before then. We also had more pending issues, like finding some wheels. 

			Our in-depth research for what gear to buy consisted of scrolling bike packing accounts on Instagram and seeing where the algorithms took us. Soon my socials were flooded with every cycling advertisement under the sun. Just like when trying to find our kayaks for the Murray, we got overwhelmed, put our phones down and went to find some experts. 

			I take great pleasure walking into specialty sports stores and asking for a full gear setup. ‘Hey, we are thinking we want two Surly ECR mountain bikes, with two saddle bags each, handlebar bags, maybe a cockpit bag, frame bag, and spare tyres. We will probably need some drink bottle holders, a pump, some helmets, and some front wheel bags too.’ Confidence in what you’re asking for is key. Best case scenario, the shop assistants are semi-specialists who base their whole lives around this one sport and know every tiny piece of gear and how it will make for a more enjoyable and efficient swim, rock climb, camping trip or, in this case, bike ride. So, by rattling off a few brands or more obscure items, they think you know what you’re on about and don’t completely snub you. 

			Concluding we were serious, the man behind the counter asked, ‘What do you intend to do with it? Where are you going?’ 

			I knew for a smooth interaction, it was critical that I reply confidently. ‘We are going to ride from Darwin back to Port Arthur.’ After a slight pause, the guy showed a little more interest.

			 ‘Right, cool! What do you have now? What do you normally ride?’ 

			‘Oh no, we don’t ride. We haven’t got bikes yet. That’s why we are here.’ The non-verbal reaction of the shop assistant was worth more than grandma’s pearls. His expression implied that we couldn’t possibly get on a bike and ride a long way, not without having done it before. But I want you to hear me on this: you absolutely can. You shouldn’t let anyone, especially the specialists, tell you otherwise. 

			They will try to baffle you with silly words to make you feel incompetent. ‘Well, you’re obviously going to  need a spoke wrench. I can’t believe you don’t have a spoke wrench on your list.’ Don’t let them throw you off. Most of the time they just like to stroke their ego and make you feel bad for living out the dreams they’ve been too nervous to act upon for the last ten years. 

			After a few visits to the bike shop and plenty of encounters with naysayers, we walked out with a complete bike packing setup, tools and puncture kits included. With our seat heights adjusted and fluorescent vests velcroed, we hit the hills of Port Arthur for our first training ride. 

			Luke led us out of our quiet dirt road, setting flight to the flock of plovers that rest permanently on our driveway at the edge of the bay. We had a choice between turning left towards a short steep incline or right past the lavender farm towards a long steep incline. Luke held out his left hand. 

			‘Is that how you indicate?’ I enquired from the rear. 

			‘I’m guessing so,’ he replied, and we began chugging up the hill, hugging the foliage-strewn curb. 

			By the top of the first hill, a dump truck of cement had filled my quads. ‘Don’t forget about your gears, babe,’ Luke yelled, without turning around. I hadn’t forgotten; I just needed to figure out when and how to use them, as the last bike I owned had streamers on the handlebars and a back-pedal brake. I started playing around, clicking and clunking up and down the cogs as the first car sped past us, maintaining the 100-kilometre per hour speed limit. My shoulders shot up around my ears. I checked my elbow, certain their side mirrors had been close enough to leave a graze, before planning how to engineer some outriggers that forced motorists to social distance from my rear wheel. 

			I’d already opted for a fluoro yellow helmet, adopting the ‘being safe is being seen’ approach. I cringed at cyclists on the road in the dim early mornings, wearing all black with nothing more than a matchbox-sized red flashing light at their tailbones. I’m all for sleek fashion but give yourself a chance.

			By the third hill, I had my gears figured out. By the fifth, I had successfully diverted the energy from my lower back into my legs. The more I trusted myself the more exhilarating the downhills became, though their ends were abruptly met with another uphill. 

			‘A few … hills around here … aye?’ I panted at Luke.

			‘I think this is the last one,’ he said as we breached the top and whizzed down towards home at 60 kilometres per hour. Having completed 42 kilometres in a little over two hours, we were happy with our efforts and new bikes. My rump was fairly tender though, and I thought there must be a reason people wear those padded bike shorts, so I grabbed a pair off Amazon as soon as I got home. 

			‘Babe, you want some bike shorts?’ I asked Luke before proceeding to checkout.

			‘Nah, I’ll be right.’ 

			‘Suit yourself.’

			
			

			Our training continued, and by our third day lapping around the gradient-rich peninsula, there was more talk of state border closures. With airlines offering limited flights out of Hobart we didn’t want to get trapped, so we dismantled our bikes, packaged them into cardboard boxes and hopped on the next flight to Queensland. From there, we continued to the Northern Territory, just scraping in before the states closed off to each other. 

			I stood suffocating in my mask at the makeshift airport COVID desk, trying to survive in the thick air near the equator. My bridesmaid from Vegas, Jimmy, pulled up outside arrivals in a minivan, wearing the territory uniform of boardies and flip-flops. ‘Come here, you mad bastards!’ He grabbed us both in a bear hug. ‘I wasn’t sure the size of these bikes, so I got the biggest van I could.’ Being welcomed by a friend when you arrive somewhere new always helps with assimilation. He and his girlfriend, Fern, worked FIFO in the mines and had an apartment in Darwin. When we asked if we could use their place as a base before we took off, they didn’t hesitate. 

			It was my first visit to the place Australians call the ‘Top End’, and the second thing to hit me, after the heat, was the cultural differences. As I walked through the streets of Darwin, I realised that without trying, it had taken me 33 years to come into contact with Indigenous Australians. 

			‘Hey lady, you got a smoke?’ an elderly Aboriginal man called to me. He was surrounded by his hunched peers, leaning against the window of a Vietnamese restaurant. 

			‘Sorry mate, no smokes,’ I replied before moving on. We sauntered past little clusters of Aboriginals hanging out in the shady parts of the main streets in varying states of coherence.

			‘It’s sad, hey, but what do you do?’ Jimmy caught me trying to process it all. 

			‘Yeah,’ was all I could muster in reply. It wasn’t just these people’s ancestors that were massacred when Europeans settled; their entire way of life was put to flames. Their traditions, language, and customs had been ripped from them, and it became all too evident in the major city of Darwin. I struggled to imagine what it would be like if I was forced to give up my dancing, my adventures, painting, training, and all the things that made me, me. We had barely begun our adventure, yet I was already beginning to see the country I call home in a different light. 

			The Northern Territory, or NT, is one of two territories in Australia. Before 1911, the land was still considered South Australia, a place for free immigrants to dwell as opposed to the convicts who were being brought across from England. Like the rest of the country, it was home to the Aboriginal people for thousands of years before this. In 1911 the land was divided into two, and the top portion was transferred back to the Commonwealth, aptly named the Northern Territory. Unlike the other states that could make laws for themselves, the NT relied on the Federal Government to create and approve their laws. This all changed in 1978 when the Self-Government  Act was granted. Naturally, some exceptions existed, including dealings with Aboriginal land, uranium mining, and National Parks. 

			Darwin’s doorstep is littered with spectacular landscapes. We spent a few days crocodile gazing along the Adelaide River, and swimming in water holes, making me consider pushing back our cycle to explore more. Luke swiftly reminded me the wet season was creeping closer and cycling through monsoons wasn’t on our bucket list. Our last day in the big smoke was spent grabbing last-minute essentials like ten-litre water jerries, two cheap single-man tents, food for a few days, methylated spirits for fuel, and some bike shorts for Luke (who was starting to fear for his manhood). We returned to Jimmy’s tiny apartment, laid out all our gear, assembled our bikes, and stuck reflective tape on anything at the rear. Everything was going smoothly until Luke went to fill the water jerries.

			‘It’s made to do one thing, ONE BLOODY THING!’

			‘Everything okay, bub?’ I asked, fully aware that a trip back to the poor teenager behind the desk at the hardware store was imminent. 

			‘The plug leaks!’ I’d already guessed that was the issue. Water dribbled out of the flimsy army-green plastic container that wasn’t cheap enough to earn the right to leak. It was past five in the evening and there was no returning it. Reliable water storage was a non-negotiable heading into the outback, so Jimmy came to the rescue. A full tube of super glue later, the hole had been permanently plugged. We continued packing, with a little bit here and a little bit there, to get the 25 kilograms of provisions equally balanced into our saddle bags, and by 9 p.m. we were ready, and off to bed. 

			Before the sun rose the next morning, we guided our bikes towards a pre-dawn coffee. The soft tick of the wheels was the only sound in the silent city streets. A casual start to adventures is always preferred, and though we were up early to beat peak hour, it would still be a leisurely departure. Our support crew, Jimmy and Fern, held our coffees as we wandered down to the water’s edge and the start of the Stuart Highway. Our route would be straightforward, literally. The Stuart travels from Darwin to the opposite side of the country with not one single turn, a navigationally challenged person’s dream. Finally, the light cracked the horizon. It was time for our rubber to meet the road. 

			If I had read up on my NT road rules, I would’ve realised that, unlike most other states, you can legally cycle on the footpath. It would have saved me from death-gripping the handlebars and riding in the gutter to avoid the thickening traffic. I sympathised with the cyclists I had driven past over the years as I copped the full brunt of road rage. ‘The road is there to share’ was a slogan I remembered from my youth. They must have scrapped it when they realised Aussie drivers don’t like to share tarred spaces, even with other cars. 

			Safely out of the city, a refreshing little cycle path opened. My shoulders instantly dropped three inches and  I released my handlebars from their chokehold. I quickly found my pedalling legs and without the fear of being rear-ended, I was able to look ahead for the next 30 minutes before we merged back onto the highway. I felt the velocity of every vehicle whizzing past my right side at 130 kilometres per hour. At my measly 20 kilometre per hour pace, they may as well have been fighter jets. 

			A road train rocketed by, leaving me and the landscape trembling in its wake. These smoke-belching monsters consisting of two or three linked trailers are used to transport livestock, grains, fuel and more across the outback. At 50 metres long, they are banned in most parts of the country, and when the driver behind the wheel could be at the end of a 14-hour shift, I decided I’d rather go bush and risk a puncture than stay on the road and tempt fate. I thought I was giving myself plenty of safe space until one of them passed and its tail whipped like a crocodile going in for the kill. After that, I increased my road train radius and received happy honks from the truck drivers in appreciation. Our off-road bikes were proving to be a great choice.

			The August heat hit us head-on, and a midday rest under some mango trees seemed too good to pass up. I was soaking our shirts and buffs in the sprinklers when a beaten-up car pulled over. A chatty old fella leaned over and cranked on the handle to bring down the passenger window. 

			‘You guys need water?’ he offered.

			‘Nah, we are good for water, thanks mate. Hey, do you know if there are crocodiles in Manton Dam?’ Luke asked, having spotted the waterhole as a target for our first camp. 

			‘There are crocodiles in your bathtub up here, matey!’ he replied with a boisterous laugh. I took the laugh to mean he was kind of kidding but also deadly serious.

			‘You guys want some work? We got plenty of mangoes to pick and no one to pick ‘em.’ 

			‘Think we’ll pass. We’re headed across Australia.’ I couldn’t think of anything worse than fruit picking in this heat. He was probably thinking the same about riding across the country. 

			Passing through the ‘blink-and-you-miss-them’ towns of Humpty Doo and Bees Creek, we laid down our bikes at Manton Dam an hour before dusk. It had been 78 kilometres since Darwin, a pedal-powered personal best. I stripped off and headed for the water.

			‘Do you think that old guy was saying there are, or aren’t crocodiles in here?’ I queried Luke as we slowly edged towards the water. 

			‘I’m not sure. I’m feeling a splash ‘n dash just in case.’ We flicked some water around the important parts and returned to the picnic table to rest, nest, and assess the day’s damage.

			My legs appeared to have been dipped in a barrel of wasps from the thighs down. Though it wasn’t the swelling and redness of my self-diagnosed heat rash that worried me. I pulled out my phone and typed into Google: Why have I lost feeling in my ring and pinkie finger while cycling? The first article to pop up was from  triathlete.com and sounded at least 53% medically trustworthy. I sighed in relief as it confirmed this was not unusual. It referred to my condition as handlebar palsy, caused by a compression of the ulna nerve that runs through the wrist. Next search: Ulna nerve exercises. I added the series of stretching images that popped up into my daily routine in the hopes of bringing my deadened fingers back to life. 

			As the horizon swallowed the final rays, I was tickled pink at the last-minute decision to buy single-man tents. The original plan was open-air bivvy bags, and if rain threatened then we would throw up a tarp. Wife logic eventually trumped this. 

			I lay still in my tent, eavesdropping on the rustling of cane toads and the buzzing of mosquitoes from behind the safety of the netting. I couldn’t resist getting confirmation that my choice was the right one.

			‘Pretty happy with the tent decision,’ I sang out to Luke, five metres away.

			‘Yeah, good call.’ Satisfied and properly pooped, I flipped the pillow to the colder side and passed out. 

			The next day, flawless blue skies punished us without reprieve. Cloud cover would be an ally on this journey. The plastic water jerries acted like crock pots, cooking our water to just before boiling, so we leapt at any opportunity for iced water. The Stuart Highway is lined with roadhouses catering to truckies and travellers, presenting regular opportunities for steak sandwiches. This shifted the whole adventure dynamic from agonisingly painful to relatively enjoyable. 

			It usually takes me around three days to find my adventure groove, no matter the expedition. By the 72-hour mark, I have mostly given in to the dirt and embraced whatever schedule has been established. I’ve ceased living for the goal, and begun absorbing the now. Before this point though, I resisted all those things, stuck halfway between home life and expedition life. I was passionately resisting the uncomfortableness by the afternoon of day two, suffering from such severe chafing that I was sure the condition of my bottom would make even a mandrill monkey’s behind seem beige in comparison. 

			‘Babe, how bad is it? Just tell me,’ I begged Luke for details as I dropped my pants, pointing my cheeks away from the small collection of fellow roadside campers that evening.

			‘I can’t see anything,’ Luke replied to my airborne arse. I didn’t believe him. I was convinced there was no skin left. During the hours we had spent in the cycle store, not once did the guy mention my rear end would feel as raw as the food at a vegan restaurant. 

			To distract myself from the agony, I went to splash my limbs under the tap, bumping into a fresh-faced German girl who seemed to have lost something up high in the rafters of the rest area roof. She caught my puzzled look. ‘It’s Geocaching!’ she exclaimed with the energy of a backpacker who had just launched into the world. 

			‘Geo—what now?’ 

			‘It’s like Pokémon, but real. These little things are left everywhere around the world for you to find … Ah  ha, got it!’ A tiny black vial the size of a perfume sample was wedged behind the wooden beam. She unscrewed it to reveal a small parchment of paper. She unrolled it, carefully wrote her name and put it back. ‘You base your trip around finding them and it takes you to all these really cool places you wouldn’t normally go.’ She proudly pulled out her online map of all the caches she had already ticked off, like a new-age Lonely Planet guide for adventurous backpackers who don’t want to just drink and party. I was impressed with the concept and dedication of the organisers. 

			Overnight, every ant in the Territory made its way through our bags. ‘They are green ants, you can eat them,’ Luke whispered into the dawn, as I continued to pick them out of my coffee. There are unwritten rules to being a good human. In campsites, that means being as courteous as possible towards people who don’t want to be woken at 5 a.m. on their holidays. Considering ourselves in the good human category, we exited the campground as stealthily as possible. The cool NT morning air was too good to miss out on, and our wheels were rolling long before the heat could torment us. 

			Our day started with a heavenly downhill zoom. The wind tackled the straggling pieces of hair from my face and neck, sending them flowing out the back of my helmet. As the day broke, it sent twinkles of light across the bitumen, and the constellations below my wheels shifted rapidly and spectacularly with every rotation of my pedals. I looked up and out across a parched land, thirsty from the previous dry season. I got lost in the depths of its harshness, recognising how quickly things could go wrong in a place like this where temperatures can hit 40 degrees Celsius and above. For the first few hours of the day, all I heard was the gentle clicking of my wheels, with intermittent shouts from my husband celebrating every downhill. ‘Free miles, babyyy, woohoo!’ Unlike the previous 48 hours, I felt like my bike and I were finally working together. It was day three. Adventure mode had been initiated. 

			Over the next two days, we clocked 180 kilometres, before pulling into Katherine for a day of resting our rumps in some airconditioned luxury, mixed with a little hiking. 

			The third largest town in the Territory didn’t have a lot to offer. Most of the shop windows were covered in newspapers and their chances of reopening looked slim. However, what the town itself lacked in beauty, its natural surroundings more than made up for. 

			A speedy and nauseating car ride took us back the way we had come to Edith Falls. A snappy incline walk into the bush felt good on the legs after four days on the bikes. I stomped a little harder, enjoying the impact of the ground. 

			On the way to the falls, a chirpy ranger called Rod stopped to chat with us. ‘One of my workmates got lost out here recently. We all thought he was done for,’ he explained, the trauma clearly still fresh. ‘He was in a bad way when we found him,’ he continued, tears forming in his eyes. 

			
			

			I don’t know exactly what the 18th-century poet George Ellis was talking about when he said, ‘It’s better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it,’ but I like to relate it to adventuring. I’ve had many reminders over the years to never rest on my experience when it comes to nature because, as Rod illustrated, even rangers get lost. When heading into the wilderness, whether it’s for a day or a week, be prepared. Be overprepared. Carry extra water, more food, spare first aid gear, and never skimp on something that may save your life, like a locator beacon. 

			Ellis’ quote is something that translates to my fitness approach as well. I aim to leave no doubt that I can physically achieve whatever I set out to do. This happens in the weeks, months and years leading up to an event. It’s always better to have a high level of fitness in a crisis and not need it than to not have it at all. For nearly a decade, burning calories, seeing abs and losing weight crowded my thoughts inside and outside of the gym. Now, thoughts like those rarely show up. When I run another kilometre or squat another kilo, I think, If something happened to Luke while we are on an expedition, if he broke his leg or became unconscious, could I get him to safety on my own? Could I save the man who I cannot bear to live without? I’ve found there’s no motivation quite like the love of a partner, a family member, a child, a friend—or yourself—and it’s the easiest place to look when you need that extra boost to lace up the sneakers. 

			Ranger Rod continued to educate us as we worked our way through the scrub. He pointed out an emergency first aid box, followed by a story that highlighted the scary reality of people not knowing the reach of their abilities. ‘The onlookers said the woman swam out into the middle of the waterhole and just panicked; she couldn’t get herself back and started sinking. They had to get divers in to pull her body out.’ We reached the rock pool he was talking about, and I saw it was no more than ten metres from the centre to the sides. The measurement seemed too short to mark the difference between life and tragedy.

			My knees and hips sighed in approval as I slipped into the pristine water. Weightlessness took over and I floated on my back, admiring the surroundings. I’ve always appreciated brilliant art, though nothing will ever compare to the galleries nature has constructed for us, which usually have no entry fee, and today had no queue. 

			We continued our sightseeing to Katherine Gorge. A short rocky walk delivered us to a cliff edge, where we dangled our legs 70 metres above the flowing bends of the river. We rested there until the piercing sound of cicadas broke the stillness and a choking heat strangled the bush. Hopping back across the rocks was like walking across a stovetop, with our sweat drops sizzling as they fell to their doom. The heat was the final straw for my boots, and before we could reach the car’s air-conditioned safety, the glue melted. I peeled off the last bit of rubber that hung from the heel and carried my sole back to the car. We spent the rest of the day relaxing, and repairing our shoes, ulna nerves, and bottoms before we hit the road again. 

			A comfortable riding roster had been naturally established, taking breaks every ten kilometres. Sometimes  this would be no more than a quick back stretch and deep squat. Other times it would be a full brew and snack break. It was better for my heart and head not to worry about the distances covered each day because we never knew what terrain was coming. It didn’t take much to slow down my bike: a headwind, an incline, a tired rider. All these factors could easily turn a proposed 100-kilometre daydream into a 60-kilometre reality. 

			Since the beginning, we’d hit daily personal bests, and day six was no different, rounding out with a respectable 112 kilometres. Following the grey nomad caravans along the final bends, we reached Mataranka, a tourist hot spot. After claiming a quiet piece of dirt between the trees, we committed to one more kilometre of riding to find out why so many people included this magical spot on their itineraries. 

			Among a golden and ochre-tinted landscape, the ground had split open like a coconut, and the crack was filled with pristine blue water. Even though I’d read the educational plaques that were scattered around, I got a shock as I jumped into the 34-degree natural pool called Bitter Springs. The water wrapped around me, soothing my limbs, and slipping into all the cracks that had been rubbing and sweating profusely for the last eight hours. I stayed submerged in this once-hidden paradise until my fingers resembled scrunched Glad Wrap. 

			By the time we returned to the tents, a woman in her outdated caravan had parked beside us. The skin around her neck and hands resembled my wrinkly fingers, and her eyes were an enchanting blue like the springs. 

			‘Looks like you two are doing it a bit tougher than me,’ she initiated the conversation in her thick German accent, tipping her head towards our bikes. 

			‘It’s not so bad when you get to finish in places like this,’ I replied, hobbling over before I seized up completely. As she unloaded her simple cooking setup, we chatted to each other like high school friends, the kind of conversation that skips names and weather reports, and moves straight to the pulp. 

			‘My husband died last year. I thought we would have so much more time together, but then he was gone.’ I forced my tears to stay in hiding, as she spoke in the matter-of-fact way that Germans do. ‘So now I am doing all the things we said we would do together and never got to, starting with a trip across Australia.’ She gestured towards Luke as my tongue fumbled for a response. ‘Is he your fellow?’ The way she said fellow reminded me of my grandmother on the Dutch side. I glimpsed behind the tree at Luke, who was shirtless in a deep squat, taste-testing our dinner to make sure the Maggie noodles were al dente. 

			My body responded ahead of my voice with an unimpeded smile. ‘Yes, that one’s mine.’ 

			She smiled at my smile, a recognition of knowing that kind of love. Taking my right hand, she sandwiched it between hers, flipping it over like a potter deciding what to mould. Without looking away from our hands, she paused, squeezed softly and said, ‘What you two are doing is so special. Enjoy every day of your life together.’ 

			The woman’s words were still tumbling around in my head the next morning, as I pulled my unzipped sleeping bag over myself. It was the first time I’d felt cool since we left Darwin, and I was grateful for the temperature  drop. We broke out of the campground like prison escapees. Our pack-up systems and individual jobs had become so dialled in that we didn’t even need to talk to each other until we were out on the road. 

			Working smarter, not harder, we had begun to check ahead for our next water refills so we could reduce unnecessary weight on the bikes. Larrimah: 80 kilometres. Luke would be responsible for carrying ten litres of water, leaving my water jerry empty unless we absolutely needed it. This type of discrepancy used to bother my ego. Not anymore. I was happy to let the 90-kilogram human take a bit of extra load. He is stronger, and I had accepted it.

			The Pink Panther Pub materialised on the horizon in time for the hottest part of the day. Marketing in the middle of nowhere is tricky business. You have to do whatever it takes to bring in customers, and The Pink Panther was pulling out all the stops—except for good food. A larger-than-life, slightly mangled-looking Pink Panther character sat cross-legged in front holding a giant beer. More Pink Panthers—stuffed ones, plastic ones, and papier mâché ones—filled every shelf, window, and cranny of the pub whose walls were painted to match the cartoon character’s soft pink. We poked around some more and discovered a couple of caged emus and a sign claiming the ‘Highest pub in the Northern Territory’, though I must have dozed through the hill we rode up to get there. A cockatoo named Shirley perched herself in the shadows of a lonely cage. It looked like someone was preparing her for dinner, with feathers missing from 80% of her body. ‘It’s from stress,’ the owner announced as he walked past. ‘Her partner died not far back.’ My thoughts rocked back to the old German lady. 

			We parked our bikes in the shade, content to sit and people-watch until darkness fell. As we got busy fixing the first of our flat tyres, a caravan fit for a rock star on tour arrived. Out stepped a woman in head-to-toe white linen, the unmistakable brown crisscross Gucci pattern hanging in the crook of her arm. She tentatively lowered herself from her wheeled mansion into the dirt, as if dust could cause grievous bodily harm. A Hawaiian shirt and a chivalrous hand waited for her at the bottom, and the couple quickly darted off together into the shade. Inside the pub, she watched us repairing our bikes, fanning herself with her Panama hat and sipping white wine. At the same time, a Commodore engine that had missed a decade of services announced another arrival. An Indigenous man and woman heaved open the doors and climbed out with two barefoot girls trailing close behind. The little ones immediately occupied themselves in the dirt beside the car. Their hair was matted, and their lower lips jutted out to stem the flow of snot that trickled from their noses. Mum and Dad soon returned with a case of V.B. beer cradled in each arm, and they all climbed back into the car and disappeared down the road. While the differences between myself and the other women were striking, it was our sameness that made me pause. Here we all were, at the Pink Panther Pub on a Tuesday: the cyclist, the Gucci bag, and the Mum. 

			Night soon fell over the pub. I zipped my fly net behind me, used my buff as an eye mask to block the excessive campsite lighting, and listened to the mosquitoes buzzing just centimetres from my juicy, untouchable skin. 

			
			

			I couldn’t resist. 

			‘Hey bub?’ I called to Luke, five metres away in his single-man abode.

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Pretty glad we got tents, aye?’

			‘Goodnight, babe.’
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			After one week of riding, the first 15 minutes of the day were proving to be a delicate situation for me. Without time to recover, my bruised behind was in a state of disrepair. Each morning I’d hover in an uncommitted relationship with the seat, slowly easing the pressure from my legs to my glutes, hoping to minimise the pain. The first road train of the day would distract me long enough to draw attention away from the discomfort and back to the risks. 

			Because the trucks were our main concern and safety was our biggest priority, we purchased a VHF radio to alert the drivers we were on the roads. Luke flicked it on outside Larrimah, twisting the dial until voices broke through the static. 

			 ‘Yeah mate, disco tin coming up but,’ a thick country accent crackled out of the transceiver.

			‘Nah mate, got clocked but, need some juice yeah but.’

			‘Are they speaking English?’ I queried over the chatter.

			‘I think so?’ Luke replied before relaying into the radio to look out for us, hoping his proper English translated to truck driver. 

			A late afternoon dust storm delivered us to the eclectic Daley Waters Pub, a watering hole that draws tourists from across the globe. The place was humming when we arrived, and the grassy campground was rapidly filling with tents and vans. I made my way into the bar and entered a life-sized scrapbook. Every space on the walls, counters, and doors was covered with stickers, business cards, and photos from patrons who wanted to leave their mark in some small way. A canopy of dusty bras and hats hung over my head. I put in an order for their famous steak and barra buffet and wandered back out into the desert air where live folk tunes were playing and Luke was chatting to a young family. 

			Parents across the country had seized the opportunity to take their COVID home-schooling duties on the road. It had been a pleasure over the past few weeks to witness kids closing the books before lunch and stepping outside to learn skills like changing tyres, navigation, and cooking over a fire. We passed the evening getting  to know the family of four, who openly admitted that while life on the road had its challenges, it had been the best thing they had ever done for themselves and their children. With the buffet cleaned out and the live band still strumming out classics we slipped away to our tents. 

			Among the hundreds of rowdy travellers, it was a sleepless night. By mid-morning the next day my suffering was audible, as I groaned, cracked, and stretched to try to restore my body and mood. I knew lack of sleep was the root cause of low motivation, poor judgment, and reduced patience. Luckily, Luke took the lead in making most of the decisions, and by brew o’clock, he hadn’t managed to get on my nerves too much. The real issue was that my pain tolerance had been stowed somewhere in my sleeping mat. 

			The secret has been out for a while now: getting better quality sleep is the cheapest, most effective and most accessible medicine in the world, especially when it comes to managing pain. Poor sleep changes how we experience pain and respond to it. A little niggle, an old injury, or even something slightly tender all feels worse after a bad night’s sleep, whereas a good sleep acts as a natural analgesic, one that you can keep taking every night without side effects. After day nine, I could’ve written a thesis about the experience of intensified pain after sleep deprivation. Until then we had been choosing the luxury of pitching our tents at campgrounds with lush grass and shower blocks. After Daly Waters, we decided we would stay away from other travellers for a while, pitching our tents nowhere in particular in the scrub the following night. 

			‘Bush camp for the win!’ I announced in the morning over oats and honey. 

			‘Oh yeah, no more campgrounds,’ Luke concurred. The soundless, lightless, humanless night was pure bliss and topped up my spirit. This was handy because the highway that day dished up headwinds more persistent than a cold caller. The town of Elliot was our target for lunch, and I was desperate for the scheduled break when we arrived. 

			Luke waited outside what looked like the only store in town, while I scoured the shelves for something that wasn’t deep fried. I was floored by the cost of produce. Ten dollars for four apples. Twenty dollars for a roast chicken. Even though we were getting close to the middle of Australia, there was certainly no shortage of trucks passing by for food drops. ‘Take your time to enjoy this,’ I threw the chicken and some wraps on the picnic table in front of Luke, knowing he would devour it in seconds.

			A colourful burst of budgerigars guided us from our expensive picnic and into a tranquil bush camp for the evening. The budgies stayed with us as we erected the tents, cutting laps back and forth across the sky all afternoon. Their shadows flicked across our lazy bodies, sending out a chorus of tweets and chirps and reminding me of the same birds I kept in a cage as pets when I was young. I would religiously freshen up their newspaper floor and hang bell-shaped seed from the rafters. I bought little mirrors and threaded apple pieces onto their perch. Then one day, as I reached in to fill the water, my favourite budgie, Willy, outsmarted me. He tucked his  yellow and green wings tight to his sides and squeezed through the door, bursting out into the world he had been staring at through wire squares for so long. I bolted into the house and wrapped myself around Mum’s legs, inconsolable. 

			I lay sprawled out in the dirt, entranced by the flock overhead, thinking about my little pet and how he had taken his chance at freedom, not knowing what it could mean. Did it pay off? Did he live for eight more years, flying high with other birds of the feather? Or did a hawk grab him within those first few hours of escape? Had he planned his getaway and weighed up the pros and cons? Or did he just know that he wasn’t happy where he was and that the feeling of freedom, even if it was fleeting, would be better than a lifetime spent in a cage? I felt proud of the little budgie for taking his shot when so many of us let fear and uncertainty chain us inside invisible cages.

			We lit small leaf fires all around us, designed to bellow smoke. This was an old bush tip, passed on from a toothless truckie we’d met at a roadhouse, to keep the mosquitoes at bay. ‘Get the smoke in your clothes, too,’ he said, ‘that’ll help.’ The cooler nights had crept in, and I could now snuggle under my sleeping bag, bringing with it a more comfortable sleep. Having even a thin piece of material covering my body had always made me feel safer since I was a little girl.

			For whatever reason, Luke decided we didn’t need a brew the next morning, packing away the AeroPress before I could plead my case. I held onto my coffee grudge far too long into the day, giving him the smaller bits of dried mango, and less peanut butter on his wrap as punishment. He didn’t realise.

			‘I’m getting off.’ I was down to my lowest gear on a never-ending hill and was sure I was going backwards. 

			‘Whaaat?’ Luke called over his shoulder as a truck roared by. 

			‘I’M. GETTING. OFF!’ Having to repeat the fact that I was giving up on the hill made me even more wild. 

			‘Okay, I’ll see you at the top.’

			I slid off and walked the rest of the incline with my eyes on the ground and my mind in a tizz. I’d felt this way every 28 days for the last 20 years and still fought against the lack of energy. I reached Luke at the top, where against his better judgement he said, ‘You know, you can’t say you rode all the way across Australia now.’ A backhand swung straight at him. ‘I’m joking, I’m joking!’ His laugh broke my utter hatred for him, and I shifted emotional gears. 

			‘You’re lucky you’re cute, Richmond.’ We climbed back onboard and whizzed down the other side of the hill, gaining easy kilometres towards our halfway point.

			
			

			
			

			12 

			Cycling Across Australia 
The bottom half

			We’d been spending the mornings in the saddle and resting during the hottest parts of the afternoon, resulting in my left side donning a slightly deeper tan than my right. Day 12 helped even it out, as we pedalled late into the day trying to cover a massive 118 kilometres to reach Three Ways and meet Luke’s parents. The logically named location is the only intersection on the Stuart Highway where you can go east, north or south. Clive and Mandy had agreed to be our road crew for a few days as they swung through with their caravan on the way to Alice Springs. Don’t forget my rule: never pass up an opportunity to have food cooked for you on an expedition, and Mandy’s scone-making skills were known throughout the desert. 

			Our trusty roadies arrived the following day and we all ventured into the closest town of Tennent Creek to grab supplies for the next five days of open road. 

			‘Is there a grocery store?’ I enquired at the petrol station, confident there had to be something more than the slim pickings I had seen on our first drive through town. 

			‘Yeah, well, there was, and then the locals burnt it down. You won’t find that in the news, though.’ He was clearly disgruntled. ‘They’ve put up a temporary one just next door.’ A plastic IGA banner hung in front of an old warehouse 50 metres away. The community had worked fast to set up the space with shelves, cool rooms and checkouts to service the population of 3,000. I had never lived in a location with only one option to buy groceries. Isolation increases ten-fold in a disaster, and the frustration over it had leached into the town’s foundations like mould.

			‘Bloody bastards,’ from the woman at IGA.

			‘Selfish little buggers,’ from the chemist.

			‘They need to lock them up,’ from the butcher. We couldn’t go anywhere without someone commenting about the fire, and rightly so. A whole town was robbed of basic necessities due to a few people’s actions. 

			Our in-house chef, Mandy, could make cordon bleu out of canned goods and found everything she needed to fuel our expedition-turned-holiday. We loaded any excess weight into their caravan the next morning and whizzed out of Three Ways at 25 kilometres per hour. A soft breeze nudged from behind and there was hardly a car to be seen. Wisps of cloud blocked the sun, creating a sunrise I should’ve stopped to photograph. ‘Sitting is the new smoking,’ an early morning jogger yelled as we gave him a respectful holler on our way past. I had seen the health crisis he was referring to unfold for many years. Although I would always advocate for resist ance exercise, I had stopped being so critical of other forms of movement. Yoga, Zumba, football, ping pong, Tai Chi—if it gets you moving and you love it, do it often. Cycling was technically still sitting, but I was slowly falling for the two-wheeled transport. 

			Just when I thought it would be the most blissful day, a double blowout occurred. Luke’s front tire bulged like a thigh on a bench and simultaneously my gears clunked out of alignment. It took us thirty minutes to replace tyres and align wheels before we were back hitting top speeds and cruising into Mandy’s freshly baked morning tea of scones and cream, where my bliss was reinstated. 

			We slipped off the highway that afternoon following signs to Karlu Karlu. Indigenous people named this astonishing place after what it is—round boulders. European settlers named it Devil’s Marbles after a Scottish explorer declared the area ‘Devil’s country’ in 1870. As we rode into the marbles, it was obvious that nothing evil could ever create something so magical. Stacks of perfectly spherical rocks balanced directly on top of each other, defying what little I knew about geology. I squeezed my brakes, slowing down to take it in. 

			Places like Karlu Karlu are what I travel for. They remind me how long the planet has been here, growing and changing, freezing and flooding, warming and cooling, before humans were even a concept. These places had me drifting back in time and checking over my shoulder for a brontosaurus. It had taken millennia for this spectacle to form. Over time, tectonic forces had lifted huge granite blocks up through the Earth’s sandstone crust. Then, over millions of years, the exposure to water and wind carved the rocks into the unbelievably round natural wonders I was gaping at. 

			I was happy to see only a few campers were parked at the designated site when we arrived, Clive and Mandy’s home on wheels being one of them. While Mandy whipped up some burritos, Luke and I wedged ourselves between boulders replicating giant, perfectly halved watermelons, then dragged our weary legs up to the highest point to watch the last drops of sun soak the marbles. 

			The following morning, we rode in and out of hot and cold pockets of air, like floating through a children’s paddle pool. Huge termite mounds grew out of the red dirt either side of us, some standing taller than a bear on its hind legs, gazing at us through the long grass, like soldiers waiting to charge. 

			On the other side of Barrow Creek and Ti Tree, a white four-wheel drive slowed to a halt. The tinted window lowered and before revealing what was inside, a voice said, ‘Oi! I can’t believe it! Hold on, we’ll pull over.’ An over-excited woman leapt out of the passenger side and made a beeline for Luke, launching at him in a full-bodied hug. 

			‘I can’t believe we saw you again! How are you?’ She took off in a verbal frenzy. Luke and I, always the polite road guests, went along for the ride, chatting about their adventures and ours for a substantial amount of time. With hearty goodbyes, they jumped back into their car and carried on down the highway. 

			
			

			‘Do you have any clue who that was?’ Luke scanned my face for answers like the back page of a crossword puzzle.

			‘I’m 100% sure we have never met those people before in our lives.’
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			We were making good ground towards the uncertified middle of Australia, and a few well-deserved recovery days. ‘Go west, down to Alice Springs. Go west, we’ll eat all the things,’ I sang out to the tune of the village people, urging the wind to turn westerly instead of the brutal easterly that was grinding us down. 

			‘Go west, where we’ll fry some eggs. Go west, and we’ll rest our legs!’ Luke added with perfectly timed gusto. We pedalled through the gates of The G’Day Mate Caravan Park, and I slipped into immediate shutdown. 

			My usual modus operandi is to set everything up before relaxing. I like to put up my tent, blow up my sleeping mat, and unload my gear. This day I barely managed to kick off my now completely soleless shoes before collapsing on the grass.

			Having witnessed the caravanning culture for the last 1,500 kilometres, Luke and I passed the afternoon chuckling, watching on as the hoards arrived. The general trend seemed to be to travel to a new caravan park, lose your marbles at your co-pilot trying to park the van in an awkward spot, while the rest of the park watches, take an hour or so getting it level with chocks, then unload camp chairs, tables, and general paraphernalia, make a delightful looking cheese platter, pour a few glasses of wine, and then sit among the other caravanners enjoying the goodness of camembert on Sakatas in the new location. After a kip, everything gets packed up before heading to the next spot to do it all again. 

			‘Do you think they know they can eat cheese at home without the arguments?’ I wondered out loud from my sprawled position.

			‘Where’s the fun in that?’ Luke advocated for the adventure cheese platter.

			‘I’ll tell you what else is fun, bub.’ I handed him a needle and betadine. I was sure whatever had formed on my butt needed popping, and we headed to the privacy of the very public toilet block. 

			A life admin day was a welcomed relief. My first stop was Kmart as there was no way I could continue to put up with the discomfort of my seat, and the only bike shop in town had nothing softer than the one I already had. With a thick black yoga mat and duct tape in hand, I reported back to Mr Fix It. Clive added one of his thick old socks to the mix and within 30 minutes, I had a bike seat fit for a hemorrhoidal Queen. A lucky find of some new/old hiking boots at the local thrift shop topped the day off. Knowing I had padding, and non-slip  pedal power made me excited to get back on the bike in a few days. But before that, we had some sightseeing to attend to. 

			Due to COVID, tours in the area had been shut down for months, so we became our own guides, hired a car, and headed 300 kilometres southwest to the largest monolith on the planet, Uluru. The closer we drove to the rock, the more astonishing it became. Its folds of sandstone revealed details that no photograph could ever accurately capture. What we lacked in facts about the area was more than made up for by the emptiness. A destination usually swarming with tourists was ours alone to explore. 

			 It is said that Indigenous tribes have inhabited this part of the land for over 30,000 years. As we began our clockwise walk, around the ten-kilometre base, history thickened the air, forcing me to go slow; to see, not just look. Clay, ochre, and charcoal symbols stained the caves, an ancient whiteboard of lessons, philosophies, and traditions from the Anangu people. The 348-metre-high rock feature looms over a landscape that is flatter than a kitchen bench, making it easy to see why it is a place of such great importance. Small waterholes attract bird life from further than the eyes can see, providing the only place for rest and shade in an otherwise barren terrain. 

			Golden hour encroached as our circumnavigation ended. We drove back along the only road to see the heart of the outback drenched in the swiftly changing light of sunset. For 20 minutes, one wonder of nature collided with another in the greatest show on Earth. And to my amazement, it was still an intimate performance just for two. 

			We spent the night in the Yulara campground. The condensed version of a town was set up in the 1970s to contain tourism. Before this, planes touched down next to Uluru, and you could jump off and throw up your tent to camp in its shadows. The area wasn’t quite as laid back now, with large hotels offering the only place to grab an early morning feed.  

			‘Sorry, how much did you say breakfast is?’ 

			‘Forty-five dollars each, sir.’ With a nod and a swivel, Luke and I exited the air conditioning, getting pricked by the morning heat on our way to the car park. Luke pulled out the Jetboil and AeroPress, holding it on display. ‘Morning brew, my love?’ he offered with English manners. The price of middle-of-nowhere eggs on toast was far more than we were willing to pay for sustenance. We would sightsee on caffeine and raw enthusiasm alone.

			Kata Tjuta is the bulbous, equally inspiring sister of Uluru. The soft morning light highlighted the 36 domed shapes in the distance, and as we drove closer, its pigment shifted from the colour of a new bruise to a soft amber, finally settling on vibrant stoplight red. We exited the car and explored a sandy trail that led us deeper into the 600-million-year-old rock, through a section called the Valley of the Winds. The gorge towered 200 metres higher than Uluru, creating a flute for the wind to sing through.

			These rock formations are deemed sacred by the Anangu people, who believe that the ancient markings  and fissures in the landscape hold important lessons, teaching new generations about their past. It is also their belief that you must inherit the right to the wisdom hidden within the stories of the area because with that knowledge comes responsibility. In a society that shares everything with everyone all the time, I considered this cultural intricacy as I walked around the spiritual site, appreciating the notion of keeping our most important stories sacred. 

			As the morning coffee wore off, we jumped back in the car and headed towards Kings Canyon. The scenery shifted from red dirt to an eerie green, with soft white flora dangling from the trees like haunted house cobwebs. The variation from Uluru was striking, and Luke reminded me we had in fact driven 300 kilometres north (I was just asleep for it). I reclined the seat a little, grateful we didn’t stick to our original plan of trying to do this all on our bikes, and we soon arrived at a small carpark that was once again void of other tourists. 

			A steep staircase led us to the top of Kings Canyon and into another dimension. Beehive-shaped formations sprang up all around us, the result of sand dunes being compressed over millions of years. We ‘oohed’ and ‘ahhed’ our way around the six-kilometre rim walk, enjoying another Australian icon all to ourselves. Once we were back in the car heading towards Alice Springs, I admitted to Luke that I was eager to return to the saddle the next day, missing it even.
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			A big green sign sparkled next to the road on our way out of town: Adelaide 1,519 kilometres. Clive joked that it was, ‘All downhill from here!’ as we waved goodbye. At least I thought it was a joke. But it seemed that he knew the roads more intimately than a Paul Kelly song, and our feet barely touched the pedals for what seemed like days after Alice Springs. The red centre came and went under our tyres, coating my saddle bags and sun-screened calves in dirt the colour of a terracotta pot. Without really trying, we were hitting consistent 120-kilometre days with plenty of time to rest when the sun was at its hottest and chat with interesting people along the way. 

			Most of my daily visuals were monotonous—car, truck, caravan, car, truck, caravan—on repeat for hours. So when an odd shape appeared ahead on the horizon it stood out like a chocolate stain on white pants. The slow-moving figure crept closer, eventually revealing a heavily sun-protected man, thick with zinc. He was pushing a unique contraption loaded with his possessions, a cross between a wheelchair and a shopping trolley. James, from Queensland, was on the horizontal version of our mission: crossing Australia from east to west. Unexpected border closures had him weaving his way through the states and changing his end point from Perth to Uluru. By the time we ran into him, he’d been walking for three months and had the beard to prove it. Meeting a fellow  adventurer who was getting uncomfortable and having a blast along the way was uplifting. I looked back in my rear-view mirror as we all continued our journeys, watching him stride towards the north, alone. Luke’s face fell into the reflection, and I felt lucky to have a willing adventure buddy to share these experiences with. 

			The topic of solo adventure had come up a few times in our conversations: Did I want to try a large-scale expedition alone? Did he? Originally my answer had been yes. I wanted to know if I could make the right decisions without needing confirmation. If I could stand by my choices and get myself safely through. If I could motivate myself to keep moving forward no matter what. I wanted to know how loneliness would affect my performance and morale, and if suffering was dampened or heightened when experienced alone. That night, as I wandered back into the bush after a final splash from the water tank, I saw my husband and my answer changed. He stood under the moonlight, attempting to cool off in a breeze warmer than an exhaust, wearing nothing but a head torch. I walked beyond the blinding radius of the light and into his personal space to kiss his lips. 

			‘I love you,’ I said, grabbing his bare butt and grinning at his lack of attire. 

			‘I love you too, cutie,’ he replied. 

			Adventure solo? And miss collecting these moments with someone I love? I’m not sure I would ever choose that on purpose.
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			A chirpy woman plonked down beside me and my bacon and eggs at the Kulgera Roadhouse. ‘Husbands are fantastic, aren’t they?’ she proclaimed as our men disappeared behind the plastic fly curtains into the café for more coffee. 

			‘I’ve found that they do come in handy a fair bit.’

			‘We’ve been married for forty years, and the sex is still great!’ I laughed at her honesty, and we launched into a heart-warming conversation about marriage, love and life. These spontaneous conversations with women I had just met made me feel as if I were journaling out loud, unencumbered by judgment from myself or them. In the few minutes it took the men to return with our coffees, it felt like we had known each other for decades. All stimmed up, we followed the couple back onto the road and into South Australia. 

			The border came and went without fanfare, though the contrast between states was striking. Roadside budgets must have been slashed in the south. Unlike the fancy rest stops we had experienced in the NT, complete with water tanks, shelter, tables, and regularly emptied bins, South Australia was putrid. 

			Lack of shade in the outback is public enemy number one. However, a cyclist’s main enemy is anything that can pop a tyre. South Australian horticulture broke my 27-day streak of puncture-free riding in the first few  hours. Tiny balls of hardened spikes, called Devil’s Thorns, used our wheels as pin cushions. As we boiled our Nasi Goreng dinner, Luke got to work patching his holes. 

			‘You going to fix your tyre?’ he prompted. 

			‘Nah, I’ll just put my spare on and fix it tomorrow,’ I replied, already devising a strategy to get out of the bush and onto the open road without punctures in the morning. 

			 ‘What if you get a flat? Then we will have to stop and fix it somewhere random.’ 

			‘It’ll be fine, bub.’ Our back and forth continued without enough statistical data to convince me to change my mind. 

			A dingo’s howl woke me through my earplugs. ‘Awooo,’ Luke replied into the dawn. By the time I could get vertical, it had padded its way over to suss out the other canine in its territory. It eyed us through the scrub at close range, but soon realised that we weren’t a threat, lost interest and disappeared. 

			We packed up our gear and I diligently shouldered my bike the 200 metres back to the road, scouring the ground for Devil’s Thorns, before placing it down gently. With the minefield successfully navigated, the day began. Then stopped. 

			‘Don’t even say it,’ I could feel Luke’s glare on the back of my head. We’d been riding for five minutes, and my front tyre was flatter than a pizza base. The fury in Luke’s eyes could’ve bored a hole all the way through to the Great Artesian Basin that sat 3,000 metres beneath us. I tried to smooth his annoyance the only way I knew how. ‘You were right. I should’ve fixed it.’ Even doing the one thing we all hate doing the most, admitting we were wrong, didn’t have the desired effect. He watched me fumble, trying to lever the rubber from the frame with a metal spoon before taking over. I let him, not because I couldn’t do it, but because I knew he could do it faster and we could sooner leave the whole situation in the dust behind us. He jimmied the rubber, patched the inner tube, replaced it, and finally spoke. 

			‘So, what did we learn today?’ 

			‘Bring more spare tyres,’ I replied with the confidence of a military call and response. 

			‘And?’ 

			‘Luke is always right?’ He laughed at my response and the cheesy grin I paired it with.

			‘I was thinking something like “always patch your spares”, but I’ll take that as well.’

			As we blew up our mattresses that evening, Luke went to get something out of his saddle bags. 

			‘Oh, you’re joking.’ He had two flat tyres. 

			[image: ]

			
			

			Our first comfortable bed in two weeks lay waiting 153 kilometres away in Coober Pedy. The title of the dust-blown town is an edited version of the Indigenous ‘Kupa Piti’, meaning ‘white man in a hole’. 

			A century ago, 14-year-old Willie Hutchinson wandered around the infertile fields on the edge of the Simpson Desert, dreadfully bored, while his father searched for gold. He noticed a shimmer in the dirt, a single stone that shifted in the sunlight through all the colours of the spectrum. Willie knew it wasn’t just another sparkling rock, so he gathered as much of it as he could see. He returned to a worried father that night with a bag of opals slung over his shoulder like the jolliest little swagman. Coober Pedy is now responsible for producing 70% of the world’s opals and its minefields are a must-see on any lap around Australia. 

			As we approached the town, the usually flat horizon began to shift. It was as if a gigantic dog had searched the area for its long-lost bone, digging hole, after hole, without luck. Mounds of white dirt sat on top of red earth, with no visible strategy to the excavation. 

			The signs read, ‘DANGER – DEEP SHAFTS. BLASTING! DON’T WALK BACKWARDS’, coupled with a picture of a stick figure falling head-first into a hole with splayed arms and tangled legs. We navigated the last 20 kilometres of highway, peering into the pits and marvelling at the bizarreness of the area, eager to learn more. 

			Wheeling our bikes into our underground hotel was like stepping into a commercial kitchen cool room. Scorching 45-degree temperatures make this place inhospitable during summer, and to combat this, the locals started carving their homes and businesses into the sandstone. Inside the underground establishments, a stable temperature of 20-22 degrees is maintained without air conditioning. 

			There are no home and land packages in Coober; it’s rock packages. The bonus is that if you start excavating your home and uncover an opal seam, it’s finders keepers. Though you are not specifically allowed to search for opal within your home, you can make ‘extensions’, so it’s common for houses in the area to have 15-20 guest rooms, with ensuites.

			We slept like dead goannas that night and started the next day slowly, fully embracing the feeling of cleanliness and our naturally soundproofed rock fortress. It was our fourth wedding anniversary, and to celebrate we joined a group of curious tourists for an excursion day around town learning all about the precious gem it was famous for. 

			Millions of years ago, the landscape we stood on was a vast ocean bed. When water percolated through the sand and stone, it picked up silica along the way, the main element of opal. First, it settled into cracks and spaces left by decomposed sea creatures. Then the water evaporated, leaving only silica behind to form over millions of years into the valuable gem. What makes opal so unusual is that, unlike silver or gold, there is no scientific way of finding where it might be. Because of this, large corporations don’t bother mining for it, which  means any Tom, Dick, or Harriet can come down to Coober, buy a plot of land for no more than 100 dollars, stake their claim and start chipping away. 

			‘It’s fair game,’ our guide Aaron explained as we roamed around his very own open-cut plot. His voice echoed through the enormous tunnel that appeared endless. ‘If someone’s plot has expired, you can stake it and keep digging. Some of the biggest opals have been found in second-hand plots. The big machines do the hard work, and right on the edge of striking it rich, the previous owner gives up!’ As a safety measure, every hole is left exposed, so you can see where miners have been and not fall to your death from a poorly covered gape in the ground. 

			As the day began putting its feet up, we made our way out to the Breakaways. I wasn’t sure I could be impressed with mounds of dirt anymore, but the instant we reached the viewpoint for sunset my mind changed. Light danced across the tiered features of huge hills in the distance in a grand-scale exhibition. With Luke’s arm wrapped around my waist and a glass of bubbling champagne in my hand, we watched on as nature once again showcased some of her best work.

			The spitting sky soon evolved into a storm the next morning, as we made an early exit from Coober Pedy. After so many weeks of sweaty brows and dry mouths, it was strange to suddenly feel cold. I adapted quickly to the chill while an angry-looking cloud chased us into a truck stop for the night. Amidst a fierce storm, we hastily set up our tents beneath the shelter, unwilling to risk putting our 100-dollar homes through a manufacturing test out in the open. The heavens opened with unrelenting force and vehicles turned off the highway one after the other to escape the lashings. Within minutes the whole area started to flood. Desperate to keep our tents from floating away, we used shovels to dig trenches, and divert the torrents.  

			I noticed Luke had stopped digging. He was throwing our limited belongings around on the hunt for something I probably knew the exact location of. I kept my head down on my tent saving mission. The muffled sound of his voice soon washed over the picnic table. 

			‘Huh?’ I couldn’t hear a thing over the rain.

			‘Have you seen my helmet?’ Luke asked in between thunderclaps. ‘Oh, bugger.’ Realisation struck him as soon as he asked the question. He’d taken it off at the last rest stop, about ten kilometres in our past. Neither of us was willing to turn back for it in this storm, so we turned in for bed instead.

			I woke halfway through the night, in a stupor, with a bladder on the brink of overflowing. After too much deliberation I snuck out and noticed the storm had moved off into the south. Lightning cracked through the darkness every few seconds, showcasing a festival of lights like I had never seen before. By the time I woke again, the storm had passed entirely, leaving deep puddles, cool air, and a landscape that popped with more wildlife than I’d seen since Darwin. Lizards and birds came to drink their fill and the vivid red of the Sturt Desert Pea  exploded all around us. The flower’s beady black eyeball-like features seemed to stare at me, as I pulled over on the curb to fix my second flat of the day. 

			By lunch and our fourth communal puncture, I’d had it, and when Luke didn’t offer me a biscuit or a water top-up, I knew he was over it as well. (We would soon learn about this fabulous goo that self-heals holes). Determined to make it 120 kilometres to Woomera, we fixed every hole that came our way. It was tempting to call it a day when we stopped for a late lunch at a roadhouse, but with only six kilometres to our destination, we made it a quick stop. 

			‘Hey! HEY MATE! THAT’S THE WOMEN’S BATHROOM!’ The owner of the roadhouse shouted at me from across the café. 

			‘I AM a woman!’ I hollered back, turning around to show her my face and see Luke losing it with laughter while explaining to the very embarrassed lady that my calves are highly developed, and it was an easy mistake to make from behind. 

			We both pulled up our socks after a huge glass of ice water and pushed on from the roadhouse, directly into my fourth flat tyre of the day. Without saying a word, I calmly got off and began pushing. I could see the town ahead and I would be damned if I was going to fix one more tyre. Instead, I would rely on my highly developed calves to walk the rest of the way. 

			‘You’re really going to walk?’ 

			‘I’m really going to walk.’ 

			‘You should fix it.’

			‘I don’t want to.’

			‘I’ll fix it for you.’ Luke’s offer made me stop. My head dropped in contemplation. ‘Don’t cope with things you can just deal with, Elise,’ I muttered to myself, leaning my bike on the ground to fix it. 

			Having reached Woomera, we were just two days away from leaving the comfort of the Stuart Highway. The long, straight road had become a faithful companion. State borders hadn’t reopened like we thought they would, and Victoria was still closed off to South Australia. We decided to cut our trip short and end in Adelaide, leaving us with only 350 kilometres to go. 

			The excitement of turning onto a new path kept spirits high and speeds fast. Gaps in the land began to fill up with more greenery than we had seen in a month, and the roads became congested with cars and caravans. It appeared the trees would be more accommodating of us than the vehicles; at least they bent in the breeze. Every car that passed sent me wide onto the gravel, and by the time we hit Port Augusta, I had happily moved to the footpath.  

			My senses were on overdrive as we swung into the hustle and bustle of the large town. I felt my stress levels  rise amidst revving engines and lawnmowers, with people rushing all around, getting nowhere fast. After weeks on the isolated road, it all felt so foreign and aggressive. Along with its noise, town riding brought rules, and Luke’s lack of head protection wouldn’t fly. We headed out in search of the only bike shop around but were quickly stopped by the boys in blue.

			‘Where’s your helmet, mate?’ 

			‘We are heading to the bike shop right now,’ Luke replied politely to the two police officers who had made a special U-turn to advise Luke that they were going to write him a caution. 

			‘I should give you a fine, you know. You’ll have to walk your bike the rest of the way to the shop.’ It was a quiet day on the beat. 

			After twenty minutes of walking our bikes through broken glass, we arrived at the dusty corner of Flinders Cycles Outdoor & Leisure with one flat tyre and two sinking feelings. Darkness greeted us behind the windows. ‘CLOSED: Wednesday, Friday, Sunday.’ It was Wednesday. 

			I slumped in the shade and watched Luke pull out the puncture kit. We walked our bikes around town for 40 minutes to our only other helmet option: Big W. Luke was successful in his helmet purchase insofar as he looked to be law-abiding, but he would’ve been safer with eggshells strapped to his head.

			We hit the road towards Adelaide, and within 20 minutes I had seen more middle fingers than a FIFA World Cup final. The roads had no room for cyclists and the wrath of city drivers was dampening the mood. 

			‘City riding sucks!’ Luke shouted as we got horned for the umpteenth time. I pulled over to initiate a team meeting.

			‘I’m not loving this,’ I agreed.

			‘Shall we call it?’ 

			‘I think we’ve done pretty well, don’t you?’

			‘Yep, I’m happy.’ And with those two words, I’m happy, our trip across Australia ended. Luke pulled out two bananas, and by the side of the highway, under an obscure tree, with ants crawling up our legs, we laid down our bikes to cheers our fruit in celebration of our achievement. 

			The experience up until this point was everything I hoped for when the idea of a cycle trip first sprouted. Open roads, iconic Australian sites without tourists, bush camps, waterholes, and a friendly introduction to bike-packing. To continue on through a few hundred kilometres of road rage that had the potential to taint the whole journey just wasn’t worth it. As an evolutionary mechanism, humans tend to remember insults and injuries more than pleasures. I didn’t want that to be the case on any of my adventures if I could help it. 

			We rode back into the Port Augusta wharf to get official finish line photos on the water. It had been 2,800  kilometres and 36 days since we had seen the ocean. A young couple and their two children took the photos for us. As the husband held up the phone to take the shot, the wife asked where we had cycled from. 

			‘From the top,’ I replied. 

			‘The top … of the wharf?’ she asked. 

			‘Of the country.’ 

			‘What? Are you serious?’ the family all said in unison. Their response was a lovely reminder to me about the uniqueness of our journey. 

			I don’t do adventures for anyone except myself. I do it because I love everything about them. Planning and training for them. The logistics. The uncertainty and challenge. The incomparable highs. The unimaginable suffering. The recovery. Those moments sitting back over the following months and years to remember it all. Despite this, it’s still a great feeling when a stranger’s handshake of recognition reaches towards you after finishing an expedition. It’s the reminder that I need to pat myself on the back and say, well done, Elise. 

			In the luxury of a coach the following day, we travelled the final stretch to Adelaide before making a smooth transition home to Tasmania. 

			The only thing that had changed about our cosy house was the height of the weeds that greeted us. Its familiar smells and routines were like a forgotten bonus round when I came home from every expedition. And though the house would remain unchanged, I always returned an improved version of myself. I was utterly addicted to this life outside that Luke and I had created for ourselves, and had no intention of slowing down. 

			The few weeks that followed consisted of eating a proper diet of fresh food, healing any injuries or imbalances, sleeping, and slipping back into the grooves of life. 

			As one month rolled into four, I became concerned that my pinkie and ring finger were still numb. While Luke was showering one morning, I stood in front of the bathroom mirror, struggling to tie a ponytail with my useless digits. 

			‘Should I be worried about this?’ I asked my, in no way medically trained, husband.

			‘She’ll be right!’ And I forgot about it. 

			We spent the next year pandemic-proofing our lives. That included building a home gym to rival Dwayne Johnson’s and gaining multiple income streams. I used the time that I typically would’ve spent travelling to acquire new hobbies, like surfing and hunting. Two years into border closures, we were both like blowflies trapped inside a window, buzzing madly for the next challenge, desperate to be let outside.

			Gradually, there were signs that we would be released. And when that did happen, we wanted to be ready. Strangely enough, the first place I thought to visit was the last place we had been before the world closed. 

			
			

			‘So where do you want to head first?’ Luke asked while we were lying on the floor of our new gym, driving mobility balls into our fascia.

			I rolled towards him. ‘I’ve got some unfinished business in the mountains I need to attend to.’ 
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			Three Peaks 
Mera Peak

			The lagging pandemic continued, and, like much of the population, my desire to stay at the top of my fitness game withered amidst all the uncertainty. 

			With 15 years of structured physical exercise under my belt, I’ve learned to bite off less than I can chew when it comes to daily pursuits in the gym. I do this because motivation comes down to tallying more wins than losses, and reliable motivation is what leads to consistency in the gym. It’s that consistency that secures the results I’m chasing. However, without having any short or long-term goals on the horizon, I started going a little too easy on myself during training. A nasty internal mantra of ‘that’s good enough’ had become stuck on repeat. 

			I’d have a plan written for Monday. Four rounds of 10 box jumps, 15 calories on the assault bike and 20 kettlebell swings. 

			Instead of completing the four rounds, I’d finish at three. That’s good enough, I’d think to myself. You’re fit enough, there’s no need to do more. 

			I’d have a five-kilometre row planned for Wednesday and when the time came, I’d get two kilometres in and again think, ‘That’ll do.’ It was becoming more and more regular until eventually I was doing it in nearly every training session. Because I had recently completed my education in NeuroPhysics Therapy, I knew it was a habit I needed to shake.

			As humans, we generally prefer to stick to what we know, no matter the location. Whether in the gym, at work, home, or on the bus, the way we interact and respond to stressors in our environment is largely based on what we have consciously or unconsciously trained our nervous systems to do—it’s habit. 

			Knowing this, I often use the gym as a rehearsal for how I wish to perform in my broader life. Within my training, I teach myself to take on stress and let it go calmly. I train to move from one stimulus to the next without bias. I practice responding to exercises appropriately, rather than reacting with grunting and groaning when the set gets hard. I focus intently on not allowing my emotions to dictate my behaviours, especially after a stressful day beyond the gym walls. But with my current attitude, I was practising the wrong things: not finishing what I started and not doing what I said I would do. I was forming undesirable habits.

			It is of course not a huge deal when you only do four minutes on the rower instead of five. It’s when these practices extend beyond the gym, and into your life that they become problematic. You may submit a project before it’s ready. You might get right to the end of a big proposal and stop yourself before pressing send. You  might start writing a book and never finish it. You might consider your day-to-day and decide your job, partner, and health are ‘good enough’. While ‘good enough’ is just fine, I decided a long time ago that it is also the enemy of excellence, and that I never want to use the word ‘fine’ to describe the only life I have.

			When I could see the world slowly tracking back to a new version of normal, I searched for something outrageous to train for to pull me out of my mediocre efforts. A physical goal so big it would force me to push my fitness and preparation further than before. My eyes naturally drifted towards Nepal for the antidote. 
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			While Luke and I were finalising what high altitude challenge to tackle in the Himalaya, I realised every large outdoor undertaking I completed had been void of other females. This wasn’t something I’d done on purpose—though I did assume my girlfriends wouldn’t be up for the same kind of travel I craved. My closest female friends were corporates, working mothers, teachers, nurses, or CrossFitters. They weren’t ‘down to tent’, or that’s what I had told myself. So, when an out-of-the-blue message came through Instagram from Harriet, I was surprised and nervous at the prospect of a girls-only adventure. 

			‘Hello, I’m looking for a buddy …’ Attached was a link to a 32-kilometre hike across Hinchinbrook Island, off Australia’s northeast coast. Harriet was one of Australia’s best female CrossFitters. We had followed each other on social media for many years and competed next to each other at Regionals. Outside of this, we had never really met or hung out, making her more of an acquaintance. Her message suggested that she was, in fact, down to tent. 

			‘I’m in! But if I come with you on this, you have to come with me to Nepal,’ I replied to her message, testing the adventure waters. 

			‘Sounds like a valid negotiation,’ she replied instantly, without really knowing what I meant. 

			Three days later, I pressed Harriet, legitimately excited about the prospect of female comradery; ‘So, when did you want to do that hike?’ 

			‘Yesterday,’ she replied immediately. ‘What’s the next big adventure on your list? I’m in a rut, sign me up for anything and everything.’ 

			I replied to Harriet’s message briefly, yet persuasively with the latest plan Luke and I had hatched. We aimed to climb three separate Nepalese mountains with Mingma Chhiri and his Sherpa team: Mera Peak, Island Peak, and Lobuche East. I softened it a little by suggesting that most days are steady walking with long ginger tea breaks.

			‘I haven’t done much hiking or hiked a mountain, but three sounds better than one. And I like tea!’ Harriet  typed back. We switched to Facebook Messenger, a sign that the conversation was getting serious. More information passed over the next few days, and in that time the girl gang grew by one.

			‘Told Kel today, she got mad. She wants in,’ Harriet mentioned, in between my screenshots of the least intimidating angles of the three mountains. Kelly and Harriet were best mates, and I’d known Kel from the sand pits of preschool days. We had little bits to do with each other over the years because our mothers were best friends, although we had never tackled nature together. Between full-time nursing night shifts, she darted off to hit mountain bike trails, hike in the Blue Mountains, and indoor rock climb. Plus, her banter game had always been stronger than most. That was all the vetting I needed. 

			‘Tell her she can come.’

			A group chat was created, and in the following weeks and months, hundreds of Facebook messages sailed through the air between the three of us. We had countless in-store FaceTime’s, while trying on boots and jackets. I inundated the girls with gear lists, knee health tips, layering videos, altitude facts, and hike training schedules. This would be their first mountaineering experience, and Harriet’s first time seeing snow. Even with all the unknowns, they were all in. I couldn’t believe that this whole time, there was an entourage of keen outdoorswomen right next to me, just waiting for an invitation to get outside. 

			I was right about a big goal igniting my training. I dove into a rigorous schedule with a passion and gusto I hadn’t had in years. Twice a week, I’d jog 30 minutes to the 100-metre-high sand dunes near our house, their slopes steep enough to break hearts and cramp calves. Every session, I would add a vertical lap, stomping up and running down, with the sound of the waves as my soundtrack, before jogging back to the car park. To complement this, I did high repetition weight training, CrossFit-style HIIT workouts, and mixed in low-impact endurance on other days, ramping it up as the Nepalese spring approached. 

			During one session, in line with the usual CrossFit protocols of women performing a lower weight or rep version of the same workout, Luke asked how I wanted to modify and reduce my workout. My response was swift, ‘The mountain doesn’t modify its terrain because I’m a woman.’ 

			‘Valid point,’ he said without flinching and started the timer. There was no way I was going to let lack of fitness be the reason I wouldn’t summit all three mountains. 
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			Four months later, while standing in Sydney airport, my palm sweat was forming puddles in the queue. I confirmed the exit and entry requirements between Nepal and Australia on my phone for the 23rd time. It had been three  years since we left the country because of COVID-19 lockdowns, and I was more nervous than a rabbit at a gun range. I checked my documents, and then checked again. Even while on the plane waiting for take-off, I wasn’t convinced we would be let into Nepal. That was when a new addition to the safety announcement came over the speakers and helped to ease my neck tension. ‘Just a reminder that in the case of an emergency, remove your facemask before putting on your oxygen mask. Thank you and enjoy your flight.’ My facemask cut into my eyeballs as I laughed along with Luke at the ridiculousness of it all.  

			Eight hours later we were meeting up with the ever-lively Harriet and Kelly in Singapore. 

			‘Are you ready for some adventure, ladies?’ I borderline shouted as the two came barrelling through to the departure gate. 

			‘Mate, am I ever; it’s been a week of nightshifts. Bring on the mountains.’ Kelly had worked ICU in the heart ward since the pandemic began, and was always overflowing with horrendous, hilarious, or heart-wrenching stories to tell. We greeted Yok in Singapore as well, our now regular team addition. From there, we flew to Kathmandu all together, where we strolled through the most relaxed immigration measures I had ever seen. All my worries were for nought. 

			We had one whirlwind day in Kathmandu to grab a few supplies and meet our other teammate, Stéphane, an Air Canada pilot who would follow us to Mera before peeling off to climb Ama Dablam. 

			The following day, we arrived at the domestic airport to find it back in business after its renovations, though the new décor didn’t help the chaos. To help maintain the illusion of order, our team stood in clumped lines next to the Summit Air desk. 

			‘This was the airline that rebranded in 2017 when they had a fatal crash,’ Stéphane said dryly as we waited. Harriet’s complexion went from a healthy Queensland tan to egg white omelette. After a near-death experience in her youth, she had a justified hatred of flying. No matter how engineeringly sound, all aircraft sent her into fight or ‘don’t put me on that flight’ mode. She was hyperventilating and we hadn’t even checked in. 

			Due to the restrictions of the small planes, our team was divided to spread the luggage weight, leaving Kelly, Mingma and me waiting for our flight to Lukla and the start of our trail. Having completed the world’s most dangerous flight twice prior, I didn’t give it much thought as we loaded into the bus that drove us across the tarmac to the Cessna plane.

			‘You okay over there?’

			‘I’m fine,’ Kelly replied from under the veil of the requisite N95 mask and Oakley’s. It was the drip that trickled from her armpit that gave away her genuine emotions. She drew a breath before speaking, ‘I watched a lot of videos with the fam about this flight.’ 

			‘It’ll be fine. It’s a calm day,’ I reassured her.

			
			

			The wings lifted us from the city’s heat into the crisp mountain air, fogging the windows. Liberation settled into my lap. We were finally moving about the world freely again, doing what we loved after the madness of the last few years. I gazed through the airplane window, lost in the mountains that cradled us on either side. My serenity broke when the plane made an unexpected sharp jerk to the left. 

			‘Oh God,’ Kelly’s hand gripped my thigh. Another acute jerk provoked an orchestrated gasp from all 16 passengers onboard. 

			Our plane began to tango, dropping a few feet from the sky, then recovering only to be jolted left and right and continue the pattern again. Worried murmurs became frightened screams. I squeezed my eyes shut, but my fear must have been visible. The air hostess reached from behind and stroked my head soothingly.

			‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ she said softly. 

			It was far from okay. Kelly was unconsciously chanting ‘Oh God’ with a hysterical undertone. Terror gushed into every part of my being. I opened my eyes to see how long we had until impact, how long I had left to live. The wheels touched. A millisecond of silence, then enough applause to fill an auditorium. 

			‘Is it always like that?’ Kelly asked as she held her wrist for a heart rate. 

			‘No, that was bad.’ 

			The shock from our plane ride reverberated through me and Kel for the next half hour, though the rest of our team seemed unfazed by the recounts of our near-death experience, and more interested in the Sherpa crew that was assembling around us. Familiar faces and some new ones were gradually taking their place at the lunch table. Along with Mingma, a shy, bubbly young man named Ang Phurba would be our lead Sherpa. His English was present, though I sensed he was self-conscious about using it. Kami, a clearly experienced mountaineer, gave a barely detectable head nod in greeting, oozing a silent but deadly vibe. Mingma’s dad, Lakpa, was back for more adventure, looking a little more worn than when we had last seen him. Finally, there was Pemba, who would be in charge of our porter team. 

			We couldn’t use yaks on this trip due to a precariously steep section of our route called the Amphu Lapcha Pass. Instead, a cheery bunch of 20-something-year-old lads from Mingma’s hometown would carry our duffel bags through the mountains. I watched on, as one of them effortlessly hoisted 30 kilograms of my personal kit onto his back and looped a strap across his forehead to support the weight. The small stab of guilt I felt for not carrying my own gear quickly dissipated after noticing the team seemed genuinely excited to be out on the trails with their mates. Soon after they left, we followed them towards our first tea house. 

			Unlike the throngs of trekkers who exited Lukla towards Everest Base Camp, we headed the opposite way. This granted us an entire valley almost exclusively to ourselves. The southerly direction had drippings of what the Everest trail was like before the secret got out, with less concrete, more dirt, fewer donkeys, and more peace.  We all stretched out our mountain legs through the undulating terrain, battling the self-doubt that comes with altitude breathlessness. Thoughts like, have I done enough? battled for real estate in my mind until I spotted Kelly out in front. She looked like she was performing some sort of first-day ritual with her hands held high over her head.

			‘What you doing, Kel?’ I queried from behind. 

			‘My hands go puffy when I’m wearing a pack. I’m trying to drain them.’ 

			Kel’s superpowers include the ability to make friends with everyone, regardless of age, race or background, and the capacity to fill every break in conversation with outrageous recounts of her dating or work life. Being a frontline nurse for over a decade, she had acquired plenty of bizarre stories to share, and while she drained her digits, she launched into her first tale of the trip.

			‘I was the anaesthetic nurse for a morbidly obese woman having an operation. As she was drifting off to sleep, she mumbles, “My sandwich, my sandwich” numerous times and I said to her, “Don’t worry love, we will get you some food after surgery.” I had the task of putting monitors on her chest after she was asleep and as I was preparing her, I found a Devon sandwich under her left breast. It was definitely one of the strangest finds, and I binned it. Everything went well and she was taken to the recovery unit. Shortly after, a recovery nurse came into our theatre in a flap asking, “Does anyone know where my patient’s Devon sandwich is? She was saving it for after her surgery and is furious that it isn’t where she last left it.”’

			Endless stories carried us to our first tea house, bringing with it the familiar taste of dal bhat and benches covered in rugs too itchy for feet, let alone thighs. Snuggled inside my sleeping bag that night, I floated into a restless slumber while Harriet and Kel’s giggles penetrated the plywood walls. Having invited them, I felt accountable for the team dynamics and was relieved that they were already proving to be a valuable addition.

			While acclimatising over the coming days, we were treated to an unforgettable Nepalese spring. Tiny strawberries framed the paths like something from a Peter Rabbit book, their sweetness tempting me to awkwardly dip myself to the ground with my pack on. Rhododendron forests in full bloom guided us over Mingma’s hometown of Kharikhola. Mingma pointed out his family home to us, his finger landing on a rock structure with a tin roof indistinguishable from the others around it. Tiered plots of land cascaded beneath the house with a goat and some wheat. It was simple, and I understood his pride and its perfection. 

			‘Look at hiiiimmm,’ Harriet’s voice in front made me lift my head. She had stopped to feed crackers to a scruffy-looking thing on the path. An unapologetic dog lover, she had stopped to pat or feed every furry creature under hip height since we left Lukla. ‘I’m going to name him Tyler. Come on, Tyler.’ 

			With our latest team member padding at my heels, I got to know Stéphane. The lanky Montreal local had limbs that stretched into the space around him like an ancient gum tree whose branches never stopped growing.  His veins sat on top of his skin resembling an external plumbing system. His feet were encased by shoes he had scoured the world to find—size 15 isn’t all that common. Though he had climbed extensively across the globe, sometimes alone, other times with his girlfriend, he had a limited amount of summit success. ‘I hope I won’t be bad luck for you guys. I haven’t got to the top of anything in a long time,’ he disclosed. Stéphane would use Mera Peak to prepare for his third attempt at Ama Dablam. It was evident that the summit wasn’t the reason he went to the mountains. The man just loved the outdoors. Even so, I hoped we could play a part in breaking his losing streak. 

			To help with our success, we ventured off course for a morning to seek good luck at the Pangom Monastery. The most structurally sound building in the valley sat at the end of an exhausting set of concrete stairs and housed a handful of teenage monks in the making. They rushed out to greet us, following with curious eyes as we walked around the exterior of the building three times, spinning the prayer wheels and whispering the Sanskrit prayer, Om Mani Padme Hum, that decorated the cylinders. Though I didn’t know the direct translation, I knew those words held a value in the mountains beyond any English prayer I had learned in school. We left the monks a gift, Tyler the dog, and continued deeper into the Hinku Valley.

			Uneven stone staircases challenged our fitness through thick moss-covered woods. They delivered us to views that lasted only footsteps, before diving back into the cool of the trees. In the first week, we again embraced the gift of time. Breaks stretched themselves out long enough for us to take off our shoes and air our toes. Waterholes offered welcomed opportunities for showers. Rarely visited tea houses with steaming bottomless thermoses of chai held our spirits high. With every conversation, card game, and exchange of personal details between strangers, our team was finding its rhythm. Ang Phurba’s shyness had evaporated, Stéphane had become our mountain father, and an overall bond was forming that would be crucial for our success.
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			We woke to a moody morning at a popular tea house. Teams that were retreating from Mera Peak warmed themselves around the dining hall fire. One man looked particularly beaten. His face was patchy, deep brown in some places, cracked and peeling in others, evidence of terrible snow burn. He’d forgotten to coat up with sunscreen when the dawn broke on the summit. We had chosen Mera as our first of the three peaks because it’s known to be a technically simple trekking peak, though this man’s skin damage was a reminder that it still came with its dangers. 

			The sun’s warmth parted the mist, granting us our first clear view of Mera’s beauty. Although we weren’t  on the side we would be climbing, I couldn’t look away; my eyes scanned her angles in search of the best way through. A once-glaciated valley of boulders guided us closer towards her until she ducked behind the other frosted giants. 

			My body and mind were feeling better than ever. Although I was aching to get to base camp and taste the suffering only steep slopes and thin air can provide, I knew that haste would only impede my progress. We still had four more days until the job was on. 

			A rest day at Thalang allowed us to push higher to around 5,100 metres on a nearby hill. ‘Guys, snow!’ Harriet exclaimed as she dove at a clump on the side of the trail. It was her first time seeing the white stuff, and it reminded me of how new everything about this experience was for her. She was a sun seeker and had barely worn a jumper before, let alone crampons and GORE-TEX. 

			Just near our top out point, the postcard-perfect sky disintegrated into a snowstorm. The dramatic shift in weather created the ideal classroom for teachings on how quickly conditions can change in the mountains. Winds were whipping at our earlobes and our hands were losing feeling fast. We wasted no time before retracing our steps below the storm and back into oxygen.

			The following day we moved to the final tea house before the summit, and it was clear that Harriet and altitude were not mixing. Though she hid it well, I felt for her as nausea hit regularly, causing her to hunch over on the side of the trail. She put in a mammoth effort that day, and crashed into the communal room in Khare, desperate for rest. 

			I was surprised to see such a luxurious tea house so far up the valley. Normally, the more remote places had far fewer amenities, as supplies had to be carried in by hand. But after some eavesdropping, I figured out why it had extravagances like chocolate spread and more than one toilet. ‘We didn’t summit. I got food poisoning, and this one pulled his calf muscle,’ a couple of middle-aged English fellas conversed loudly while enjoying some end-of-adventure beers. ‘The chopper is coming tomorrow to take us back to Kathmandu.’ Soon after, another unsuccessful team entered with a similar story, and another chopper extraction was planned. Helicopters coming in this regularly meant unlimited supply drops.  

			Kelly’s face scrunched at the news. ‘Doesn’t seem like there’s been much success.’ 

			‘I wouldn’t let that worry you,’ I responded, knowing Mera attracts a broad, slightly less prepared, clientele as it is often advertised as an ‘easy trekking peak’. Even so, you still have to put in the work to get to the top. Their failures were like fuel to my fire. I was so ready to stand on my first ever 6,000 metre summit. ‘We’ve got this in the bag, Kel.’ 

			Unlike my previous trip to altitude, I now embraced modern medicine realising it could make the difference between an enjoyable experience and wanting to crawl headfirst into my sleeping bag. I added half a Diamox  tablet and an aspirin to my bedtime routine to calm the pound in my forehead. It worked a treat, and I woke from a dreamless ten-hour sleep ready to tackle our base camp rotation day. 

			I’d grown accustomed to waking up hearing Kel and Harriet’s uncontrollable laughter and rapid-fire conversations, as if so much had happened while they slept that they couldn’t wait to discuss it. But on this particular morning, their usual antics were absent. 

			‘Hello?’ I tapped on the door and inched it open. Harriet was wrapped in every item of clothing she owned. 

			‘Is it really cold today?’ her voice broke through the layers. Frost had formed across the windows overnight, so it was chilly, but not five jumpers’ kind of chilly. The training day we had planned on the lower slopes of Mera was going to suck her dry.  
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			Walking in high altitude mountaineering footwear is like trying to get around with two moon boots on. You’re robbed of all movement from your toes to the top of your calves, making it even more difficult to navigate over rocky terrain. By the time I got it together on our training day, we were pulling up to add crampons into the mix in preparation to walk up the steepest section of the mountain. We all locked our ice claws to the bottom of our feet before roping into each other’s harnesses, in what was a life-saving version of a conga line. If one of us slipped without the rope, it would be hard to stop a terrifying tumble beyond rescue. By staying connected, our collective weight could arrest the fall should someone start sliding off course. I appreciated Mingma’s precautions. 

			As we began up the slope, I watched the girls struggle to walk in their uncomfortable footwear, and concern caught in my throat like a fishbone. The overwhelming sense of responsibility I felt for Kelly and Harriet’s safety was something I had never encountered on an expedition, or in general life until this point, and the feeling only magnified in the next few seconds.

			‘Stop, stop, stop!’ a call hurtled through the air from behind. I saw Harriet’s face glaze over like a Krispy Kreme and she stuck an arm out just before her face hit the snow. We all waited, watching, unsure of what was happening or what to do. ‘Just give me a second,’ she choked. My worry for her was so much bigger than myself, and, strangely, I finally understood what my girlfriends in the newborn stages of motherhood had been trying to explain to me. The knowledge that you were the one who brought this bright-eyed human to this point. That they were in your care and relying on you, and if something terrible happened to them, you would never be able to forgive yourself. As the one with the experience, I felt it was my duty to keep the girls out of harm’s way. 

			It became apparent that this is what Luke had always felt for me. It was why he had given up on his dream  of summiting Ama Dablam three years earlier. It was the reason he walked on the outside of the footpath, and why he preferred to drive the car instead of being a passenger. I wanted to summit, but more than that, I wanted to make sure my friends returned to their lives in Australia, unharmed. 

			‘She’s alright. She just needs OJ!’ Kelly assured us. Puzzled, the team watched as some orange juice was exchanged between the two. We learned that Harriet was a serial ankle twister, and when it happens, she doesn’t just say ‘ouch’, she passes out. This had been happening for years, and as her best friend, Kelly had witnessed it many times and they had found the remedy: orange juice. Within the minute, Harriet was back on her feet and we continued on, but worry lingered over me like second-hand cigarette smoke, making it even harder to breathe. 

			It was a slow and stumbly return to warmth and hot chocolates. Collapsing into the tea house, we were greeted by a red-nosed girl sitting in the dining hall, coughing and spluttering, unconcerned for others as if we hadn’t just lived through three years of learning how to contain airborne disease. I was desperate to avoid sickness this time around. Yok and I glared and stared at the girl, clearly displaying our agitation at her threatening to end our trip. Luke, on the other hand, was all kindness and empathy. He ran to the room and offered her our cough medicine and lozenges. In between evil eyes, I pulled up my buff over my nose, grateful to hear that she had decided not to attempt to go higher in her condition. 

			Our rest day passed quickly, and the push to high camp was upon us. Everything I needed was packed into one duffel for the porters, leaving just a few extra layers of clothing, food, and water for me to carry. Long before we were ready to leave, three of the porters asked for our duffels. If they didn’t have huge bright yellow bags strapped to their heads, you would’ve thought they were just a few teenage guys heading off to the cinemas wearing jeans, Nikes and T-shirts. 

			‘Where are their crampons?’ I asked Mingma.

			‘They don’t need,’ he replied nonchalantly, and off they charged up a 1,000-metre snow-covered mountain, probably stopping for a smoke on the way. I was in awe, knowing they’d be back down before we had even traversed the boulders. 

			We kept our hiking shoes on as long as possible before needing to switch over to boots and crampons. The sky was clear and showed no sign of shifting, so we took our time. I chomped on a Mars Bar and found a rock to relieve myself behind, knowing there wasn’t going to be any privacy for about two days straight. Kel seemed in good spirits, but Harriet had barely mumbled a sassy comment since we left the tea house. I made a point of not asking her how she was. Nobody wants to be prodded about how they feel when it’s very evident they are hoping the ground will swallow them whole. Though she was clearly hurting, she’d also spent a decade as an athlete and knew her limits. She knew how far to push before pulling back, and despite buckling over with nausea, she kept trooping on without complaint. 

			
			

			Unfortunately, her efforts weren’t enough to impress the weather Gods. Minutes after reaching the plateau, the crisp blue that hung above us rumbled into grey. The entire mountain fell into darkness and the world went white. All visuals were stolen as ice lashed at us, freezing any exposed skin and forcing me to add more GORE-TEX. I could just barely make out an outline of Harriet buckled over her trekking poles ahead. It was one thing to experience snow for the first time when a hot fire and marshmallows were waiting for you. It was a totally different thing fighting through a storm on the way to overused tents and overflowing pit toilets. I was glad she had no concept of the lack of comfort she was creeping towards. 

			Being tied onto each other, our pace was dictated by the person in front and behind, and the going was slow. My mind wandered off, long enough to cause my left crampon spike to catch in my right strap. I came down hard, slamming both knees onto the ice simultaneously. It shocked me back to life like a defibrillator, surging focus and determination through me like electricity. I jumped back up to my feet before the rope was pulled tight by the person in front.

			Stéphane had started his day before us. He’d hoped to summit in one big push from the tea house, but the storm had forced him back. His figure appeared through the clouds, moving directly towards Harriet. He took the burden of her bag away and, like a shepherd watching over his flock, stayed with us until camp.  

			There was no opportunity for sightseeing. I dove straight into my tent and stayed zipped up until I could hear the storm begin to quiet down outside. The wind settled. The Sherpas began to rustle. ‘Babe, you gotta see this,’ Luke spoke softly through the orange nylon walls. I pushed the snow off the fly and unzipped into a dreamscape. Fresh powder coated the small mountain city of fifteen tents. Behind me a foreboding rock feature sheltered us from prevailing winds, while ten metres ahead, the ground abruptly dropped off into obscurity. Sheer ice walls towered to my right, with cracks spreading through them like shattered glass windows. 

			Apart from one small American team, high camp was relatively uncrowded, so Luke and I allocated ourselves a tent each. Sleeping separately had become our secret weapon to a loving and resentment-free relationship. It began one night at home, when I tossed around like I was losing a Jiu-Jitsu match, keeping Luke awake. There was an unhealthy amount of hostility towards me the following day while he battled brain fog, so we decided to save our marriage and move into separate rooms. It was heaven, and we never went back. Having my own tent at high camp doubled my chances of getting some much-needed sleep before the summit push in eight hours’ time. 

			Mingma made the rounds, handing out hot Tang and Ra Ra noodles. The basic, orange-flavoured drink was surprisingly uplifting, and the noodles were much needed. I coupled the meal with two Panadol and a Diamox and sat cross-legged and alone in my tent, relishing my 4 p.m. dinner.

			‘Well, if anything is going to make us sick, it’s this,’ Luke’s voice broke through, crucifying my moment.

			‘Why you gotta say that, man?’ 

			
			

			‘Cos it’s true!’ 

			I tried to outwit any food poisoning lurking in my dish with visualisation techniques. I wiggled down into my sleeping bag, pulled my buff over my eyelids, wedged a hot bottle of water in my crotch, and visualised myself standing on top of my first peak. 
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			I fumbled to illuminate the blue light on my Casio. One-fifteen a.m. A clamour erupted from the cook tent, enough to ensure I wouldn’t get back to sleep. I began my slow process of pulling on clothes while trying to retain the heat built up in my sleeping bag. I had slept in my thermals and kept the other layers tucked into my bag, keeping them warm and ready to slip on. Under the light of my head torch, I cracked open some hand warmers, slipped them inside my gloves, and began packing my bag for the push. Down pants, sunscreen, sunglasses, spare batteries, a hat, snacks, and water. There was little to carry because I was wearing most of it. After six solid hours of sleep, I felt pleasantly rested and reasonably sharp for the middle of the night. 

			I heaved on my boots and approached the cook tent’s glow, finding Luke wrapped around a steaming rice pudding. Mingma poured me tea with enough sugar to make caramel sauce seem tangy. It was heaven, and I knew the calories would be put to good use very soon. I chased it down with more Panadol and Diamox.

			‘Harriet’s out, guys,’ announced a voice from behind a blinding head torch. It was a night full of shivering and dry retching for her, so she would remain at camp and wait for us. At least she would have company. The other members of the American team weren’t adapting to the altitude either, and only one of them would attempt to summit that day. This left the entire mountain almost exclusively to us. 

			Stars hovered overhead as Mingma led the 3 a.m. exit from camp. We immediately crested over the massive rock wall that had sheltered the tents overnight. Not a puff of wind hit us, a comforting sign. We moved over glaciers for the first few hours, while staying attached to one another by ropes. This protected us against the unforeseen crevasses that shift and change with the seasons. 

			I was at the front, just behind Mingma. The fresh dump of snow, from the day before, filled the tracks like putty, leaving Mingma to forge his own path in the darkness. The route he guided us on was more of a zigzag than a straight line, making me a little nervous. I kept my head down and focused on my steps, my breathing, and establishing some sort of rhythm. The faintest silhouette of the mountain appeared on the horizon like a beacon. I felt Mingma’s confidence return, and his route-finding became more direct. It was hard to get lost on  a mountain like Mera. There weren’t any large flat expanses, so as long as we continued going up, we would eventually arrive somewhere near the summit. 

			The cloudless skies were a double-edged sword, that sliced at us for the first hour and a half; it was freezing. Our pace was too slow to warm us up, and the whole team’s hands were getting dangerously cold. I let my trekking poles hang from my wrists and bashed my hands together like I was giving a standing ovation. Although every part of me was cold, it was my injury from the cycling trip that was worrying me. Those two fingers were completely numb.

			‘Sorry, guys, I’ve got to stop,’ Kelly’s voice broke through my thick beanie. The team paused and Kelly dropped to the ground, exhausted. ‘How much longer?’ she asked, aware that the answer wouldn’t be what she wanted to hear. 

			‘Maybe around two more hours,’ Mingma replied. The soft outline of the summit was getting more distinguishable, and I thought Mingma was overestimating to be safe.

			‘It’s right there, isn’t it?’ Kelly voiced my thoughts. 

			‘No, that is not the summit,’ Mingma replied apologetically. Realising a false summit is a traumatic event for a tired person, and never being one to hide her feelings, her response was classic Kelly.

			‘OH MAN, you’re kidding!’ I could hear Yok and Luke clapping frantically like I was. We had to keep moving. Luke crouched down next to Kelly to give her the ultimatum. 

			‘Kel, we can’t wait around much longer, we gotta pick up the pace otherwise we are all going to freeze. If you can, let’s do it. If not, you have to go down now.’ 

			The anguish of that exact decision was still fresh in my mind. Could she summit? Probably, with enough time. Would it cost her or another team member the top of a finger or more? Possibly. Would she ever be back to try again? Who knows. These are all the things that run through your head without the luxury of time to weigh up the pros and cons. This is where your training, self-awareness, and past experiences are critical for making the right choice. 

			‘I’ll go down.’ I felt the sorrow in her decision as we rearranged the team. 

			Mingma and Kelly began the descent to camp while Ang Phurba took the lead. He had enough energy to rival the sun. He didn’t just hike; he hopped, skipped or ran across trails. He immediately set a cracking pace, helping defrost our fingers. Coupled with the breaking dawn, life entered my veins again.

			As we moved higher, more crevasses appeared. A small jumpable crack opened in the ice ahead, dividing the mountain in two. Ang Phurba went first, effortlessly passing over the gap by stepping on a small ice bridge. I followed, careful to step exactly where he had, even though I could clearly see the abyss either side of where his  foot had landed. The ice gave way instantly under my weight and swallowed my leg up to the hip. Ang Phurba was quick on the rope, hauling me out before I had a chance to save myself. Luke and Yok watched on in laughter. 

			‘What the hell happened there?’ Luke asked, perplexed.

			‘He didn’t fall in, so I figured I’d just step where he did.’ It made complete sense in my head. 

			‘But that’s where the crevasse is,’ Luke said. My logic of tracing footsteps didn’t override Luke’s logic of avoiding the gaping hole beneath. 

			I like to learn lessons multiple times, so when the next crevasse presented itself, I again placed my steps precisely where Ang Phurba’s had been. Pop. My leg punched through the ice and Ang Phurba dragged me out to the sound of Yok and Luke’s cackles.

			‘You just like falling in holes, or what?’ Luke couldn’t resist.

			‘He stood right there too!’ I exclaimed.

			‘Yes, but he weighs half of you.’ Annoyed, I tucked Luke’s logic in my pocket for later. The team continued to move well together, taking short, infrequent breaks until we reached a spot that I assumed was the saddle. 

			‘This is central summit. Do you want to stop here or keep going up?’ Ang Phurba pointed up a steep incline just beyond us. Mera Peak is divided into three summits, the north being the highest, and what I always thought was the goal. Where we stood evoked about as much excitement as flossing, and I knew there was something more special if I just went that little bit further. 

			‘I don’t mind. I’m happy either way,’ Luke said.

			‘I’ll finish here and take some photos,’ echoed Yok.

			‘I’m going to the top,’ I said, genuinely surprised that the other two didn’t want to finish the job after coming this far.

			It was 7 a.m., and the sun had fully coated the mountain in cloud-free warmth. The man’s snow-burnt face from a few days ago flashed in my mind, so I lathered myself up in sunscreen and prepared for the final push. Yok stayed put to take photos of our ascent. 

			Over the next 30 minutes, Luke, Ang Phurba, Kami, and I moved hand over hand on a fixed line up a white wall of snow. We arrived at 6,476 metres to an empty summit, four and a half hours after we had left high camp. 

			The scene trumped any I have ever witnessed. Panoramic views of the world’s most talked about peaks stood unobstructed before me. Everest, Lhotse, Nuptse, Cho Oyu, and Ama Dablam, all popped against a background so blue that it made me question if I had ever really seen the sky before. 

			I hugged my husband to celebrate my first summit, one long-term love affair standing on top of another newly born. It had been four years and two failed attempts since my desire to climb a mountain emerged, and the accomplishment felt so primal that I almost wanted to beat my chest. I couldn’t wait for the next mountain.

			
			

			There was no rush against time, weather, or fatigue, so we enjoyed ourselves at the summit before heading back to Yok. We retraced our tracks to high camp, long jumping over crevasses. I held my head high the whole descent, taking in all the visuals I hadn’t been privy to during our pitch-black ascent. 

			By the time we reached camp, Kelly’s energy and enthusiasm had been restored. ‘Yahoo! Well done, guys!’ she cheered. Harriet, however, still hadn’t budged. She only had another hour to rest while we packed our gear to move out of camp. The day was far from over. 

			We continued down the other side of the valley on unseen trails towards Island Peak. It was four more hours of patella-jarring downhills to reach Mingma’s dad, who ran at us through falling snow with a hot thermos of Tang. It was another hour before the team crashed into a cook tent to a heart-warming homemade soup from Kami. In another superhuman Sherpa moment, Kami had summitted with us that morning, then made it back to camp hours before us to cook dinner. 

			We had completed one mountain. Two to go. 

			
			

			14

			Three Peaks 
Island Peak and Lobuche East

			Twelve hours of deep, oxygenated sleep later, I woke to an unexplored valley. Over the next two days we meandered our way past lakes so large they melted into the horizon, and I wondered if I was truly landlocked. We listened to soul-wrenching stories of humble tea house owners who had survived catastrophic earthquakes, while their loved ones perished. And we were treated to spectacular landscapes of natural rocky ball pits that rolled on for kilometres. Eventually, we made it to the base of the Amphu Lapcha Pass, the only other way out of the isolated valley. 

			A 5 a.m. start brought us closer to the glaciated cliffs. Fresh powder had fallen overnight, which kept us from losing our footing as we followed the porters who zig-zagged across the terrain, finding the path of least resistance. Soon, there was nowhere to go but straight up. Without the ice, it would’ve been an easy rock scramble to the top. With ice, the cliff was a vertical death trap. We waited patiently for Mingma to set up fixed ropes for us to use as lifesaving handrails. Once secure, we would attach our jumars to them and safely chug our way up the short sharp sections.

			In retrospect, the nice thing to do would’ve been to send someone up first who had previous climbing experience, used a jumar before, or even someone who had eaten in the last 48 hours. Unfortunately, Harriet had done none of those things. She spent the next ten minutes performing Harriet on Ice, the Vertical Spectacular. Kelly and I couldn’t contain our laughter. Her persistence was commendable, although she had no choice: we had to get over the pass. 

			As we scrambled our way to 5,845 meters, I could feel the team’s vigour diminishing. Mingma was busy securing the path ahead, so Kelly and I stayed close together while Luke took Harriet under his wing, simultaneously making sure everyone was hydrated and safe. 

			An unusual section of ice formations, called penitents, jutted up like a sea of pope hats, and we swivelled through them like we were dodging New York City crowds. As we closed in on the top, an enormous ice shelf hung above us, blocking the sky. ‘Take a break now. Don’t rest under the serac,’ Luke instructed. Kelly and I caught our breaths before making the quick dash to the other side. 

			A brewing storm forced us to maintain our pace until we topped out. Sucking in air like it was on sale, I joined Luke to rest and unhook my crampons. When I was close enough to kiss his lips, he said something he  wouldn’t remember, but I will never forget. ‘I don’t worry about you like I used to on expeditions. I know you can handle yourself.’

			I felt as if I was standing on stage in a black gown, being handed a diploma. Five years into my studies of Mother Nature, I passed my Master’s in Adventure. I wanted to throw my helmet into the sky in celebration. His confidence in me, though not needed, was appreciated. I knew he meant it, and I knew I felt it in my bones too. The experience I’d gained in the five years, since the Gobi crossing, was earned one adventure at a time. It had turned me into a more confident and capable woman, not just in the outdoors, but in all situations. What excited me most was that there was still so much more to learn. 

			 The short rest at the top revitalised us all enough to navigate the sheer drop-off on the other side. Porters were hoisted down first via homemade rope harnesses, and we were told to prepare our belay devices. One by one, we attached ourselves to the rope and disappeared over the edge. Though I hadn’t initially given much thought to this day on our itinerary, it was turning into the most exciting part of the expedition. At the bottom of an exhilarating 30 metre abseil, I clipped onto a permanent steel cable and traversed 20 metres, back to the semi-solid ground. We all waited on an unstable narrow ledge for the rest of the team to arrive, before navigating down the scree onto the Imja Valley floor. 

			The team spread out across the valley walking at our own pace, following a natural chute between the mountains. An hour after Luke and I spilt into the Chhukung tea house, Kelly and Harriet still hadn’t arrived. Where were they? To my relief, they came bouncing into the packed courtyard high on mountain air and life, and I was happy to see that Harriet had recovered with the increase in oxygen.

			Over vegetable momo entrées, Mingma briefed us about the next few days and congratulated us on our efforts so far. ‘Well done. You crossed the second most dangerous pass in Nepal today.’ We all stopped mid-bite. 

			‘I thought that felt sketchy,’ Kelly laughed through a mouthful of french fries. Ignorance had worked out wonderfully for us this time.

			A full rest day, and my first shower in a week, were all the foreplay needed to inspire a little rumble with Luke beneath the sleeping bag. ‘Oh my God, I’m dying,’ I gasped. Luke and I had barely started rocking and rolling.

			‘My heart, it’s going to explode!’ Luke held his chest. Sex at altitude is 90% interval training and 10% pleasure. 

			We dressed and entered the hallway to find Kelly playing nurse. Lakpa was curled up in his room, his head tilted back with a bloody rag clumped around his nose. He dipped his head briefly and I caught a glimpse of his bloodshot eyes. 

			‘It has been like this all night,’ Mingma said with concern.

			‘It’s a good thing he probably won’t know what these are. Get him to stick them up his nose.’ Kelly handed  over two tampons to stem the flow. Mingma explained that his dad’s drinking had worsened over the years, and it was normal for him to finish a bottle a night. I empathised with him, aware Lakpa was likely drinking himself into an early grave, just like my dad. Even without alcohol, my body was at the point of diminishing returns. My wounds weren’t healing, my lips cracked, and even sleep wasn’t enough to restore slowly vanishing muscles. I couldn’t imagine adding whisky to the mix. 

			Stéphane left us that morning to tackle Ama Dablam. The rest of us ate, drank, and played cards in a crowded dining hall, filled with teams in transit to and from Island Peak. Having spent the last few days outdoors, void of crowds and bacteria, I’d become too relaxed with my sickness avoidance protocols. Spending 12 hours in a hot damp room of coughing was a mistake I would only realise later. 

			The following afternoon we backtracked along the tranquil trail towards Island Peak Base Camp. It was a popular hike for day trippers travelling from the Everest Valley, who wanted to see what a mountaineering base was all about without the commitment of a strenuous climb. 

			After we arrived and threw our bags in a tent, we ventured to the dining tent, looking for food. The floral tablecloth covering the dining table had just enough patterns to camouflage a month of spaghetti stains. An English couple sat at the far end, and the woman politely introduced herself and her husband. 

			‘We’ve had this peak planned for three years, but you know … lockdowns,’ she said.

			‘At least you’ll be over-prepared with all that extra time you had to train,’ I offered. The couple made eyes at each other, implying this wasn’t the case. 

			‘We’ve been a bit slack. Hubby’s a mountain guide back home, so he’s fit. I’m just looking forward to dropping a few kilos so I can fit into a dress I bought for summer,’ she said without a hint of humour. The comment from the slender 50-year-old woman pinched my tongue. Here we sat, about to tackle a huge physical task that only a tiny portion of the entire population would have the chance to attempt, among the most mesmerising backdrop, and it was all trumped by the goal of fitting into a smaller dress size. 

			Her words sent me straight back to the days of measuring my self-worth by the numbers on the scales and the size of my clothes. I recalled wanting the same thing from my first few hiking trips, where I counted steps and calories rather than counting my lucky stars that I was able to go on such an amazing trip. My mind flicked through memories of the years I spent avoiding settings where I couldn’t bring my Tupperware of portion-controlled food. The seemingly endless pursuit of squeezing myself into smaller sized clothes and ending up with a smaller life because of it. I could’ve easily grown up to be like this woman, halfway from birth and halfway to death, still measuring life and her own meaning by her body weight. I wanted to shake her, and hug her, and tell her to stop it, because she was missing the best parts. The conversation carried on around me, while I thought back to everything I had achieved since my days of hunching over a toilet bowl, knowing how easily it could’ve  been very different. I silently thanked young Elise for the choices that corrected her path before re-joining the dining table chats. 
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			My eyes shot open. It should’ve been my alarm that woke me, but unfortunately, it was my bowels. I grabbed at the WAG Bag, something I made sure to pack after the trauma of our previous Nepal trip. 

			 ‘Block your ears!’ I shouted in a whisper to Luke, who was asleep beside me in our tent, before total digestive system failure occurred. I was happy to have an aggressive start to summit day in the tent if it prevented it from happening up on the mountain.

			Our procedures were dialled in from Mera, so it was a smooth 1:30 a.m. escape from camp. Harriet had decided the night before that she would stay at the base. Though disappointed, I respected her decision after seeing her suffer through a week of nausea. 

			The first three to five hours of the Imja Tse trail are rocky, steep switchbacks. Ang Phurba led the charge at his usual cracking pace. We all kept up, including Kelly, who made it clear that she was not going to let this be a repeat of her Mera attempt. 

			An hour in, we all peeled off layers to cool down. Without worrying about my fingers freezing, daydreams came easily, and the first hours flew by as I reflected on my past adventures and contemplated what future ones might lay in store.

			I broke my trance to look up at the moon, but it was the flickering stars that caught my attention. Their strange linear constellations made me slow my pace and take notice. I suddenly realised that they weren’t stars. Head torches from other teams were so high on the mountain that they seemed to merge into space. Even in complete darkness, the scale of this place was mind-boggling.

			‘Kelly, you are cruising, mate!’ We were three hours in, and I was genuinely impressed with her efforts.

			‘Let me know if I’m too fast for you guys, don’t want to tire you out, you know,’ she quipped from the front, her wit fully intact. It was a good sign. 

			Temperatures plummeted just before dawn, so we took it as an opportunity to change into our mountaineering boots and break for a snack. A narrow, icy ridgeline initiated the need for crampons, and then the climbing began. One of the appeals of Island Peak is that its features change drastically from season to season. Sometimes, there can be long, vertigo-inducing ladder crossings over deep crevasses, and at other times, parts of the climb are nothing more than a stomp through the undulating snow. In my training sessions at home, I set up horizontal  ladders across two fallen trees, practising the awkward walk in my crampons. I was disappointed to hear my efforts would be wasted this season because the cuts in the ice had healed. Better to have the skill and not need it. 

			The glacier offered me two different opportunities to practice not falling into crevasses. I mustered a bold leap each time to pass over the metre-wide cracks, glad to have the full light of day to do it in. 

			A huge chasm ahead threatened to swallow us whole and spit out the bones if we got too close. We safely navigated around it, then crossed two hundred metres on a comfortable plateau to reach the crux of the day, a 130-metre-high wall of vertical ice and rock. As other teams crawled up and down, we waited at the bottom for the hordes to clear. We dumped our bags and took only what we needed to give ourselves the best chance at a clean, lightweight summit push. I was happy to rest. The conditions were near perfect, and rushing just to wait in a dangerous hanging queue would’ve been a mistake. 

			The queues dissolved and it was our turn to climb. Almost immediately, I had to attach my jumar to the iced-over line. I tried to keep my movements subtle and intentional, keenly aware that there were people above and below me attached to the same rope who could feel every move I made. 

			About halfway up, my momentum was stalled by a traffic jam. In mountaineering, those ascending get right of way. A few teams above us had started their descent before we could get through. We couldn’t go up, and no one could come down. Mingma tried to resolve the situation to no avail. With five different languages and 20 personalities to contend with, a long, uncomfortable wait ensued before anyone moved. 

			Eventually, our team was able to shimmy safely to the side of the main rope. The teams above began to rappel down rapidly and without care, not bothering to look below. I swung out of the way of free-range crampons that were centimetres from piercing through my thighs, yelling to warn my team below to stay clear and push hard to the sides. Once the chaos cleared, our team of seven had the entire mountain to ourselves and our ascent continued. 

			The last vertical section soaked up my energy like a Tim Tam in tea. When I stopped to catch my breath, I saw Kelly charging up the cliff behind me as if we were eight minutes, not eight hours, into the day. I was so damn proud of her. ‘Yeah, Kelly! You’re amazing!’ I cheered. The full-time nurse and part-time exerciser with no mountaineering experience was minutes from standing on top of her first ever 6,000-metre peak. 

			‘Thank you! I appreciate that,’ she yelled back.

			One by one, we all made the slow and elegant march across the final ridgeline to take our place on a small yet spectacular summit. I had enough cognition and energy to remind myself to look up, down, out, and around. It felt magical to be able to absorb it all. I knew from Luke’s mountaineering stories that it was rare to have weather conditions favourable enough to allow you to stay on a summit for longer than a minute; I had experienced two  in less than a week. We drank some hot chocolate and filled our cameras with photos while roped into a safety line, preparing ourselves for the descent. 

			Luke and Yok whizzed over the cliff and out of sight, enjoying the traffic-free abseil to the bottom. Kelly and I took our time with Mingma, after noticing one of the rope anchors had come loose just as she was about to put her weight on it. Then, safely at the bottom of the wall, we repeated the morning in reverse: throwing on our packs, crossing the plateau, untying from each other, taking off crampons, removing boots, gathering up our cached trekking poles, and stumbling down the last 1,000 metres of elevation, back to base camp and Harriet. We had an hour to rest and pack our gear before making our way to the tea house.

			After 14 hours of effort, we could finally relax. I lay in bed that night, showered, with a belly full of salami pizza, my body pulsing with pain and pride. I looked over at Luke with a dopey smile to say goodnight. 

			‘I can’t get warm,’ he said from under his minus 30-degree-rated sleeping bag. Fever was setting in, and over the next few hours it turned into a chest infection. Just past midnight I heard him rustling around.

			‘What’s up, babe?’ 

			‘I got my earplug stuck in my ear.’ I reached for my tweezers. It was a long night.

			Running on summit highs and sugary chais, we crossed the valley over a few hours to Pheriche the next day in preparation for our third and final mountain, Lobuche East. Luke nursed his infection, wishing he hadn’t given up our cough medicine back at Mera Peak. 

			A familiar sight welcomed us as we entered our next tea house. Everything was just as I remembered it from a previous trip: material. Napkins, placemats, decorations, tissue holders, all made from floral material, just like at Grandma’s house. To prevent other trekkers from getting sick, we isolated as a team in the upstairs sunroom. There were a few rest days planned in the itinerary, so although healing at altitude was a challenge, it gave Luke a minor shot at recovery. For the next two days, Luke quarantined in his own room, but despite the effort to minimize contagion, I woke with a chesty cough the morning we were scheduled to move to high camp. 

			Within the first few hours of waking, I squandered my toilet paper rations on nose blowing and counted the minutes between ibuprofen doses. At around 10 a.m., Mingma knocked on my door. It was decision time: push through and try for the summit or stay and rest. I could barely lift my head off the pillow.

			‘I don’t think I can, Mingma,’ I surrendered. 

			I could hear Kelly, Yok, and Harriet readying their gear outside, and disappointment began to curdle inside me. I dragged myself out to wish them luck, watching forlornly as they disappeared down the trail towards Lobuche. After their figures faded, I stayed outside, contemplating the mountain that I wouldn’t get to climb. I needed that short moment alone to remind myself that she wasn’t going anywhere. 

			
			

			Luke and I dozed in and out of consciousness, keeping an eye on the mountain from afar for any sign of our team’s progress, and debriefing about another adventure chapter that had nearly closed. 

			‘You know what I realised?’ Luke asked. ‘I’ve been cutting myself short in my training leading up to this trip, finishing workouts early, thinking that’ll do.’

			‘The “good enough” trap,’ I replied, knowing exactly what he was talking about.

			‘Exactly! I think that’s why on Mera I said I didn’t mind if we stopped on the lower summit because it was good enough.’ What he said made perfect sense, and I confessed that I had been doing the same thing but had called myself out on it just before the trip. 

			‘Do you think you would’ve been disappointed if you didn’t go to the higher summit?’ I asked.

			‘Definitely,’ he replied, not missing a beat. Without saying it, Luke had confirmed what I thought. ‘Good enough’ is never truly good enough in retrospect. 

			Our conversation tapered, and we looked out to see a huge storm system rolling over the top of Lobuche. By sundown, the whole valley was covered in a menacing cloud and soft spring snow began to fall. If we were feeling the storm at 4,370 metres, they would be in the thick of it at 5,400 where they slept. I went to bed, hoping we hadn’t used up all our weather chips. 

			I peeped out the bedroom curtain the following morning to a complete whiteout. If conditions were good, they would be hours into their summit push by now. Luke and I sat in the sunroom, watching out the window and waiting for news, when a little Thai face broke through the fog. 

			Yok trudged up the tea house stairs alone. ‘Me and Kelly were getting ready to climb at 2 a.m., but Mingma told us the weather was too bad. The girls aren’t far behind me.’ I was disappointed for them, though it helped to know that the outcome would’ve been the same even if I had been healthy enough to join the climb.  

			Our schedule didn’t allow for another attempt at Lobuche, so over the next few days we quickly descended the Everest tourist trail. My lungs began to clear as the air thickened, and by the time we reunited with Stéphane in Namche Bazaar, I could breathe again. Stéphane looked like he’d been buried in an avalanche on Ama Dablam. His frame was even more skeletal, with bleeding lips and wounds to match. Unfortunately, despite his 20 hours of effort on summit day, he didn’t get the ultimate view from the top. 

			We had a night to celebrate our success with the team in Lukla before the Sherpas and porters hiked back to their respective villages. In the few hours between tips being handed out and dinner, the young porters had gone out in the town of five shops and bought new kicks and outfits. They returned to the dining hall shiny and new, with fresh haircuts to match. Twenty-year-olds are just 20-year-olds, no matter where they are. 

			Before our flight out the following morning, we all stood at the fence along the runway, watching the planes  take off. Yok captured a beautiful image of the plane ahead of ours rolling down the runway. The air was still as we boarded our aircraft, and our flight to Kathmandu was perfectly, and delightfully, uneventful. 

			Back at the hotel, I stood in front of a mirror and gasped at the degradation I saw. During our 26-day expedition, the mountains had ripped kilograms of muscle and fat away from my body. I had been wearing a buff around my neck the whole trip and could slip it comfortably over my hips to be worn as a boob tube. It was the thinnest I had seen myself since my bodybuilding years. It occurred to me that this image was what I had strived towards for years, via ridiculous diets and self-hate. It was ironic that what I was seeing was the result of following a completely different path, tackling one of the most epic adventures I had ever endured, all while stuffing my face with Snickers bars. 

			[image: ]

			Ten days after returning to Tasmania, my weight returned to normal. The wounds on my shins from where my boots dug in had healed and the churning in my guts from the questionable cuisine had calmed down. I stood in the shower, my second luxurious clean of the day, and noticed the toenail on my pinkie, which had been black since Mera Peak, finally fall off. I watched it float down the drain, the last piece of physical evidence from my latest adventure washing away.

			I heard my phone ping as I dried myself. It was Yok. The photo he’d taken of the plane that left Lukla before ours flashed on my screen. Ping. Another message came through. A link to an article about a plane crash that had just occurred. ‘Check the registration on the plane,’ he said. 

			The report showed an image of what used to be a plane. The only recognisable feature of the wreckage was the registration numbers, which matched the plane in Yok’s photo. The flight had left Pokhara and never made it to its destination. All 22 people on board were killed. The reality of it struck me like a brick to the temple.

			‘That could’ve been us. Next time we take a chopper!’ Yok followed up, before I could reply. While I was reading and processing Yok’s messages, my phone rang.

			‘Dude, did Yok just send you that article?’ Kelly’s voice exploded down the phone, ‘That was almost our plane!’

			‘I know. Maybe we should take a jeep from Kathmandu next time?’ I suggested, opting for a more budget-friendly option than Yok, and implying a return to test the waters. 

			‘One hundred percent,’ she agreed. The thrill and achievement of summiting Island Peak had made her a  mountain convert, and nothing, not even the tragedy we had just read about, could deter her from the enchantment of being challenged by the majestic giants. 

			Kelly, Yok, and I were all delivered the same message in the image of that plane. Lessons like that are dotted along the timeline of our lives, over and over. Many of us ignore them completely, but some of us hear them so loud and clear that it propels us into immediate action. The plane crash was another reminder that our existence is fragile and fleeting. And whether we are doing something we love or something we loathe; death will come for us without a care for our unfulfilled potential or unrealised dreams. 

			You can let the reality of life’s time cap loom over you, paralysing you like a snake on the trail. Or you can treat it as a gift that injects a sense of urgency into every day, forcing you to live a life full of magical moments with few regrets.

			‘Post-adventure blues are hard to shake,’ Kelly continued. The dip in mood after training, preparing, and carrying out a huge expedition is significant. It’s often made more intense because no one around you can relate to or grasp what you have just gone through, making you realise how extraordinary the experience really was.

			‘You know the only remedy?’ I asked sheepishly.

			‘Another adventure? I thought you’d never ask! What have you got in mind?’ she probed. The next mission was never far from my thoughts, so my reply all but tumbled from my mouth. 

			‘Ever been to Africa?’

			
			

			Afterword

			You do not need any qualifications to become a more outdoorsy person. There is no right or wrong way to get outside; you grab your water bottle, open the door and go.

			I have added this final section to my book because I want to make something very clear; you do not have to cross deserts, scale mountains, or cycle across countries to become more adventurous. You don’t need to spend weeks or months in obscure corners of the world to reap the benefits of being in nature. This has been my way of infusing more of the outdoors into my life, however, it does not need to be yours. The outdoors is for everyone, and there are so many ways to regularly enjoy what it has to offer. So, what I want you to do now, is find what works for you, in your current situation, with your current skill set. 

			Start small. Seek the sunrise, pitch a tent in your backyard, or look up a nearby hiking trail to navigate on the weekend. Learn to tie a new knot, use a compass, or build a fire. Slowly deposit into your adventure account one new experience at a time. Over the weeks, months, and years of doing this, you will feel an unshakable confidence seep into your life. Soon, challenges that may have seemed impossible when you first began your outdoor journey, will be whittled down into bite-sized possibilities. 

			And when you do conquer your first big hike or overnight camping trip, I want you to email me and tell me all about it. In sharing your accomplishments, you allow yourself a moment to be proud, and it’s that feeling of pride that will keep you getting back out there for more. 

			I’ll see you outside.
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