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Chapter 1
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Have you ever tried to get through 24 hours of flying with a smoker? The hour long flight from Kalispell to Seattle wasn’t so bad. Though having to leave the airport for a smoke break and redo security on every layover wasn’t my favorite. The twelve hour flight to Taiwan was worse. I think we broke up twice along the way. Taiwan has smoking rooms in the airport, so the seven hour layover and the remaining 2 hour flight to Thailand was only borderline.

And they say women are moody.

Fortunately, Hollywood, my impatient and nicotine addicted boyfriend, remembered that he loved me once he took his first drag in the smoking room of Suvarnabhumi International Airport in Bangkok, Thailand. Which is good, because the customs line was long, and I wasn’t looking to get arrested for murder in a foreign country quite this soon.

“Sawadee ka,” a woman greeted us with a smile as she ushered us into the line for foreign passports. That basic greeting was the only phrase I knew in Thai, so as long as they never said anything after that, I would be solid. I wiggled out of my oversized backpack, all 60 liters filled with my entire life, and I dug for my passport.

“What is the purpose of your visit?” The man at the immigration booth asked as he fingered through pages and pages of Latin American stamps. He pressed his finger on the first blank page then returned his attention back to me. 

I grinned, the question alone bubbling all of my enthusiasm to the surface. “Scuba diving!”

He considered me for a moment, tossed me a nod, then slammed a stamp onto the page.

So, before I go any further, let’s clear up a few things. Some people (Like, maybe eight of them) might know me as that girl who has been travelling the world on a motorcycle. In which case, you might wonder why I’m here for scuba diving instead of riding. To answer that question, it’ll make more sense if you know where I’m coming from.

###
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“How do you feel about Kalispell, Montana?” I was staring at a craigslist ad for a Software Development position in the great white north, when I popped the question to Hollywood. It was late at night in early October, and we were crashing on a good friend’s couch in Las Vegas. 

My savings account was tapped out after coming back to the States, having expunged ten years of penny pinching for a two year motorcycle trek, spanning some 60,000 miles over 49 states of the US, 3 provinces of Canada, 31 states of Mexico, and every country in Central America. But the fact that money was getting tight felt like far less of a crisis than figuring out where we would go to replenish it.

I was native to Los Angeles, born in a hospital in Woodland Hills and having grown up in the San Fernando Valley (That’s the one, true “The Valley” for the uninitiated). Hollywood was born in Havre, Montana, but he lived most of his life in Colorado, between Steamboat Springs, Loveland, and Denver. We got together while in the thick of travelling on the afore mentioned motorcycle trip, so in the year and a half we’d now been ‘a thing,’ we had never tried to live together in a single stable place like a normal, stable couple. There was little commitment in living moto-homeless in a tent, knowing either one of us could go somewhere else at any moment, but to choose a place to opt into a full time job and a lease? That was fucking scary.

I knew Hollywood didn’t want to live in Los Angeles, and at the time, I wasn’t sure if I did either. My friends were there, motorcycle racing was there, lots of jobs were there, but it was crowded and expensive and, at times, a little suffocating. I had loved my life in LA, but what if I loved somewhere else more? If my adventures had taught me anything, it’s that there’s an incredible world outside my comfort zone, and I was ready to give it a chance. LA would always be there if it didn’t work out. 

Denver could have been another option, as that was where Hollywood’s friends, family, and racing career had been. But having been down-and-out when he left Denver to travel with me, homeless, jobless, and still dealing with the aftermath of a bad divorce, he didn’t feel terribly compelled to go back to his home state just yet either. 

“I’d love to live in Montana again.” He nodded. It would be a completely fresh start, and that might be exactly what we both needed after such a life changing road trip.

To simply say ‘this was a mistake’ would be diplomatic on a level that should get me elected as the next president.

So instead, I’ll just passive-aggressively say it wasn’t my favorite. There was a lot of snow, a lot of tears, a lot of yelling and resentment, and there may or may not have been a detailed spreadsheet of the costs associated with burning the entire city to the ground.

Six months into my lovely stay in my new personal hell, on a mid-April night, it was negative 17°F outside, and another twelve inches of snow was building in the darkness. Hollywood was still at the bar, drinking away his ski mountain paycheck, while my eyes were fixated on the number in our bank account.

I glanced outside at the blur of white, then I tapped my finger on the side of my laptop. It wasn’t enough. At best, it would still be another year before we had the kind of money we needed to continue our round-the-world journey, factoring in shipping a pair of motorcycles across the ocean, and the cost of customs, insurance, vehicle import permits, gas, and basic living expenses.  

Another year?

Like this?

Another year of darkness? Of Snow? Of Isolation?

Another year as an outsider, surrounded by alcoholism and broken dreams. With a boss who refused to let me have a voice. Without friends. Without outlets. With fake smiles washed away by real tears.

Another year. 

Is that what my life was now? As if in some kind of trance, I could see myself taking another step down that dark staircase every single day, and no amount of self-admonishment or ‘knowing better’ could turn me around. 

Surely there will be a light switch at the bottom, I thought. And if there isn’t, I hope at least it’s comfortable.

I closed my eyes and took a slow, steady breath. When I opened them, I had confirmed a booking for two one-way tickets to warm, sunny, and tropical Thailand.

We would leave May 1st. We can figure out the rest when we get there.

Fuck.

This. 

Shit.

###
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Once we had cleared customs, an endless stream of people washed us into the open city. I took a deep breath, inhaling that exciting, humid (and maybe slightly dirty) Bangkok air. Beads of sweat immediately formed across my brow, as though purging the last lingering traces of Montana from my soul. I knew, immediately, that I had made the right choice.

But as elated as I felt, the exhaustion of 24 hours of travel time was stinging my eyes, and I was ready to get some sleep.

We hadn’t really planned out much of anything on this trip from the get go. It was booked on a whim, and it was going to play out on a whim. I knew I wanted to go to South East Asia, and I knew I wanted to scuba dive, but that’s about as far as my itinerary was written. I was a fairly seasoned traveler at this point though, so I wasn’t terribly worried about figuring it out. Having plans often felt more like a limitation than a comfort anyway, and I prefer not to have too much of either. 

The only thing I had pre-arranged was the hotel for our first night in town, making sure to grab something not even half a mile from the airport. There are few things more draining than long hours of flying, and the last thing I wanted to deal with was arriving in an unfamiliar country where I didn’t speak the language, then having to shop around for a bed, hauling around a heavy pack, while I could barely keep my eyes open. All we had to do was get there. We gathered our things and waved down a cab.

“Do you have the address?” Hollywood asked before we got out of range of the airport WiFi.

I pulled up the booking on my phone and clicked on the destination to get directions. I paused for a moment, then I looked up at Hollywood.

“So... here’s some interesting trivia for you. Did you know there are two international airports in Bangkok?”

“Is that right.”

“And they’re only about 50 kilometers apart...”

He stared at me for seconds that felt like very exasperated minutes. “You booked a hotel next to the wrong airport, didn’t you.”

“At least we’ll get a tour of the city?”

And so began what was sure to be the thrilling lives of Americans abroad.
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My curly hair was the first casualty of the tropical humidity. But I was so excited to be in a foreign country, I wouldn’t have traded that frizzy horror show on my head for much of anything. (Bangkok, Thailand)
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Chapter 2
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Getting to start off with a tour of the city was more of a treat than an inconvenience. A large river split Bangkok in half, while creeks and tributaries splintered through the neighborhoods. Tropical ferns decorated every open space, wrapping a deep green, lush rain forest around artistically designed sky scrapers and golden temples, all while modest, and sometimes primitive, dwellings were crushed by the shadows. It felt like an odd combination of Japan and Guatemala, as if the two had a baby, then Japan left Guatemala in the delivery room, leaving behind some of its good looks but none of its wealth.

It was dark by the time we unloaded our backpacks into a room little bigger than its full-sized bed. Our room was on the third floor, up a winding, staircase that was uneven in a way that seemed to balk at building codes and measuring tape. At one point, I had to duck my head so as not to hit into the next set of stairs above me. Finally, I know what it’s like to feel tall.

More notable though, was the challenge this presented to Hollywood. Aside from the fact that he was a solid six inches taller than I was, well, he brought some of his own souvenirs from Montana...

###
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A sheet of ice covered the 20 miles of winding mountain road that lead up to Blacktail Ski Mountain just outside Lakeside, Montana. Nothing the studded snow tires on our four-wheel-drive pickup couldn’t handle. Hollywood had driven this road just about every single day since we had arrived in Kalispell, having taken a position as a shop hand for the resort. He would arrive at work as the sun came up, then drive back home long after it had set.

I had a lot of hope and ambition when I first moved up here. Land would be cheap, I thought. I could own my own place, build my own business on the local tourism, camp and hike in the breathtaking Glacier National Park whenever I wanted, and to top it all off, I would do it with the guy I loved. Oh, it sounded wonderful.

But that’s not really what happened.

Instead, I learned that having lived my life entirely debt free, saving up and paying for things outright, I couldn’t qualify for a loan without first spending a bunch of money I didn’t have. So the first part of that dream crashed right through the window. I learned that locals wanted no part of my foreign born existence, and any attempt to become a part of that community would be an uphill battle with xenophobia and 1920’s levels of racism and sexism. The dream continued its wild descent straight into a dumpster. Then I discovered that, living in a town where the only things that outnumbered the churches were the bars, my boyfriend had a drinking problem.

Alright, fuck it- light that dumpster on fire. 

As such, I saw Hollywood very rarely during the week. We didn’t share any days off, and the party life of working at a ski mountain had a strong hold on him. I might not have seen him at all if I hadn’t spent all my weekends riding along with him. I knew it was a one-sided effort, but I had gotten so used to that by this point, I accepted it almost mechanically. 

I was still working on writing my first book at the time, so while he wrenched on the mountain’s snow cats, I hung out in the shop, cuddling with the shop dog- a red healer with a Carhartt tool jacket fittingly named Rooster- trying to add a few thousand more words to my manuscript. Bill, the head mechanic, was also a writer, so we’d talk philosophy and nonsense while they greased zerks and welded the tracks. 

Working all weekend, albeit for myself, perhaps wasn’t the most exciting way to spend my only days off, but I saw it as a gamble for my future, and, more than that, I saw it as a thinly veiled excuse to spend some time with the guy I loved. My outlook had grown darker than the long winter nights, and as my job, my dreams, and my relationship started to flicker away, these days where we got to exist in the same room together started to feel like all I had left.

But today, at long last, we had made it to the seasonal closing of the mountain. There was more than enough snow left up there, the north facing slopes still covered by a substantial 120 inch base, but by late April, even the most diehard skiers were ready to move on to activities like golfing and not being cold.

For me though- I just saw it as the last day I had to convince myself to not give up. 

Hollywood wasn’t entirely on board with the Thailand thing yet. It was less than a week before we were due to leave, and he was still talking with subtle implication about how the shop might still have work to do for a while longer, and how he would love to work at the mountain again next season. He resented the fact that I hadn’t fallen in love with Montana over these months, and he saw this trip as me officially giving up on it. Knowing I wouldn’t be willing to stay in Montana when we got back, he was hesitant to leave at all.

And he wasn’t wrong. I had given up on it. Not simply because the cold, the ostracization, and the culture shock, but because something about Montana changed him as a person, too, turning my fiercely individual ride-or-die companion into someone who would do anything to fit in. The man who had once, on a total whim, walked away from everything to travel the world with a strange, plucky, and sarcastic woman who he barely knew, when I crossed his path with nothing to offer but a tent and my motorcycle, now only cared about whether or not the locals would accept him as “Montanan enough.” I didn’t recognize him anymore. And it was by stubbornness alone that I hadn’t given up on him, too. 

I bought those two tickets that day knowing he might not be willing to come with me this time. And I told him as much. I told him he didn’t have to come. I told him he could keep his life here without me. I even told him I’d buy him a ticket back to his family in Colorado if he needed it.

Was that unreasonable? Was that an ultimatum? “Travel to Southeast Asia and scuba dive with me or we’re through!”

I guess it was. But I was past the point of apologizing. 

I was tired of feeling guilty for losing the battle for my smile. He had been selfish the entire winter, and it was finally my turn to be selfish and do something for myself. I hoped he’d come with me on this next adventure, but I’d go even if I had to go alone.

As he finished up the day’s work, his coworkers prepared a bonfire just outside the shop, where the lift operators, the ski patrol, the bar tenders, and the mechanics could all say their goodbyes for the season.

There were drinks and laughs and a seemingly endless pile of wood that carried us all into the late hours of the night. Once the festivities started to die down, Hollywood and I snuck away to huddle in the shop, having no intention of driving down the mountain that night.  I started pumping up our air mattresses on the heated floor, while Hollywood headed back outside for one last cigarette before bed.

To this day, no one is able to tell me what happened after that, including Hollywood himself, but in the handful of seconds it took to pull my air mattress out of its compression sack and start pumping it up, Hollywood came limping back into the shop supported on the shoulder of one of his coworkers. He flopped onto my half inflated camp bed, clutching his ankle and moaning in excruciating pain.

I stared at him in complete and utter disbelief. I probably even uttered something sympathetic, like “Are you fucking with me right now?” 

I shook my head. I swallowed. I gave him a comfortable mattress to lie on. And I helped him take off his boots.

But in my mind, I couldn’t help wondering- Did he do this on purpose? Was this some kind of strange form of self-destructive protest? 

As I dug through my purse for some ibuprofen, I could see in vivid detail exactly how this would play out. The same way this entire winter had already played out, over and over and over again. He would need more time to heal, and I would put his needs before my own, just like I always do. Like I do with everyone’s needs but my own.

Don’t be selfish.

Don’t be a burden.

Give, but never take.

A relationship was supposed to enhance my life, but instead, it amplified my tendencies to neglect myself for some obscure sense of “greater good.” And in that moment, it finally dawned on me: 

How could I expect someone else to put me first, when I didn’t even put myself first?

It wasn’t just him. In this endless winter, I’d become unrecognizable, too. I wasn’t happy or positive anymore. I was barely more than a shell of a person. What happened to the strong woman who spent so much time rebuilding herself after the last broken friendship? The last betrayal? The last lost job? Where was the girl who set off on her own to cross a country she’d never seen on blind hope and optimism? Where was the racer who would risk life and limb for cheap plastic trophies just because it was fun? What happened to the nerd who traveled to the other side of the world just to climb Mount Fuji, solely because she did it in a video game once and wanted to live her fantasy? 

How about the woman who rode 60,000 miles from Alaska to Panama?

She was still there. Buried under a ruined fortress of darkness that I had built all by myself. 

So, I bent down and picked up the first rock.

“I think it might be broken.” He said.

“You can walk on it. It’s not broken.” I said.

“Maybe we can just push back the flights.” He said.

“The tickets are nonrefundable.” I said.

“Maybe we should just explore Montana this summer.” He said.

“Then you can do that alone.” I looked him in the eye, unflinching. “Because I’m going to Thailand.”

I understood he was in pain. I understood I was proposing a very physically taxing holiday. I understood he was hoping he could somehow change my opinion of Montana if we stayed. I understood all of the reasons he was hesitating. But in that moment, I found myself thinking back to a simple phrase he had said to me not too long ago, provoking me as I was staring down a rough dirt road on my motorcycle that stood between myself and a beautiful swimming hole. A simple phrase that had never held more true in our relationship than it did right now, on the cusp of traveling across the world to spend every day of our lives scuba diving: 

“Figure it out, pussy. I’m going swimming. You can join me if you like.”

On the afternoon of May 1st, our worldly belongings in a storage unit and backpacks packed and ready, he handed off his crutches as we walked into the Glacier International Airport. 

He was probably still a pussy, but he figured it out, and we were going swimming.

###
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Once he had conquered the mismatched stairs, Hollywood limped over to the bed, propped up his leg on a pillow, and popped a couple hundred milligrams of ibuprofen to try to reverse the heavy swelling that had engulfed his ankle again. The hours of flying, fidgeting in uncomfortable airplane chairs, and hauling around a heavy backpack had more than taken their toll. 

He settled in to rest, while I was tasked with finding our first meal in Asia.

When we were in Mexico, in the name of safety and self-preservation, we had a strict rule about not going out at night. I had similar rules for a lot of places in Los Angeles for largely similar reasons. I generally didn’t break these rules without good reason, and I certainly didn’t when I was alone. But that was the wild west, and this is the somehow-less-wild east. They have Buddha and shit here. 

I had been comfortable enough walking around alone in Tokyo when I took my first international trip a few years back, so while I wasn’t sure if a night in Bangkok would require a touch more caution or if the world was about to become my oyster, my starving companion needed food, and I was the only one who could walk. I had to brave it.

Fortunately, we were in a bustling little spot, and the scooter and foot traffic left me feeling at ease. At worst, I could be pickpocketed, I thought, but no one would do anything more extreme than that with this many people around.

I walked each block, trying to choose a street vendor. The main strip had a variety of booths, some made out of bicycles with rickety food karts attached to the frame or others established as more permanent wooden fixtures with small display cases. The alleyway lead to a an even larger assortment of market stalls peddling fresh seafood, with bins piled high with squirming octopus tentacles, prawns, or snappers. I continued on to Thai men stirring pots of soup and Thai women filling grills with kabobs made of some kind of nondescript meat. There was a pickup filled with jack fruit the size of newborn buffalo, and there were open flames with stir-fry stations that smelled something like sweet and salty heaven. I was completely overwhelmed. 

One of my biggest struggles in life is deciding what I want to eat on any given day (I would make a joke about women never knowing where they want to go to dinner, but I have the same experience when I ask Hollywood what he wants to eat), and the impressive number of choices hadn’t made this any easier.

I’m not sure if it helped or hurt that I couldn’t read any of the signs, but it meant I’d have to choose based on smell and presentation. I figured none of it was too likely to kill me (certainly not after that stint of cholera in Mexico), so I settled on a booth constructed outside the 7-Eleven. The nearby park bench was packed with happy customers slurping spoonfuls of something, and it had always been our rule of thumb that if it’s popular with the locals, it’s probably delicious.  

I pointed to a picture on a print out that looked like it was probably some kind of soup, and the man nodded and reached for a ladle. 

“To go?” I asked. I wasn’t entirely sure how he was going to give me soup to-go, as he didn’t have any kind of containers around, but I had already committed to this spot, and it would be rude to go somewhere else now.

He looked at me puzzled. I paused, trying to figure out how better to communicate. I knew how to say “for here” or “to go” in Spanish (“por aqui” or “para llevar”), but that wasn’t proving to be any more useful than my English was right now. So instead, I reverted to body language. I made a sweeping motion with my hand and pointed down the street.

“Ah! Take away,” he said with an encouraging smile. He reached for a couple small plastic bags. One he filled with vegetables, another he filled with broth and meat. Then, with the skillful hand of someone who has done this a million times, he tied the top of each bag with a little rubber band. 

A bag of soup. Seemed reasonable enough. It looked just like when I used to win goldfish from the school fair, and what’s more appetizing than the image of a goldfish.

It was all very strange, but for 35 Thai Bhat (~$1.15), I wasn’t about to complain. He gave me a plastic spoon and a Styrofoam bowl in my takeaway kit, and he sent me on my way.

Once I dumped everything together and Hollywood took his first spoonful, he wasn’t complaining either. 

“What kind of meat is this?” He asked, fishing out some manner of meat-like-object.

Fuck if I know. “Soup meat?”

He laughed. “You can definitely get me some soup meat again.”

With both of us fed and tired, I crawled into bed next to my partner, I nudged up against his warmth, and I fell asleep at the same rate that gravity pulled my head to the pillow. 

My heart beat with a peace and contentment that night that I hadn’t felt in a long time. My darkness was silent, and my dreams took on their old colors.

I made the right choice. I know it.
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A big beard, coveralls, a puffy jacket, a mullet, and riding around in a big snow tractor? Hollywood had Montana down pat. (Blacktail Mountain, Montana)
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Hollywood tried buying me a bike to help me cope with the long winter, so I studded the tires and rode it around in the never ending snow. But there’s a certain point of depression where not even your favorite things make you happy anymore. (Blacktail Mountain, Montana)
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Ordinarily, walking alone makes me nervous. But in this case, the alley was so populated and loud at all hours of the day and night, I was way more worried about that power line jungle than the people. (Bangkok, Thailand) 
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Whatever it was that died to make this soup possible, I want more of it. (Bangkok, Thailand)
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Chapter 3
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Now that I’ve sat on a bus while wearing a backpack, I can officially call myself a backpacker. A few days in Bangkok got us oriented to the jetlag that comes from crossing the international dateline, and a confusing mess of taxis, river boats, and an eccentric pair of New Yorkers got us to the Lomprayah bus station. 

I used to always think when someone said they were going “backpacking,” it meant people were literally hiking across entire countries with nothing but what they could carry in their backpack. It turns out, it actually just means your luggage has arm straps, and you sit on a lot of public transit. So, it’s really just a romantic word for “travelling somewhat lightly.”

In contrast with my last trip, where we had both been travelling on our respective motorcycles, I was finding this style of travel to somehow be both more restrictive and more free than I had felt when I was atop my bike. 

On one hand, not being on my motorcycle meant I no longer had the freedom to go outside at any hour of the day, hop on my bike, and ride anywhere and everywhere the roads could take me. Now I had to spend hours upon hours researching bus schedules and cab availability and train routes, hunting down ticket booths and departure stations, and abiding by someone else’s schedule, all in hopes of getting somewhere within a few miles of my goal. I wasn’t living entirely on my own whims anymore.

But on the other hand, it’s much more comfortable, easy, and affordable without my motorcycle. I no longer had the stress of navigating long distances, deciphering foreign or nonexistent road signs, or trying to survive in increasingly chaotic traffic patterns. I didn’t have to worry about break downs or vehicle permits or insurance or checkpoints. Our bus offered both air conditioning and shelter from the rain. And when it came to island hopping, which I expected to be doing a lot in the foreseeable future, I didn’t have to worry about where to stash my bike while I was gone, so it wouldn’t get vandalized or stolen, or how I’d get it across the pond with me if I wasn’t coming back. 

Almost like a pet, my motorcycle was both my favorite thing and an anchor at the same time. And really, it was nice to kick back and let someone else handle all the driving for once.

This also meant I actually had the time and attention available to enjoy the scenery. And the Thai countryside is beautiful. The moment we got out of Bangkok, the land had completely surrendered to its ecosystem, with overgrown tropics as far as the eye could see. Billowing ferns shaded the occasional brahma, an odd breed of cow who had more skin than it had muscle, while geometric rice fields, submerged in a foot of water, stretched on into the horizon. Everything was green and alive, dragon flies were buzzing, birds were chirping, and villagers rolled by our bus on side car rigs attached to scooters.

Being on someone else’s schedule became somewhat more stressful, however, when we arrived at Chumphon Dock barely in time to make the ferry. We rushed to gather our bags, then ran to the ticket counter to secure a seat on the strikingly large and modern boat. We made it just in time to board, and they ushered us into a spacious cabin with plush seats and televisions mounted on the walls. The monitors played an endless loop of commercials for the island resorts in between American pop music videos. 

I had a tendency to get a little seasick if I was indoors too long on a boat, so we opted to sit on the top deck, where we could enjoy a refreshing ocean breeze in the comforting sunshine.

The ferry made five stops, first at Sairee Beach, a typical touristy day trip, then it made a quick pop over to Koh Tao, then it would move on to Koh Samui, Koh Phangan, and head back to the mainland, stopping at the dock toward Surat Thani.

Each island had its own appeal. Koh Samui was the largest of the islands, big enough for its own airport, and highly developed with resorts and clubs. It was the kind of place you go if you want a vacation ripped out of a travel brochure. If I ever get a real budget, I might have to relax on a beach there one day. 

Koh Phangan was a party destination for anyone who loves that “spring break” type of excessive drinking, big crowds, loud music, and human desperation. My introverted ass would not be going there one day. 

And then there was Koh Tao, which was geared toward the backpacker or college kid who wants to learn to dive on a budget. Cheap hostels were abound, and many shops offered full “Beginner to Dive Master” programs that included a free bunk in their attached hostels for the duration of your training. There wasn’t much to do there other than diving, but it was a paradise for Europeans or Australians on their gap year looking to combine dorm life with a tropical paradise.

Being I was here for the scuba diving (and I’m ballin’ on a very tight budget), naturally, we unloaded on Koh Tao.

We got off the ferry and exited the dock, where we were spit out in an alleyway barely wide enough for a scooter. Hustlers lined the walls, slapping dive shop brochures like they slap strip club cards on the Las Vegas strip. Anyone who wasn’t pimping their dive shop was pimping taxi rides up the hill to the main dive shop track.

I had done a bit of research on the various dive outfits on the island. A couple of my friends had gotten their certifications here in the past, but they all had suggested just showing up and feeling out different shops until I found one that felt right. But now that I was actually here, there were so many options, it was easy to get overwhelmed. 

Some shops offered SSI (Scuba Schools International) certifications, others offered PADI (Put Another Dollar In- wait, no “Professional Association of Diving Instructors”) certs, and a very small handful offered NAUI (National Association of Underwater Instructors). From what I understand, the curriculum was largely the same for all of them, and the argument of which one is better is about as legitimate as motorcyclists arguing about what brand of motor oil is the most lubricating. Since we had already gotten PADI certified in our Open Water Course in Mexico and Belize, I decided to stick with a PADI based shop. It seemed to be more prevalent around the world thus far, and there wasn’t any obvious reason to switch.

At the end of the alley, a small Thai man working for a shop called Scuba Shack approached us. 

“For 150 Baht (~$5), I can give you a ride to the top of the hill.” He said.

“150 seems steep.” I responded coyly. I looked to Hollywood with the kind of fluttery doe eyes that said “use your negotiation skills.” We all have our strengths and weaknesses, and I promise his ‘I actually had friends in high school’ charms had a far better chance of making progress than my socially awkward bumbling could ever dream of.

Hollywood was always a great smooth talker anyways (he managed to talk me into liking him somehow, after all), and he took the cue without missing a beat. “How about- We’ll stop into your shop if you can give us a ride up for free.”

“I think I can do that.” The man nodded. 

In all honesty, Scuba Shack was actually one of the shops I had been planning to dive with anyways. But telling him that would have heavily weakened our bargaining power. A quick phone call later, we were loaded up into the back of a pickup truck. The bed was lined with benches on each side, and hand railings extended along the edges to prevent divers from falling out as it jostled up the bumpy concrete road. The truck drove us through disheveled streets, past both elaborate traditional temples and ill-constructed shop fronts, then open air sports bars and markets, then stopping by a narrow, sandy alleyway. He positioned the truck to back down the road, and he slowly made his way backwards, between tight walls little wider than the truck itself. He turned the truck under an active construction site, squeezed in between some cabins, then safely backed up against the shop. 

Oddly unnerved and impressed at the same time, we unloaded and went inside. 

As the name implies, the shop was little more than a small shack with a wrap-around porch. The dive team was still out on their afternoon dive, but the owner was at his desk in the small office.

“How can I help you?” He asked in a distinctly German accent.

“We’re looking to sign up for our Advanced Open Water course.’ I said as I sat down in one of the client chairs. I glanced around, keeping my expression steady, not wanting to give too much enthusiasm away. Negotiation was as important as it was expected in places like this, and if I couldn’t be good at it, I could at least not make it harder for Hollywood. “We’re still trying to get a feel for rates and options though.”

“When was your last dive?”

“About ten months ago. We got certified in Mexico.” I sounded confident in my own ears, but the reality was that it wasn’t the easiest or smoothest process...

###
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“God, if someone ranchero-ed my huevos one more fucking time, I would have been ready to give up food completely.” I stretched out from the seat of my motorcycle, staring listlessly into the lively rainforest of the Hummingbird Highway in Belize. Hollywood parked beside me, at ease in the cool, shaded wilderness. 

Finally we were out of Mexico. Gone were the crowds, the trash, the constant food borne illness, and the endless traffic. In their place were pristine waterfalls, primitive towns, rough roads, and ample jerk seasoning on every piece of chicken. 

It had been a long road getting here. I had started my adventure travel life alone on the seat of my bike, with little more than a pile of camping equipment, a loosely drawn route from California to Florida, and a twenty liter backpack full of hope. Somewhere along the way, I picked up a travel companion in the form of a down-on-his-luck fellow motorcycle racer, and together we had an itinerary that was spiraling out of control. 

I was always a tight budgeter, but that had amplified to an extreme as my road trip kept getting longer and longer. Belize was proving to be exceedingly expensive, more so than the United States had even been. But we had made it all this way, and come hell or bankruptcy, I wasn’t about to miss out on learning to scuba dive while I was there. It was one of the premiere diving spots in the entire world after all, with its crystal clear, 90 degree ocean. I had dreamed of trying it for years, and if there was one thing I wasn’t going to deny myself anymore, it was my dreams.

Of course, I had my share of obstacles ahead of me. Aside from the high cost of Belizean resorts, at this point in my 29 years of life, I had never actually... well... learned to swim. I could doggy paddle, and I knew how to float, so I wasn’t a total living anchor, but I had no clue how to tread water without taking it all up my nose. Still, there are literally babies in the world who can swim. If I can ride a motorcycle to Alaska and back, I should at least be able to match the physical capabilities of a baby. Granted, there are also babies who can trip over their own feet without hurting themselves, so I had to acknowledge that they had some advantages over me, but swimming shouldn’t be one of them.

My excitement only grew stronger as we crossed bridges over swimming holes filled with laughing children, and the beachside town of Hopkins started to come into view.

Considering the humble make up of Hopkins, with dirt roads, speed bump ropes, and primitive thatched-palm shacks, I might not have believed that rooms at the resort would exceed $500 USD a night. I certainly wouldn’t have imagined that the beginning scuba diver course would cost more than a full Open Water Certification did in the tourist trenches of Southern California’s Catalina Island. 

But here we are.

Even so, I could make money again one day, but I’d never be able to get back a missed experience. I closed my eyes as I handed over my debit card and tried not to think about it. You scuba dive when you go to Belize. Period. I already told everyone I was going to do it, and there’s nothing more contractually binding than a post on social media.  

We signed up, got fitted for our gear, then headed back to town to find the cheapest possible hostel. For a tenth of the price of the resort, which was still entirely too much, in my opinion, we got a room that had a toilet in the shower, behind a curtain right next to the bed. So I could shit while I showered, and fall straight into bed when I was done. With such startling efficiency, it’s no wonder it cost so much.

My head was a mix of excitement and nerves as I went to bed that night, so much so that I didn’t even need my alarm to wake me the following morning. I traded my pajamas for my bikini, a pair of sandals, and a cute sundress, then I got on the back of Hollywood’s bike, figuring I’d let him chauffer me to the resort. All of my anxiety was already allotted to the diving, so I couldn’t afford to spend any on braving the loose dirt and washboard roads on my sport bike. Focused terror is what we’re going for here. 

Fortunately, there’s something about watching wind flowing through your flowery skirt that somehow makes the whole world feel a little more pleasant. By the time we arrived, I nearly forgot I was supposed to be worried.

Off the thoroughly beaten path, between two barely marked ferns, was the dive resort. We were greeted by Belize natives with thick Caribbean accents, and their relaxed vibe was keeping me at ease. They lead us into a small room with a television and some work books. Just like being back in school again. 

I absorbed what I could from the hokey training video, but the mathematical calculations of depth versus time versus your blood/oxygen mixtures didn’t mean a whole lot to me at this point. We blazed through some quick written tests, then geared up to jump into... a swimming pool. I’m glad to see that the curriculum was built for people with Tiff levels of anxiety.

We took the stairs into the pool, submerging our bodies one controlled step at a time. With the last step, I positioned the regulator between my teeth and sunk below the thin film of the water’s surface.

I’m not sure how to describe what it feels like that first time you put your head underwater and realize you’re still breathing. While the cool liquid covers every inch of your bare skin, wrapping around your goggles, teasing your cheeks, and flowing through every loose strand of hair, you continue to inhale and exhale as normal, in direct defiance to the laws of nature. 

It was... Power.

But my wonder and rapidly growing ego was quickly replaced with chlorine in my nose, as drills shifted from simple moving and breathing to the daunting task of filling my mask with water. 

Hollywood was the perfect student. I drank half the pool. 

One mistake after the other riled up my nerves again. I struggled to fill my mask. I struggled to stay submerged. I even had to repeat taking the “giant step” when my fin slipped off my foot on the edge of the pool. 

If there was a test available to fail, you can bet I was there failing it. 

The only comfort I took from the whole day’s exercise was that I was apparently so excessively buoyant, I never need fear sinking.

Once we finished up and the dive master hauled our gear away, I sat at the edge of the pool, staring at the water that had proved to be more my adversary than my friend after all. I was filled with mixed emotions. I wanted to do this. I knew I did. But it was much more difficult than everyone else made it look. 

But then again, that’s always how it was for me, I guess.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” A woman sitting on a nearby lounge chair called over. She had long hair, dyed silver with hints of purple, braided in mythical mermaid stylings, and a smile that could light up a mile long tunnel.

I tried to force a similar level of enthusiasm, despite a long and stressful day of failure. “I’m hoping it’ll feel that way eventually.”

“Just wait till you’re playing with nurse sharks in the ocean tomorrow, and it’ll feel completely different.” She paused for a moment, as if absorbing the full extent of my reservations, then added, “You’ll be alright. Swimming under the ocean isn’t exactly a natural state of being for humans, but once you’ve done it enough, you’ll be out-swimming the mermaids.”

As the small world phenomenon would have it, not only was she from Southern California, but she was from Redondo Beach, not far from where I lived for the four years before I left on this journey. She had become a dive instructor there, and coming down to Belize for some scuba therapy was her yearly ritual. 

Coincidences like this had to be some sort of sign that the universe wanted me to keep going.

The non-refundable hole in my wallet was already strong enough motivation, honestly, but I can still appreciate fate’s efforts.

I got another poor night’s sleep, then we were off, bright and early, to board a compact dive boat, outfitted with oxygen tanks mounted to the seats and a rowdy group of dive masters. They sailed us out to a reef in the middle of the ocean, double and triple checked that we had our gear on correctly, then one-by-one, we took a step off the boat. 

Even though I only had about a foot to fall, it took a second or two longer than a three count to get me to take that first step. I was never the kind of kid who jumped off of things when I was little. I was a safe and controlled kind of person who held hand rails when walking down stairs and would inch down rocks on my butt so I wouldn’t trip and hurt myself. Gravity and I were long-standing enemies. A lifetime of having two knees with patellar instability will do that to you. So the knowledge that I was going to take a step forward off a ledge and there would be nothing to physically support me was a mind fuck. I mean, it’s water, not a cliff. Why did this require such intense mental gymnastics? 

Another deep breath and the impatience of the dive master was all it took to get me to do it anyway, even if I’m fairly certain my entire life flashed before my eyes in that fraction of a second between being in the air and having my goggles bombarded with water. 

But then I was fine. No, I was more than fine. As I deflated my BCD and allowed my head to slowly sink below the surface, I was embraced in a gentle saline bath that cast away the normal forces and limitations of gravity. I was suspended in motion, and with the slightest flick of my fin, I could move any direction I wanted. 

When I worked in Los Angeles, I used to always spend my lunch breaks walking down to a nearby park. I’d find a nice bench in the shade, and I’d watch the birds as they soared through the sky. I envied their freedom. They moved through the world as they pleased, danced with the wind, and conquered the trees. 

Down here, I had that. In this underwater world, I could fly. I could dance and twirl and never worry about falling. More than that. I could hover in stillness, with more power and control than even those bird could muster in their sky. 

And it was beautiful in this other world. A pair of hitchhiker fish (the local name for remora) swirled around us, so close I could have reached out and touched them (which I promptly reminded myself not to do), a school of squid pulsed along a bed of pink and green coral, and a ray elegantly flapped its wings in the distance. I floated in the middle of the blue, breathing slowly and steadily, as I watched another world living out its days all around me. 

I was mesmerized. 

Fascinated. 

Completely in love.

Having to fill my mask (and subsequently my nose) with ocean water once again forced me back into reality, reminding me that, despite this great triumph of man against nature, we didn’t truly belong in these depths. But fortunately, salt water doesn’t sting your sinuses nearly as badly as chlorine does. Yay. I guess. 

An hour long intermission passed, decompressing and rehydrating on fantastically ripe Central American watermelon, and it was back on the boat to try again. 

The second dive started out just as well, with water so clear, you could see the ocean floor in perfect definition the moment your head poked below the surface. I had no issue with most of the skills. I passed off the regulator and shared my air with my partner without missing a beat. I recovered a lost regulator effortlessly, signaled appropriately, and breathed through a free flowing mouthpiece to replicate an equipment malfunction. No issues.

But fully flooding the mask was still proving impossible. My dive instructor let me squeak by, allowing me to perform the skill a couple feet below the surface instead of on the sandy bottom, in hopes that that might calm me down. By some stroke of luck, I was ultimately successful, though I’m not 100% certain how I did it, and I’m even less certain that I could repeat it. But with the lowest level certification under my belt, I’d have opportunities to practice more later.

Later came a few months after that. I didn’t realize the “Scuba Diver” certification was more like a permit than a license, only clearing me for 6 months of very shallow diving. So on our way back north towards the states, after riding down to the tip of Panama and back up through Mexico, we found a city called Veracruz where we could finish out our Open Water course on the cheap. It wasn’t really in the budget to dive again, but something in me had determined that scuba diving needed to be a priority in my life.

Call it stubbornness, call it tenacity, call it heart, or just call it foolish, but while diving was difficult, and I wasn’t any good at it, I refused to let that stop me. Growing pains are normal when learning a new skill, and this wasn’t exactly my first rodeo when it came to being awkward and uncoordinated. Hell, I learned to ride a motorcycle when I was 21, before I learned to ride a bicycle (I was 25 when I finally learned to balance a pedal bike). I had none of the natural motor skills or balance that I needed. I dropped my motorcycle on my leg when I was taking my motorcycle safety course, I almost went over a cliff when I did my first group ride through the mountains of Glendora, California, and I sent my bike over the edge of a racetrack at speed on... multiple occasions, And yet, eight years later, I was carving the unpredictable roads of Latin America on a crotch rocket as though it was as simple as my daily commute. 

I wouldn’t be here on a huge adventure if I gave up at the first sign of discomfort. I wouldn’t be experiencing the world in ways I never imagined if I had said riding a motorcycle was just too hard. 

The risks of diving were high, but my perseverance was higher, and the little taste I had gotten of the ocean of Belize was enough to convince myself that it would be worth getting over the bumps for scuba diving, too.

We secured a room right next to downtown Veracruz along the shoreline. For a place I had never heard of, it was a shockingly hip and modern little city, complete with gourmet fusion restaurants, vibrant murals and sculptures, street performers, small parks, and large malls. The tourism seemed to be largely Mexican nationals, rather than the usual third-world-rich Europeans or Americans. Though it was every bit as colorful and slick as Cancun or Cabo. 

I’d wonder why this hadn’t become a more popular tourist hub if not for the overwhelming smell of sewage that filled the air, as it was pumped directly into the nearby ocean. Lovely. What better motivation could anyone need to master the art of not inhaling the water.

Fortunately, eight months of showers with roaches and scorpions had hardened my constitution to the point of reckless abandon, so against our collective better judgement, we still signed up for a couple days of scuba diving. 

$200 got us the full Open Water course, including instruction, six dives, and a full set of rental equipment. This great savings also meant our instructors spoke little to no English, the equipment was barely holding together, and the dive boat was a tiny dingy that hopped and bobbed along in just the right way to give maximum sea sickness. To top it off, all of our practice drills had to be done in a 15 meter deep section of the open ocean instead of a pool, as the small shop didn’t have the real estate for their own training area. 

But this is an adventure, dammit. If I could do this course under these circumstances, I could probably do just about anything.

We waded out to a small boat that hauled us a couple miles to a sunken Russian merchant ship. Aside from being a large commercial port in the present day, Veracruz was also a large port back in the days of Spanish conquests. As such, it was rife with ship wrecks, big and small.

That fantasy of exploring a wreck was part of what made me want to dive in the first place. I know it’s childish, but having grown up playing video games and reading comic books with pirates and submarines and magical water temples, the thought of plunging into the ocean in search of lost treasure or a forgotten history, stolen away by the temperamental sea, was such a romantic notion that I couldn’t let it go. As I saw it, in this moment, I was starring in my own Choose-Your-Own-Adventure book, and I wasn’t about to flip to the page for “Be a bitch.”

The dive boat being as small as it was, we were instructed to do a rolling entry into the water. Rather than taking a step into oblivion, I just had to sit on the edge and roll backwards. 

Somehow, I found this much easier than a giant step. Not the least of which because the weight of the scuba tank on my back hanging over the edge of the boat made it more awkward to stay on the edge than it was to fall back.

The waters of the Gulf of Mexico were both colder and less clear than they had been in the Atlantic of Belize. Though the visibility was still a solid 15 meters (Compared to the 40 meters of visibility in the turquois Caribbean). A dark royal blue painted every rock and coral, hiding everything from snappers to puffer fish in its haze. We drifted slowly to the sandy bottom, losing 15 degrees to a dramatic thermocline. 

I hadn’t bothered with a wetsuit, but the heat of the day made this a welcome change instead of unpleasantly frigid.

This first dive site was essentially a bay shielded by sunken ships, both relatively shallow and open. I performed the usual skills with ease. Take out my regulator underwater and find it again, hand signals, weight belt removal, so on and so forth. I only had to clear a partially flooded mask on this first round, which the instructor allowed me to do only a few feet below the surface. I once again managed to skirt by, however awkwardly, after several tries.

The instructor I ended up with on the second day was less lenient. An impending hurricane had crept into the forecast, chopping up the sea, and I was about ready to puke before we even dropped in. Our instructor led us down to the sea floor, and she began demonstrating our set of drills. 

As we made it to the dreaded mask flooding, for the hundredth time, my fear got the better of me. I looked the dive master in the eye, and I shook my head. The more pressure I put on myself, the more impossible everything became, to the point that the idea of letting water into my goggles at all had paralyzed me with fear. I knew what happened when I let water into my goggles, and I didn’t know the first thing about preventing that from happening. To perform this skill now, at depth, when it was legitimately extremely dangerous, would have been insanity, wouldn’t it?

When the other students, my partner included, performed every drill perfectly and effortlessly, I only resented myself for my inability even more. 

Why couldn’t I get it? Why was I the only one who didn’t understand?  

Recognizing my stress, the dive master decided to shift gears and push back the drills to another day. She couldn’t speak enough English to explain the techniques, and I couldn’t get a hold of my nerves long enough to perform the skills. 

I don’t know if her olive branch helped. The second dive each day circled a cone shaped upheaval, starting at around 18 meters, and slowly travelling upwards in a spiral. The rocks were ideal hiding places for slack-jawed moray eels and gigantic, otherworldly lobsters. But special as it was, I was too wound up to even enjoy the dive, and all I wanted to do was finish the course and put it behind me. I’d be stressed until I could prove to myself I was capable.

We returned to shore, and I went to bed that night in a huff. 

Why did I ever think I could do this? I don’t know how to swim. I don’t know how to tread water. My greatest fears in life are drowning or being paralyzed, and here I was, riding a motorcycle and learning to dive, with janky equipment and a bunch of people who don’t speak my language. I’m smarter than this. I know better.

I shook my head to banish the thought. If you haven’t failed, you haven’t tried anything new. While learning a new mental or academic skill has always been a breeze for me, physical skills have always been an uphill battle. I spent most of my childhood drawing or painting or reading or playing video games, and creativity was my expertise. Yet, when I became an adult, I threw all of this away to become some half-assed version of a jock. I cast off reading about great adventures and decided I’d go live one. But even though I struggled immensely with each new skill, and it often took me weeks upon weeks to figure out things that the well-rounded rest of the world seemed to pick up in minutes, I never could convince myself to give up. I’m nothing if not tenacious, and somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew it would be worth it in the end. 

The world loves to tell its children that we can do anything we set our minds to, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to be the opposing statistic. 

In a bout of pure stubbornness, we went out again on the third day. It was my last chance to pass. It was going to be my day.

The swells had grown even larger as the hurricane came ever closer, and our little dingy was thrown around like a ragdoll in a washing machine. But I didn’t have patience for my weaknesses today. I didn’t care if I felt sea sick. I didn’t care if I had nerves and anxiety crawling under my skin. I was diving angry. All I could focus on was an overwhelming need to get it right this time.

I held my mask to my face and fell backward into the water without hesitation. Despite the heavy surge, before we started our ascent, I held up a finger to ask for a moment at the surface. One dive master went down with Hollywood and another diver. I stayed in the choppy waves with the other dive master, who was tasked with being my dive buddy. I put my face underwater and filled my mask, taking note of everything I was doing with my breathing. I needed to study and understand what was happening in a safe, controlled environment. I couldn’t learn to do this in a high stress environment without being allowed to sort out the mechanics of it.

I’m a scientific learner. I understand theory. I understand logic. Tell me why something works as it does and I’ll master it. Simply tell me to do it on blind trust, and I’ll never make it past setting up the equation.

Right now, this is a feat of science, and it should be treated as such. 

On the first attempt, I focused on breathing normally as I filled my mask. My nose filled with water instantaneously, and I took a ten count to cough it back out of my lungs.  

On the second attempt, I took careful note of where I was in the breathing cycle. I breathed in. I filled my mask. It played out the same. 

On the third attempt, I was mid-exhale as I pulled the seal on my mask. Bubbles tickled my cheeks as water engulfed my face, but it didn’t end up in my nose. Of course it didn’t. I was exhaling.

But this time, my inhale cycles didn’t pull water unto my lungs either. The sensation of water was already surrounding my nose when I began to breathe in, and my body naturally defaulted to breathing only through my mouth. My unconscious instincts assessed the situation and acted accordingly.

That was the trick. 

If I was exhaling as I pulled the mask off, my nose just... figured it out. I did it again. Then once more. Repeatable results on a simple hypothesis.

I gave my dive master a smile and high five, and we descended together, catching up with the rest of the students. 

Hollywood had just completed replacing his mask when I touched my knees to the sand. I filled my mask with obstinance reflecting in my eyes, so proud I had figured it out.

Begin exhale. Fill the mask. Breathe in. And push the water out of my mask with my nose. I cleared it, then I took my mask off entirely, keeping my eyes closed to keep out the sting of salt water. The dive master swam with me for ten yards or so, holding my hand to give me direction, then he tapped my shoulder to tell me to put my mask back on.

A snap of elastic, a hard exhale through the nose, and 100 blinks to dispel the salt water from my eyelashes, and I was a certified diver.

Just like that. It was that easy.

How was it that easy? I was almost more baffled than I was relieved by the fact that I passed. Was that all there was too it all along? Exhale as you fill your mask?

But it couldn’t be that simple. If my mask got knocked off underwater, completely unexpectedly, there was nothing to guarantee it would be during an exhale cycle. This was a start to understanding the principals behind controlling my own breathing under water, but there was certainly much more to staying calm and in control than a well-timed release. 

Still, I got my certification signed off with flying colors. Everyone gave me high fives and pats on the back. I was a diver. 

I guess. 

I somehow figured it all out without truly understanding how it worked at all. I can’t think of a time I ever felt so proud and unsatisfied at the same time.

At the very least, I knew now that I was capable. Now I just had to become competent.

Half way around the world, in Koh Tao, Thailand, I was going to do exactly that.
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The traffic in Bangkok was pure chaos, and I felt a little fortunate that I didn’t have to ride in it myself. (Bangkok, Thailand)  
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We ran into these two New Yorkers, and their attempt to show us the way to the ferry somehow managed to get us even more lost than I could have gotten myself. Eventually we gave up and asked a cab driver to take us to the ferry so we could catch our bus. (Bangkok, Thailand)
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If towels folded like swans signify romance, what then do towels folded like elephants mean? (Bangkok, Thailand)
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Welcome to Koh Tao! The island was far more developed than I had imagined in my head (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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Backpacker life means you use any kind of transport you can get, whether it’s a bus, a boat, or the back of a rickety old pickup. (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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If you had been riding in this get up in 100 degrees with 100% humidity for 3 months, you would have bee-lined it for the ocean, too. (Hummingbird Highway, Belize)
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While you’ll always remember your first time trying a new hobby, the beauty of Belize had no problem making it especially memorable. (Hopkins, Belize)
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This is the face of someone who knew, beyond the heavy shadows of so many doubts, that she had to pursue scuba diving. (Somewhere in the middle of the Ocean) 
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Chapter 4
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Of all the obstacles I expected to encounter in my quest to not suck at scuba diving, the last one on the list was the risk of falling into the bay when trying to board the boat. 

I had heard Koh Tao referred to as a “diver mill” in the past, as it was inexpensive and overrun by dive shops and backpackers looking to go from zero to dive master in a month’s time. It churned out divers like your best bro churns out bad ideas every time he asks you to hold his beer.

As such, with so many dive shops and so many boats, the only way to fit them all on the singular dock on the island was to stack them one after the other. Depending on when your boat returned from their excursion, you might have to haul your equipment across five, six, maybe even ten other dive boats, shimmying around pillars stacked with tires, climbing over walls, and stepping across two swaying platforms, as the ebb and flow of the sea threatened to pull the ground out from under you. 

The dive masters hopped from boat to boat with both the nimble acrobatics of a monkey and the unfaltering balance of a mountain goat. I, on the other hand, was holding on to every pole and column for dear life, trying not to drop my bag of gear while chanting to myself to not look down. After crossing four boats, I slumped down on the bench lined with scuba tanks and let out the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. Somehow, the thought of swimming under the ocean now seemed less daunting than the thought of having to get back on land when we returned.

The captain fired up the engine and squeezed the boat from the lineup, heading out into the sun rise. Light pinks and gentle blues cast over the surface of the calm morning waves, while the open sea split beneath us. We skimmed along for an hour before the Thai skippers tied the boat to a buoy in a spot they called Chumphon Pinnacle.

Being our first day back in the ocean in ten months, I had opted to start out our time in Koh Tao with a fun dive- a no stress, gentle exploration of the underwater world with no drills and no hoops to jump through. Diving was so overwhelming for me still at this point, I nearly forgot this was supposed to be a relaxing thing people do on vacations and shit. There are times when I look back on the early beginnings of my hobbies and realize they were actually 80% torture and only 20% fun, but I guess the masochist in me took that as a challenge rather than a good reason to, you know, maybe switch to an activity that was less death defying. 

Before we suited up, we sat down with the dive master, and he went over the basics. He used a laminated board to show us what fish we could expect to see, then he demonstrated the hand signals to describe them (Rubbing your belly meant snapper, since they’re delicious, while shaping your hand like a gun signified a trigger fish!). Once we were thoroughly briefed, we all strapped into our BCDs. 

I went through the “BWRAF” mental checklist that they had taught in my first PADI course- an absurd and completely unpronounceable acronym that I can only assume was created while trying to talk underwater with a mouth full of regulator. 

‘B’ was for BCD (Buoyancy Control Device), which refers to the vest that acts has a variable life jacket and attaches all of your scuba gear to your body. Your vest is hooked up to your air supply and you can inflate or deflate it as needed to control your position in the water. I fully inflated my BCD and verified there weren’t any leaks. 

‘W’ is for the weight belt that was pressing uncomfortably on my bladder, which was integral to actual sink below the surface, being human beings are creatures full of air (some hotter than others). At the time, I was using 12 kilograms of lead weights on my belt. Too few would have made it difficult to sink, too many would have made it difficult to float at the surface. The correct amount let you achieve neutral buoyancy, where you had complete control over your place in the blue. More experienced divers often use less weight, but I was very much not one of those.

‘R’ was all about the Regulator: the breathing apparatus that connects your lips to your air supply. I placed both my primary and secondary regulator in my mouth, inhaling and exhaling through each to verify they were working correctly. These regulators seemed to breathe a little easier than the regulators I had used in Veracruz, though they all felt fine once I was under the water.

‘A’ obviously stands for Air. I checked my gauge to verify my tank was both open and full one last time. In Thailand, they measure air in BAR instead of PSI, so rather than starting with 3000 PSI, I was starting with 200 BAR, which was approximately equivalent. I wasn’t super familiar with the exact conversion rate, but knowing to not let my air go into the red area on the gauge was a pretty universal precaution no matter what numbers were on the dial. 

‘F’ simply signified a Final check, where I realized in my focused and disciplined checklist-following, I forgot to put on my fins prior to strapping myself into the still mounted tank. 

You can’t win ‘em all. 

Our dive master helped me out, presenting my rubber flippers like they were Cinderella’s glass slippers. With my daily dose of embarrassment administered, we were off.

My nerves and missteps carried me all the way to the edge of the boat. With the kind of awkward steps that come from wearing two-foot-long flippers, I stepped up onto the narrow ledge, holding onto the deckhand for support, where I made the always fatal mistake of looking down.

The boats in Thailand are tall. While they’ve been turned into purposed dive boats, they weren’t originally built with diving in mind, which is made abundantly clear by the edges that stand a solid six feet above the surface of the water. It was a daunting drop. I had more than enough mental issues with stepping off a boat to fall six inches. This felt like jumping into an abyss. In a split second, my mind had calculated every possible mistake I could make in all those feet to the water.

On the other side of the boat, a tall and lanky German dive master let himself fall backwards into the water like he was performing a trust fall. Hollywood hobbled over to the edge and stepped off instantly. Even if he had been capable of fear, his ankle was still too sore to support himself for long. And I stood on the ledge for a solid fifteen seconds, trying to psyche myself up. 

It’ll be fine. Just do it. Stop thinking.

With one last deep breath, I took the step. I didn’t even have time to acknowledge the free fall before I was being bombarded with water. My mask was nearly ripped form my face on impact, but I had plenty of time to readjust and clean my lenses with defogging spit on the gentle surface of the Gulf of Thailand.

Like had often been the case with diving thus far, the moment I was out of the boat and into the water, my nerves and stomach butterflies started to subside. I sometimes think the hardest part of scuba diving is everything in between getting out of bed and getting into the water. We gathered around our dive master, and with one last “Are you ready?” we raised our buoyancy regulators over our heads and held the deflator button.

Then everything went blue.

We held onto the anchor rope for our first descent, inching lower and lower at the speed of our ability to equalize the air pressure in our ears with the outside water pressure. Hollywood descended faster than I did, having near perfected the art of blowing air out his ears by holding his nose. I found it easiest to equalize by swallowing, which cleared the pressure from my ears naturally, just like when your ears “pop” when you swallow after driving up a mountain to higher altitudes. It was a slower and less instantaneous method, but it worked for me. Once we were ten meters down, we released the rope, and swam slowly into the open water.

Beneath the waves, I was immediately reminded of why I wanted to do this in the first place. It was truly like trekking into the unknowns of outer space, and I was an astronaut on my own planet. Without the stress of drills, it was pure observation and exploration. We moved in slow motion as we pushed through the mass of the sea, while the only sound in my ears was the slow hissing of sucking in a controlled breath, then the gentle pulse of exhaling bubbles. It’s a void of silence, where even my anxious and overactive mind could finally find a sense of quiet.

A murky hue of deep blue tinted every inch of the sea floor, more similar to Veracruz than the Caribbean. But what this monochromatic underworld lacked in color, it made up for with life. Tens of thousands of small yellow barracuda filled every inch of my periphery, forming an anamorphic blob that functioned in a perfect hive mind. The barracudas would shrink away as you ebbed closer, or expand their formation as you gave them space, all with an agility that only the swiftest predators could penetrate.

As we coasted over uneven rocks, anemones popped out of the coral, then retreated back into their tube-like shells as the slightest pulse of the water triggered their defenses. We sunk down to seventeen meters, where rays slept in the sand, tucked beneath the rocks. The fish paid us no mind, even though we had dropped directly into their habitat. Which is perhaps the best part. They didn’t change their habits despite our presence, allowing us to observe these creatures in their truest form. It felt like the difference between visiting someone’s home versus watching a reality show.

Beautiful.

We drifted toward the end of our dive as my tank neared the last 50 BAR of its air supply. The tranquility of the moment was lost as I found myself fighting to stay at five meters long enough for a three minute safety stop. With twelve kilos around my belt, I should have had plenty of weight, but the more I struggled to stay down, the shorter and more panicked my breaths became. The more air I retained in my lungs, the harder it became to control my floating. 

Unceremoniously, the dive master caught me by the ankle and pulled me to the anchor rope to stabilize myself, and I finished my three minutes holding onto the rope in the shallows before surfacing. With ten dives under my belt now, buoyancy was still very much a work in progress. I tried not to beat myself up too much over it this time. I couldn’t get mad at myself over every mistake, or I would be too flustered to let myself learn. 

In Koh Tao, I was surrounded by dive masters and swimming in calm waters. This was probably the safest time in my diving career to work out these kinds of issues. Being underwater is obviously still, despite the best efforts of science and technology, not a natural state for humans. And our innate survival instincts aren’t conducive to good diving techniques. But this was the time to hash these things out. That was the whole reason I was here.

On the second dive, we migrated over to a site known as White Rock, where we could see tourists crowding on Sairee Beach. I was given more weight to compensate for my body’s desperate need to float, and it was much easier to control my place in the blue by simply adding small amounts of air to my BCD. For me, it was much easier to be slightly over-weighted than under-weighted this early in the game. 

We traversed the rocks and anemones, floating over coral and gently pulsing sea weeds, until our dive master waved for us to follow him into the rocks. He descended beneath a stone archway. It was a brief swim through, but I had never attempted to swim through anything before, so just watching Hollywood follow him into the gap made my heart race a little faster. I could have easily just swam over the arch, but I wanted to try it, too. 

I expelled traces of air in my BCD, and dropped down, hugging the sandy bottom. The opening looked spacious enough, but my tank scraped lightly on the rocks above my head as I pulled myself along, lightly walking myself over the sand to propel myself forward. 

By the time I popped out the other side, I felt like I was practically a cave diver. Such a harrowing and extreme four feet that was. Sometimes it’s the smallest things that turn into extra confidence.

The following day, we did another set of fun dives so we could be thoroughly warmed up for the Advanced Open Water Course that was soon to follow. These dives were just what I needed to get the last of my rust off and my expectations managed. 

Our dive master that day was a man named Kayo, and he hailed from the Czech Republic. He was bleach blond, like all the dive instructors who had been taking in years of salt water and sun rays in their hair, and he never stopped smiling. Back in Czech, he had been a motorcycle racer and a race track junkie, naturally turning us into instant best friends. 

In the United States, motorcycles are considered more of a novelty than a necessity, compared to the low budget utilitarian uses throughout the rest of the world. In most the world, motorcycles are a way to save money on gas, you can ride them literally anywhere they’ll fit (which is mostly everywhere), you can cut through traffic, park on the side walk, and the bikes are so small, cheap, and manageable, anyone can and does ride one. Conversely, motorcycles in the states are still a rarity. Finding another rider was always an instant bond, simply because, against all logic, reason, and self-preservation, you both chose this impractical and dangerous mode of transportation, in a country where there are heavy restrictions on lane splitting, bikes are relatively expensive, and they’re typically built with large engines with an excess of horse power- basically nullifying any practical advantage to riding one. Motorcycles are treated as toys, and we bond over our toys. 

So to take this niche group and find someone who rides their bike on a racetrack becomes a special bond within a special bond. Then to find someone who commits to a competition racing license, where you go beyond simple practice days and commit to going as fast as you can, at the limits of your skill, spending every penny and minute of your day to get better and faster, is a niche within a niche within a niche that’s so small, you may as well be family.

Now to find a fellow scuba diver who was also a motorcycle racer? 

That’s a soul mate.  

This was the luckiest development I could have ever asked for. It was hard to remember to be nervous when I was busy laughing about the exploits of Valentino Rossi or comparing shoe-string tire budgets in our half-assed amateur racing programs. 

The boat carried us out to White Rock again, where the fish were as spectacularly abundant as they were the day before, then we floated over to a small rock protruding from the otherwise smooth, sandy bottom. A large and flat batfish had been hovering in front of an opening in the rock, standing perfectly still. It scattered as we approached.

In a series of simple hand motions, Kayo instructed us to place a hand by the opening. 

As if on cue, a pair of cleaner shrimp emerged from a hole and crawled onto our hands. They moved about my fingers, tickling me with their microscopic shrimp feet as they cleaned dead skin from my cuticles like a rustic deep sea manicure. I had never even pampered myself this much on land. Who knew being a diver would be the first time I finally got to experience being a suburban housewife? 

We swam on, and another fish took our place to enjoy the same primping and pampering. “A fish car wash,” he called it. The habits and symbiosis of the undersea ecosystem never ceased to amaze me. 

We rounded a sandy bottom, past a territorial clown fish, encircled in a ring of stones and fossilized sea urchin casings. The little orange and white striped anemone fish would lunge at anyone who came close to his circle. We made sure not to fuck with Nemo. 

For a grand finale, we floated up for our safety stop as an Eagle Ray flew circles around us. Its spotted wings flapped in slow motion above my head, while a long tail trailed behind it, ending in a deadly stinger. Unlike the blue spotted ribbontail rays that rested on the sandy floor, eagle rays can be found swimming in open ocean, and can grow as large as five meters long (That’s as deep as the three minute safety stop!). Their powerful wings allowed them to breach several feet into the air, and to see one in Koh Tao was an extremely rare treat.

Every dive spot seemed to have their creature of legend who every diver hoped to see. In Belize it was the Nurse Shark. In Veracruz, it was a Dolphin. In the north end of the Sea of Cortez, it had been the sea lion.

The whale shark was actually Koh Tao’s local celebrity, but a soaring eagle ray was a passable and similarly rare runner up. I guess I get lucky sometimes. Not often, but it happens.

On the second dive, in direct contrast to our free manicures, we got the opportunity to see a less welcoming side of the sea. Our descent placed us directly within a cone shaped area of water that a Titan Triggerfish had claimed as its own. The Titan Triggerfish was easy to identify, with its large black and white body and striking red face. It bobbed vertically toward the sea floor, breaking stone coral between its teeth. I had seen other types of triggerfish in Mexico (I even ate one at one point), but they weren’t aggressive creatures on that side of the world. They were simply a cool looking fish.

The Titan variety that speckled the waters of the Gulf of Thailand, however, are large and extremely aggressive. 

Before our dive master even had the chance to shape his hand like a gun to give us the ‘triggerfish’ signal, like a well-trained guard dog, the Titan wasted no time abandoning its coral chew toy in favor of chasing us out of its territory. Its jaws chomped its way through the water, and every flick of its tail fin conveyed attitude and violence. 

Kayo was first on the fish’s warpath, giving Hollywood and I plenty of time to get away. Our dive master swam backwards, placing his fins between himself and the fish, kicking until he was clear of the big guy’s territory. 

The moment we were out of that imaginary cone, as quickly as it had attacked, the triggerfish returned to its coral, where it resumed systematically crushing the rocks between its teeth. As though nothing had ever happened. Just like that. 

The difference a meter makes.

The dive was otherwise uneventful, save some issues I kept having with my rental masks. No matter how many times I verified I had tucked away even the strayest of my stray hairs, or how I adjusted my head strap, my mask insisted on slowly filling with water. I was spending more time clearing my mask than I was looking at the fish. Which, while that was certainly practice that I needed, I would have liked my eye balls much less heavily salted.

I had this issue often with rental masks. Hollywood rarely seemed to have any problems, but I apparently have the world’s weirdest face, as not a single mask had ever sealed correctly for me. The perfect problem for an already anxious diver. I’m still holding out for actually getting something right one day, but it would not be this day.

We got back to land by about noon. Most of the shops on the island offered two dive trips a day (with an occasional third for night dives). The first boat would leave in the early morning and second left in the afternoon, with just enough time to get lunch in between. I’m very much a morning person, and the 5:00AM departure time seemed to offer smaller crowd sizes, so we had opted to do the morning trips and sit out the afternoon trips. Four to five dives a day in the same dive spots sounded like a recipe for burn out rather than a recipe for fun. I didn’t much envy the dive masters. 

Aside from it being a relaxing break to take the rest of the afternoon off, diving first thing in the morning had also helped my anxiety a lot, as it removed the all-day anticipation of waiting for our trip. All I had the capacity to think about that early in the morning was why my poor life choices were depriving me of breakfast. It was as strategic as it was convenient.

It also worked out well as, aside from the dejected snacking on sandwich cookies and watermelon, it meant we saved our first meal of the day for after our dive instead of getting into the water half-bloated with our stomachs unsettled. And well, when you’re dealing with the incredible flavors and portion sizes of authentic Thai food, you want to be allowed to eat as much as your stomach can hold. 

Kayo had to be back on the boat for the afternoon trip, but he was still happy to oblige us for the lunch between dives. After he helped us fill out our log books, stamping dive number thirteen and fourteen into our career, his girlfriend popped in to join us. She was a Belgian woman named Wendy, who was a fellow dive master. She had been living on the island for the better part of the last decade. They had met on the island, and a mutual love of diving had effortlessly brought them together. A cute island love story.

But while that’s all well and good, more importantly, their long term resident status and dive shop wages meant they knew where to get the best and most affordable local eats. 

“Duck” was the restaurant of choice for all of the dive masters of Scuba Shack. Roasted ducks on pikes, neck and all, were displayed prominently on the counter as you walked in. The reddened skin paired with the way the neck twisted over a plump round body made them look more like strange scorpion-rodent-things rather than any sort of water bird. But they called the restaurant “duck” so I assume that’s what those things were.

We followed Kayo and Wendy’s lead for ordering. A small bowl of roast duck over noodles with a fried egg on top cost something like $4 USD. A large bowl was closer to $6. Both were more food than the pair of us could conceivably eat in a day.

But the thing about the food on Koh Tao as a whole is that it’s so incredibly delicious that it’s difficult to stop eating. Much unlike my experience in Mexico, where I learned that the American renditions of their food that I was used to were heavily modified from their simple origins, and most of the country’s fresh vegetables were exported to America, leaving little for themselves, authentic Thai food was everything I hoped it would be, plus so much more. An abundance of vegetables were always chopped to order and stir fried with homemade noodles. Poultry was roasted on a spit, keeping it moist and flavorful, and it was all married together with sweet and salty and magical sauces. They were rich and flavorful enough to be filling, while somehow also being light and fresh enough to not bog you down and throw you into an instant food coma. 

We didn’t really eat any form of Asian food when I was a kid at all. Even being in Los Angeles, we never had a terribly cultured palate. We were more meat and potatoes kind of people, and I grew up on simple American staples. Though that was more about budget than anything else. We ate simple food because we were used to simple food. Fortunately, my mom is a great cook, so I had no reason to feel like I was missing out on much.

I think I was maybe seventeen the first time we got Chinese takeout. It was the typical American version of Chinese food, from a hole in the wall Chinese place with a B rating for sanitation posted on the door. The kind of spot where all the best Chinese food comes from. 

I’m sure that was about as authentic a representation of real Chinese food as the American version of Mexican food was to real Mexican food. But that first tangy crunch of orange chicken with the savory noodles and bean sprouts of lo mein was the start of a now long standing obsession with the food of the orient. I was 21 when I first tried sushi. I was 26 when I first tried Pad Thai. I was now 30 as I first tried duck. And now I wanted to eat it every day. 

Good or bad, impressive or disappointing, food was always a compelling reason to travel. Getting to try new flavors in the presence of new friends in a beautiful place only made it that much better. 

We continued chatting with Kayo about racing, which was a breath of fresh air after spending what felt like an eternity in Montana, away from everyone who cared about the things I know and love. 

Being I have always been a little bit (okay, a lot a bit) of a nerd, I had a deeply ingrained social need to talk about the complexities and nuances of my hobbies. I love to analyze things- to an extent that might be nauseating to some. Being an introvert, I needed those kinds of involved conversations to feel like I was understood and engaged.

I had friends that let me do that in spades when I lived in California, being deep in the racing and motorcycle community. Making friends was effortless, even for someone like myself who couldn’t initiate a conversation without swallowing a swarm of hyperactive stomach butterflies. I hadn’t truly understood this until now, as I reflect on that move to Montana. 

Living in a rural part of small town America, I found no one who shared my hobbies. Motorcycles are an exorbitant and privileged hobby after all. So is scuba diving. So is travel. And while I had grown up without any more in the bank than they might have had, having been a product of a single mother raising five children in hardly the nicest part of Los Angeles, I clawed my way up from the lower class to the lower middle class, starting with an entry level video game testing job making minimum wage, reaching a respectable career in Software Quality Assurance making enough to have my own one bedroom apartment and race a modest motorcycle. 

With each new position, my wages got a little higher, and I devoted every penny I had left after rent and basic living expenses to discovering new hobbies. I found that constantly learning and challenging myself is what fueled my existence. I didn’t drink, I didn’t smoke, and I didn’t even eat out at restaurants if it meant I could afford one more set of race tires and one more weekend trip. 

But my story is basically the expectation of anyone living in a city, whereas that wasn’t the culture in Montana. While there were a few people who I could get along with, most of which being fellow transplants, Montana itself wasn’t a diverse place where you could find your tribe among a million different outlooks. This was a small, fixed culture, where you were expected to either fit in or get out. It was slower. There was no sense of hustle or insatiable curiosity. It was easy living. 

And I hate easy.

I couldn’t expect them to understand where I came from, and I couldn’t wrap my head around where they had come from. The mechanics of riding a motorcycle was no longer an easy ice breaker. Coding jokes didn’t elicit laughs. Travel stories were more a point of envy than interest. And attempts to talk about my childhood were spit on as soon as I said “California.” All we had to bond over was the mundanity of life, and it felt like being in a state of permanent small talk, where I had to censor and shy away from any deeper themes that were actually on my mind.

On a professional level, it wasn’t any better. Going from fast moving, cutting edge tech in Los Angeles to twenty-year-old basic website building in Montana, I found the ideas or suggestions I brought to the table were only met with resistance and offense. They were new adaptors to the AGILE method, which basically meant they scheduled a lot of meetings, but they had no idea what they were supposed to talk about in them. And they weren’t looking for clarification on that either. They seemed happy to run in circles, confused and stressed by constantly missing deadlines and losing clients if that meant they didn’t have to change. Because change would be difficult and they might have to learn something.

Suddenly, my ability to think outside the box and speak up in meetings when something wasn’t right had become a detriment rather than an asset. I was now “mouthy” instead of “assertive.” The day my boss insisted I “be more like a robot and stop trying to be creative,” I gave my resignation. 

Growing up in the big city, you’re surrounded by ambition. It’s a dog eat dog world, and everyone is striving to do just a little more. In some senses, it could be materialistic and exhausting, but in so many other senses, it became like a natural competition to have the most interesting and incredible life. There wasn’t just a constant drive to get better and keep up, but the people around you were so vastly different in so many ways, that they became constant inspiration for what you could achieve if you believed and tried and fought hard enough.

For some people, that’s probably the most stressful environment they’ve ever heard. It’s easy to get washed away in the current if you aren’t willing to paddle with everything you have. 

But for me, it was what gave me my fire. I met people who had traveled the world, and they made me think I could travel the world, too. I met people who flew planes, who sailed ships, who raced, who climbed mountains, who made a life for themselves out of nothing- and that made me hungry for that same kind of success and excitement. You weren’t allowed to stagnate if you wanted to survive, and I wanted to feel as in awe of myself as I did the people around me.

My soul needed that kind of atmosphere. I needed people to look up to. And maybe in some odd way, I needed to feel lesser than those around me- like a reminder that there was always so much room still to grow.

That difference of mind set, consequently, is precisely what triggered the extreme xenophobia that I experienced time and again in these small towns, when I mistakenly told people I was from California. Having existed in this homogenous world of Montana for long enough, even a blond-haired, blue-eyed woman from another state within the same country was too foreign for their prejudice. I don’t know if that unprompted anger I constantly experienced was more about bitterness over assumed wealth or fear of possible change if too many people arrived with outside views, but it was like a strange version of an inferiority complex that was touted as a superiority complex.

And honestly, the harsh reception pushed me to be just as resentful and bitter as the locals after a while. I walked in with an open mind, thinking I could try a new and different way of life. I thought if I smiled and talked about what I was passionate about, they would do the same. I had been told time and again how nice and friendly small town folk were, after all. And when I was “just passing through” they had been nice. But once I moved in, I instead found myself so constantly berated and demeaned for being born two states over, that I started to hate their entire culture with just as much tunnel vision and wide-sweeping bias. In that sense, maybe I was adapting the local flavor after all. It’s so easy to become a hateful person when all you’re shown is hate. It was a never ending cycle, and that made me even more depressed.

Because regardless of my personal experience, the reality was that this “country versus city” cultural clash was very real. Even if they had been willing to talk to me beyond the first “Where are you from?” I still wouldn’t have fit in. I was the person who looked at a piece of land and thought about the things I could build. I looked at the outdated software, and thought about how much more efficient I could make it with a few changes. I looked at everything through this lens of how it could grow, myself included, instead of looking at it for what it already was. 

So really, I probably am everything they decided I am. I am, to my very core, everything that made them hate “city slickers.” And that’s why I decided it was best that I leave. I gave it a chance, and it wasn’t for me. They could keep their world, and I’d keep mine.

At the end of the day, there wasn’t necessarily anything wrong with their rejection of change or their desire for simplicity, if it’s what made them feel happy and content. Not everyone has to try to reinvent the wheel or climb a corporate ladder. And not everyone has to want to. This is their culture in their state, and that’s what makes it special to them. 

The only real issue was simply that, when it came to my ability to find common ground, as a socially awkward nerd who loved chasing even the most absurd dreams, it became an insurmountable difference, where we all left disappointed. 

Back on the road, surrounded by people who had upheaved their lives to take on a career in a foreign country, who were giving up their normal routine for months or years without any idea what they were getting into, who were risk takers, rejecting their comfort zones, and seeking out a wealth of life experiences- I was among kindred spirits again. And I was never more excited for the possibilities I was diving into.
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“Oh, you thought drowning or decompression sickness were the greatest dangers of scuba diving? But wait, there’s more!” (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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Getting back was just as treacherous, since we often ended up even further down the lineup than we started. Every boat was a little bit different, and it was stressful trying to cross each one. (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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For all the chaos in my head, the one thing that always calmed me down was looking at the beautiful and gentle sea. (White Rock, Koh Tao, Thailand)
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I was often a touch jealous of Hollywood’s complete lack of fear, even when faced with an unreasonably tall boat. But then I have to remind myself that he was a competitive diver in high school, while my water experience was more like ‘I beat the water level in Super Mario Bros once’ (White Rock, Koh Tao, Thailand)
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The sunsets on the island were impossible to beat. Regardless of struggles, I was very quickly falling in love with Thailand. (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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Chapter 5
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It was a balmy yet sunny Wednesday (like every day in Thailand) when we finally decided to start our Advanced Open Water course. 

We were going to hold off until Hollywood’s ankle had healed a bit more, but while we had arrived in Thailand just over a week ago at this point (and we had only been in Koh Tao for about 3 days) the diving seemed to be working as an affective form of physical therapy for him. I had thought hauling around heavy scuba tanks and kicking through the water all day would have made his sprain worse, but every day he swam, he came out walking a little easier.

It turns out, much like life, even injured limbs get better when you get the fuck out of Montana.

Our new favorite dive master wasn’t certified to teach the Advanced course, but I liked the way Scuba Shack operated thus far, so we signed up with them just the same. 

The course itself is really more of a series of demos rather than an actual class. Basically, you’re required to do five different dives that cover five different PADI specialties. A deep dive to 30 meters and an underwater navigation dive are required, then you get to choose the remaining three specialties you’d like to try out to finish the course. The resulting certification would then allow you to dive as deep as 30 meters in a regulated recreational setting.

You could pick any three specialties that you wanted, but after getting a little bit of resistance on our unpopular choices, we opted to just go by the shop’s recommendations. None of the dive masters were trained in Search and Recovery or Dive Scooters after all. Plus, Peak Performance Buoyancy, Wreck diving, and Night diving were a lot more practical for your average recreational diver.

Our dive instructor was a petite French woman who looked only a bit older than I was. My last female instructor hadn’t spoken even a lick of English, so she had been a bit difficult to work with, but I was still a touch excited to have another woman to learn from for once. While diving doesn’t obviously favor one gender over the other, however much we want to claim men and women are exactly the same, I couldn’t help but wonder if there were any advantages or disadvantages that women have encountered under the water. I hoped an experienced female diver might have unique methodologies.

I’ve taken a lot of motorcycle racing schools throughout my life where my teachers had, naturally, always been men. It’s a massively uneven sport when it comes to the gender breakdown, after all, and there were still very few women who were on the level needed to teach others. Which is fine. We’re riding motorcycles, not menstruating. But a woman’s muscular structure is different, and her style of analysis, risk assessment, and processing stimuli can often be different. To assume that two people with completely different bodies and minds can and should use the identical techniques to acquire identical results isn’t even realistic between two different men (Watch Marc Marquez and Jorge Lorenzo ride the same motorcycle side-by-side, and you’ll see exactly what I mean), so why would the same exact techniques necessarily be good practice for both men and women? 

Physics are physics, but I couldn’t help but think that maybe the real reason women weren’t on equal footing in a sport that doesn’t have obvious reason for gender bias is because we don’t acknowledge our individual strengths. Instead, we focus too hard on trying to pretend there aren’t any differences between us. My own desperate need to be ‘just one of the guys’ has, in a small way, stopped me from exploring what makes being a girl a good thing, too, and I shunned my differences instead of embracing and understanding them. As though I was so stuck in my need to be seen as an equal that I forgot equality is more about equal results rather than identical process.

So, how then did this apply to scuba diving? 

Now, I’m not going to say my struggles with the sport had anything to do with whether or not I had ovaries, but as scuba diving seemed to have a solid number of women in the sport, I kept thinking maybe having a female dive master would at least result in an unspoken sisterhood like we often held in road racing. I knew no better cheer leaders than women who were racing or riding together.

Our first dive was the Peak Performance Buoyancy dive at a site they called “Buoyancy World.” But when it came time to brief us, our instructor seemed about as enthused as a dog who just heard the word “vet.”

“How do you remain static when you’re constantly changing the amount of air in your lungs?” I asked. It was one concept that had never really been clear to me. Since air is obviously such a big factor in how much you float or sink, and since you’re never, ever supposed to hold your breath when diving, how do you compensate for that constant variable?

“Just breathe and remain in control.” She responded shortly, before turning away to another dive master to chat.

Helpful. Well that was a short lived fantasy. I let out a sigh, and hopped in the water as clueless as I arrived. If I knew how to do everything my dive master knew how to do, I wouldn’t be taking a course in the first place. I suppose it wouldn’t be the first time in life that my only available strategy was to flail about blindly, so I’d make due somehow.

Once we were submerged, we huddled around the sandy bottom to watch her perform the first test. She placed a spoon in the sand, then she floated upside down, slowly inching her nose toward the spoon. 

Then she righted herself and pointed to me. 

It wasn’t terribly clear if the point was to hover just above the spoon, to see how close we could get to it without touching it, to get close enough to touch it without knocking it over, or to get used to being upside down in the water.

So naturally, I just tried to do all of those things, figuring I’d win the game through process of elimination. I think the spoon ended up half way up my nose at one point, and my ill-fitting rental mask filled with water every time my face hit a new angle. Perhaps the true goal was to test my buoyancy while choking.

After a couple minutes, she gave me the “okay,” as if to imply I did something correctly- what exactly, I couldn’t say- and Hollywood took my place bobbing over the spoon. He floated over the spoon with an easy grace and precision, while I watched on, wondering if I’ve ever looked that smooth doing anything in my life. I’m glad no one was taking pictures on this dive for comparison... 

The second half of the dive was much more straight forward. Buoyancy World was set up with various statues, rings, and uneven bars, so divers could practice squeezing through tight spots, controlling their depth, and carefully plotting their trajectory. I scraped my tank while passing under the stone tentacles of a giant octopus, then I sucked in my gut to nimbly clear a set of parallel bars. The fisheye effect of the underwater world skewed my perception, making entrances appear much larger and closer than they actually were. I could outstretch my arm as far as it would go, and still be too far away to actually touch an object that I thought was right in front of me. And then, conversely, I would scrape my tank on tentacles that I could have sworn were a couple feet over my head. 

It seems I’m about as good at judging myself in the water as I am at judging a truck in a tight parking space. But I knew this was definitely a skill that would improve with time.

It certainly wasn’t going to improve with the provided instruction, anyways. Once we were back on the surface, our dive master still didn’t seem terribly interested in answering questions. I couldn’t say if she was impatient or simply didn’t have answers, but it wasn’t helping my confidence or my diving ability. I wasn’t worried I wouldn’t pass the course, but I wish I felt like I was actually advancing my skills. 

The second dive required us to drop down to 30 meters, the maximum depth for an advanced diver. Here, the drill would be much more simple. We would descend, she would show us an object at maximum depth, we would guess what it was, then we would slowly ascend. There wasn’t much to teach other than to simply exist at depth, so it shouldn’t have been much of an issue.

In a sudden burst of effort, she started explaining at length the dangers of decompression sickness and diving too deep. The ways you’d go through oxygen faster, and the way oxygen became toxic at 60 meters. The ways you’d need to descend very slowly to not risk bursting the bubbles building up in your muscles and blood stream, the risks of overexpansion of the lungs under changing pressure, and the ways the depth would feel around our bodies. 

If I didn’t know better, I would have thought she was intentionally trying to trigger all of my most absurd internal doomsday scenarios. It was a fair warning, and I’m sure it was exactly what she should have been telling us, but it was grim enough that I let it get in my head and under my skin.

Having had near constant mask problems since we started, her ominous talk had me vividly imagining my mask totally flooding at depth, where I was nowhere near the surface. In my mind’s eye, my body was well saturated with air, and I thrashed and I choked. I drowned, but not before taking the time to admonish my stubbornness and risk taking that had ever thought I was good enough to do this.

My imagination is an asshole sometimes. 

But it left me wondering- is that how I would react? Or would I still be able to remain collected enough to take care of the situation properly? Would I be able to force myself to remain calm or would the added pressure at depth make my issues worse? Maybe I had no business being here at all.

I know mask trouble sounds like a low level worry for someone taking an “advanced” course, but I was still a very low level diver in actuality, and the widespread non-instruction I’d received both in Open Water and Advanced meant the only understanding I had was what I’d achieved through my own trial and error. 

I swallowed hard, tightened my mask strap an extra notch or two, and I took my giant step.

As if a prophecy immediately saw fit to fulfill itself, our dive master had us descend much more quickly than usual, in some strange hurry to make it down, and I was struggling to equalize as quickly as everyone else. While my swallowing technique had been affective thus far, I couldn’t equalize nearly as quickly as someone who blew the pressure out of their ears with their nose. I was already nervous, and this was only making me more flustered. 

About ten feet down, I attempted to switch to the nose technique in an effort to keep up. But when I pinched the nose of my mask as I took a deep inhale, all I managed to do was break the already poor seal against my skin. Water rushed into my goggles and I had no calm left in my mental reserves. 

I inhaled the water, I panicked, and I shot for the surface. Fortunately I was shallow enough for this to not be a hugely catastrophic move, but I surfaced angry at myself for letting my base instincts kick in so quickly for a skill I thought I had been gradually improving on. I let myself get caught up in all the chaos, and my mind wasn’t well trained enough to make the right decision under stress.

I had my answer. 

It was stupid, it was amateurish, it was dangerous, and it was a completely unacceptable reaction. Literally a mistake that could have gotten me killed in any other situation. 

I was more angry than I was shaken, honestly. As the dive master gave me an ear-full, I dipped my unmasked face underwater and forced myself to breathe a few counts. 

Just like when I learned to ride, I knew at some point I would make every mistake in the book. But I wouldn’t make it twice. Fortunately if I had to make this mistake, it was while I was still close to the surface. I’d do better next time, but I’d have to practice my mask drills until it became second nature instead of luck.

I spit in my mask again, and adjusted the back strap in hopes that it would work better this time. 

And it did.

Turns out having my mask too tight was just as bad- if not worse- than having it too loose. This time, I descended without issue, insisting that I equalize at my pace instead of hers, and I met everyone at the ten foot mark again. 

We continued down, slowly but surely, to our spot at 30 meters.

And I was fine this time. I had gotten so far in my own head, that I wasn’t doing anything right. It took anger to make myself focus the way I should have been focusing all along. I didn’t want to make a habit of using frustration in place of confidence, but for now, this was all I had.

The instructor reached into her BCD, and pulled out a small, dark green and yellow fruit of some kind. A lime maybe? She handed it to Hollywood and let him examine it for a moment, then she handed him a panel with a pencil, so he could write down what he thought it was. She gave him a nod. Then it was my turn.

I was convinced it was a lime up until I touched it. A smooth, tight skin was stretched over a squishy interior. I knew this texture.

She handed me the board, and I wrote confidently in bold letters. 

“Tomato.” 

She gave me a smile and a miniature applause, and we started a slow ascent through the corals and the fish.

The dive was easy enough, but the weight of my failure was still pressing on my mind for the rest of the day. 

In motorcycles, we commonly use the mantra “ride your own ride.” Exactly as it sounds, it means to know your limits and your ability and ride within those parameters, rather than trying to keep up with someone who may be more advanced (or more reckless) than you are. I learned this lesson the hard way the first time I ever rode with a group. I was new to riding, and even newer to canyon riding. I didn’t have any friends in the sport yet, so in an effort to make some, I found a group ride on an internet forum about 40 miles from home. I signed up, and I headed out.

The guys were a mix of newer riders and hotshot locals who ruled their local canyon. But they were all friendly and made me feel welcome. We met up at a gas station, and by 10:00AM we were heading toward Glendora Mountain Road in Southern California.

I almost immediately found myself in over my head. The turns of the road were constant and much tighter than anything I had ridden thus far, and the rest of the group was much faster than me. I was tense and riding on blind instinct, and I’m 90% certain I made it to the first rest stop on luck alone.

But not wanting to feel like the lame, slow little sister who holds everyone up, I laughed it off and pretended I wasn’t scared out of my mind. “How much worse could it get?” I thought. 

I think you can guess that it definitely got worse. I was in the middle of the pack as we took off, and as we crested the mountain and began our descent, it was clear I had a decent sized tail developing behind me. I wasn’t going slow, really- I was still exceeding the speed limit by a good 15 mph- but I was going much slower than the group wanted to go.

No one forced me to speed up, unless you count my own ego, but before I knew it, I was carving the mountain at thirty over. I came up on turns one after the next, scraping foot pegs on the asphalt. A short straight, a tight right hander, a blind left. 

Every successful turn gave me more confidence, up until I came around a blind left turn that required skill beyond reckless abandon. As I wrapped around the mountain, the road slowly revealed itself with every passing meter. The radius of the turn decreased at a rate much tighter than my speed and trajectory allowed. I rolled off the throttle and tried to lean the bike over harder, not realizing I had pulled my tires onto the slick paint of the double yellow lines.

I felt the sensation of asphalt scraping against my knee puck. I was dragging knee! Every sport bike rider’s rite of passage!

It wasn’t until I also felt the asphalt scraping against my helmet that my brain put two and two together. Yes, my knee was dragging. Along with my thigh, my shoulder, my face. As if in slow motion, I watched my motorcycle slide out from under me as momentum threw its front tire straight into a berm: The only thing between me, my bike, and the edge of the mountain.

So much for my brand new leather suit.

I looked over the edge to see a several hundred foot drop into a forest below. A single foot further, and I would be down there. 

I was lucky. But not riding my own ride could have killed me that day. And it could have killed me today. 

I learned from that moment. But what I learned was that I didn’t know shit about riding. All of my base instincts were wrong, and I needed a lot more education to make the right decisions even in moments of knee jerk reactions. 

So I went to a race track, I signed up for multiple schools with a range of different professionals in different riding disciplines, and I shoved myself, hand over fist, into learning the fundamental techniques, so I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

And it worked. There are a lot of subtleties to riding a motorcycle, and even more to riding a motorcycle well. The amount of weight you put on the bars, where you’re looking with your eyes, how you position your body on the seat, whether you focus the weight of your feet on your inside peg versus your outside peg in a turn. When to shift, when to brake, when to accelerate, and how quickly you can make a motorcycle lean. 

Riding is an infinitely compounding physics equation, and every cog in that machine can affect the outcome of a corner. Every instructor had their own equation, with subtle differences that may or may not work for each person. But they DID have an equation.

I’m certain scuba diving operated with similarly explainable principles, but not one of my instructors thus far had seemed to know how to break down a single one. 

Being good at something and being able to teach others to be good at it, too, are two very separate skills. It seemed becoming a dive instructor only required you be the former. I hadn’t even found a teacher who could explain the technique behind filling your mask without inhaling water. If you can become a dive “master” without knowing the principles behind your actions, how can you teach someone else? And from the side of the new student- how do you find a dive master who DOES know how to teach? Even this “Advanced” course that I was currently somehow passing- how many of my dive masters skirted through their education the same way, with the same nonexistent standards? 

I guess with diving, you just have to learn everything yourself. You get the certifications so a shop won’t turn you away when you’re on vacation, you get a list of techniques to work on, and it’s up to you to figure out how to actually do them.

Back on land, we took a break between dives, and I decided to address at least one of my points of frustration. What I needed first was a properly fitting mask. 

There were about a thousand dive shops in Koh Tao, and it made no sense for me to keep struggling with such a crucial piece of equipment if I was going to continue diving with any seriousness. I’ve invested this much time and energy. It was about time I invested in some gear.

I must have tried on every mask on the island. Some brands were wrong the second they touched my face. Others were... better. But at a non-refundable $100 a mask and with no pool to test them in, I needed to know if it was just “better” or “correct.” 

The dive masters running the shops were proving about as useful as my Advanced Open Water Instructor. I’d try on masks by drawing in a breath to hold them to my face, and they would nod along, saying things like “that looks good,” or “that one’s really popular.” 

It wasn’t until I found a hole in the wall shop in a tight back alley that I got any sort of help. A young German girl came out from behind the counter and started walking me through fitting a mask.

“Fitting a mask is a lot more complicated than just whether or not it falls off your face when you suck the air out of it. I don’t know how many bad mask fits I’ve gone through before I figured out that there’s a trick to it.” She beamed as she pulled a mask down from the top shelf. It seemed incredibly rare that I met anyone other than myself who struggled with... anything, really, so to have confirmation that I wasn’t simply the worst diver to ever live was reassuring.

She handed me a mask, and I pressed it to my face and sucked in air to hold it there. It seemed to work well enough, but so did all the others.  

“Now tilt your head back and let it sit loosely on your face, not creating any air pressure,” she told me. I followed her instructions. “Feel around the edges. It should follow the contours of your face without any gaps or holes. Otherwise, that’s where water is going to get in as you move your head around.”

I felt around the rim, and already there was the smallest gap by each of my temples. It was fine everywhere else, but not there. She handed me another mask, and I tried it again. The mask didn’t even pretend to line up with my nose. The next one left an opening along the entire length of my forehead. Another rested a millimeter off my cheeks.

The fifth mask she handed me, however, was perfect. 

“That’s the one!” She clapped as she admired the perfect seal around my eyes. “This right here is your face shape.”

I pulled the goggles from my face and stared at the rubber trim. It was one of the lower end Mares masks. Nothing fancy or expensive. It looked just like the others at a glance. And it felt just like the others in every other instance. I never would have guessed this was the mask I needed if not for this explanation.

It made so much sense, and it was so simple and so obvious. Why did no one at any of the ten other dive shops I had tried that day think to suggest this? Was it because no one else understood the principles? Why hadn’t they bothered to learn them? Was it because they didn’t struggle with any of these things themselves, so it didn’t occur to them to research further?

In a weird way, despite all my failures thus far, this actually made me feel better about myself as a whole. I had failed at nearly everything, and I struggled even more, but with every failure came a new lesson and a deeper understanding. I had to learn why and how things worked in order to get past the hurdle, and I was slowly but surely becoming better educated for it. I needed a lot more practice to be any good, of course, but I hoped in my mind, after all of these mistakes, maybe I could be the one who could help other people like me- the ones who didn’t always get it on talent alone, who weren’t great from the get go, who needed to know the science and the technique before they could perform a skill, and who actually needed to be taught.

I bought the mask on the spot, and I scrubbed it out with toothpaste three or four times that night, a precaution that I was told helps clean off any residues leftover from production that would cause fogging. Hopefully my mask problems would finally be solved. 

I woke up the next morning, ready to take on the rest of the course with some extra confidence and some semblance of a plan. 

Today, our instructor was a man named Valorie. He was also French, and like many of the dive masters on Koh Tao, he had been diving there for the better part of a decade. What started out as a casual interest in learning to dive turned into full time residency and working for a dive shop. It seemed that Koh Tao became the final stop for many European backpackers and travelers who got sucked into the abundant ocean life, inexpensive diving, and mild weather. I’m sure it didn’t hurt that there were so many European expats, that you never needed to fear feeling isolated or ostracized.

Which, when it comes to being an expat, it makes sense to me to gravitate toward these places that are foreigner heavy rather than culturally authentic. I used to criticize that approach, as it seemed like a way to come to a country while avoiding everyone who made the country unique. But while in short term travel, it’s nice to immerse yourself in the culture to experience something totally different than where you came from, in long term living, like I discovered even within my own country, it’s much more enjoyable to have at least a few likeminded and like-cultured people around you that you can relate to on a deeper level. A language barrier is no big deal up until you’re cripplingly lonely and in need of a real connection. It just depends on what kind of experience you’re looking to have. Do you want to live among the Thai people? Or do you want to live among your countrymen in the Thai climate?

I’m still going to make fun of people who move to a gated expat community and talk about the culture of a country as if they’re actually a part of it, but I can understand from a deeper level why they seek out fellow expats instead of living among the local people.

As far as being a dive master went, he was much easier to work with than the instructor from the day before. He answered my questions with patience, and walked us through everything we should expect from the coming dives. 

Which is good, because our first dive of the day, and third dive of the Advanced Open Water course, was the fairly technique intensive Underwater Navigation.

We put on a compass, then he gave us a board and a map to sketch the dive site. We were to take note of any landmarks or rocks or other unique features that would help us determine our position underwater. He refreshed us on how to read a compass and walked us through all the drills we would be doing, by having us demonstrate on the boat. First, we’d swim in one direction some number of kick cycles, then we’d swim back the same number of kick cycles. Once we did that, we would swim in a square, ten kicks in each direction, using our compass to determine north, east, south, then west, with a goal of ending up in the same point where we started. 

Nothing terribly complicated. 

With a hop, skip, and a free fall, we dived down. I was delighted to find I had no mask issues this time. On the contrary, I could tip my face in any direction and I never broke my seal. The little things. 

A few meters down, we were immersed in a school of fish, surrounded in every direction by thousands upon thousands of small barracuda. The instructor pointed at the wall of sea life, and we both took that as our cue. Hollywood went first, then I went second, swimming into the mass. The fish created a perfect tunnel that closed behind me as I made my first ten paces, then I rotated back south to disturb their formation again.

It turned out that grinning ear to ear was still enough to let water into my goggles, but I couldn’t help myself.

He later told us that he was only pointing to the barracuda in a “Look how cool that is!” kind of way, but we both got a pat on the back anyways for performing all of our drills in an obscure mass of creatures.

My nerves were nonexistent that day, as if having a mask that actually fit had started to give me some vague form of clarity and comfort, and the next dive went just as effortlessly. It was a shipwreck dive, using a large ship that had been donated by the United States and sank for the benefit of teaching divers. It rested somewhere around 27 meters, and it had been invaded by giant groupers. 

Groupers are a massive breed of fish, coming in sometimes as large as nine feet long and over 800 pounds. They’re largely bottom dwellers, and while they were easily as big as I was, they didn’t seem terribly menacing. They just skulked in the shadows, never showing any signs of interest in us.  

The only goal with this dive was to simply “observe the wreck.” We didn’t have to touch it. We didn’t have to go inside. We just had to look at it, maybe nod to each other like, “Wow, cool wreck,” then come back up. I’m not sure how that even counts as a skill, honestly, but my original motivation for diving was heavily rooted in my overactive childhood imagination that always wanted to explore sunken pirate ships for buried treasure, so it was making me giddy just drifting around it. I could just imagine manning those coral coated guns or floating into the dilapidated cabins. 

As we drifted over the hull, the dive master turned to us and waved us toward the door. He pulled a coil of string from his BCD and entered the cabin, carefully drifting over the entryway so as not to disturb the fine silt and debris on the floor.  I followed him in, and Hollywood followed behind me.

The hallway was narrow, with various doors that were broken down or missing entirely, allowing us to look down into pits filled with waiting sea life. I’ve definitely seen horror movies that felt a lot like this.

My buoyancy still wasn’t the greatest, and I accidentally kicked up a fair amount of dirt in Hollywood’s face, but if anything, that’s reasonable payback for all those times he roosted sand and mud all over me when we were on our bikes. 

Eventually, the hall opened up into a small room, where we turned tail and followed a vibrant pink string back toward the entrance. A quick in and out. 

Technically, we weren’t supposed to penetrate the wreck at this level of the skill, but our instructor had been comfortable enough with our diving that he wasn’t terribly worried. I’m not sure how I fooled him into thinking I was competent, but I was over the moon for getting to have the experience.

These are the kinds of things that keep me fighting. The things that force me to want to get better and keep working toward the next step and the next hurdle. There’s this spectacular world down here, full of mystery and lost stories that draws me in and won’t let go. I want to know who sailed these ships, I want to know how they sank, what they carried, and why they’re here. Sure, this particular ship had a pretty lackluster story, but I can’t even imagine how many vessels and artifacts of lost human history rest in the bottom of oceans or seas or lakes or rivers or anything in between. Truly fascinating.

We got back with the whole afternoon to ourselves to rest up and recover. Later, we’d be doing the last dive we needed to claim our certification. This one left the port as the sun set, and we would hop off the boat into a pitch black ocean. 

This dive would be a night dive.

We were outfitted with flashlights- or torches according to our European hosts- and I took an extra breath or two as I looked down at the abyss. There were no drills this time. Simply experiencing a night dive was all that was required. We were working with our female instructor again, but with little explanation needed for the task at hand, it didn’t matter. I clutched my torch tightly, I took the step, I deflated my BCD, and nothing but pure blackness filled my vision.

While I used to always think scuba diving in general was the closest I would ever get to floating over the moon, night diving was more like the perfect replica of being in a space station where the power just went out and there are possibly (and probably) evil monsters everywhere. I don't know why that sounds like an appealing experience to me, but you have to understand how much of a sci-fi junkie I was... well, still am. You don’t spend ten years working in software development WITHOUT day dreaming about computers taking over the world.

All I could see now was a small sliver of the environment, illuminated by my torch, while an entire world of alien-like creatures came to life around me. Large hermit crabs hunted on the sea floor, and lazy rays unburied themselves and snapped to life, pouncing on anything they could get their mouths on. So many of these animals only hunted and fed at night, turning the same old dive site into a completely new experience.

We swam over a rock into a clearing, while I periodically scanned the surrounding water with my torch. A massive great barracuda stalked us in the distance, ever present no matter how far we traveled. The final boss.

Once we settled into the sandy valley, our dive master pressed the torch to her chest, indicating for the rest of us to do the same. 

We existed for a few breaths in complete and total darkness. You couldn’t even see the person right next to you. Then the dive master waved her hand about. 

Sparks. Small flashes of light speckled the disturbed water, flashing with every movement. We had descended on the home of bioluminescent plankton! 

I was like a little kid playing with sparklers. Twinkling lights popped up everywhere I waved my hand. It was an incredible phenomenon I had been looking forward to seeing ever since I first learned it existed, somewhere in southern Mexico. But every time I was in the right spot, it always ended up being a night of a full moon, where the bright natural light made the plankton about as visible as the stars in the Los Angeles sky. Beneath the sea, however, the outside light couldn’t reach us, and these microscopic creatures flashed like undersea glitter.

Of all my small triumphs thus far, this might have been the most awestruck I’d ever been underwater. We surfaced under the light of the half moon, and the stars projected their constellations all around us on the ocean surface. It was truly magnificent.

I pulled myself from the water into the cool night air, and climbed the ladder back to the boat. Hollywood reached out a hand to help me up the last step. No sooner had I cupped his palm did he pull me onto the boat and into a tight hug. We held each other, warm, wet, and laughing.   

We did it. Actual skill level notwithstanding, we were officially Certified Advanced Open Water Divers!
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Fifteen’s a crowd? The one rough part of Koh Tao was the sheer volume of dive operations. At high season (Yes, this is what it looked like in low season), the dive masters often joked that you’d see more divers than fish. (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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If you weren’t already hyped for your night dive, the sunset on the boat should be enough to make anyone a little emotional! (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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There’s something indescribably tranquil about being on the water at night. (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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Officially Certified Advanced Open Water Divers! In hindsight, having my mask on my forehead instead of around my neck is probably a sign that I was still the exact opposite of advanced, but man, if you had to get a rubber strap over wet curly hair you might give up and put your mask on your forehead, too. (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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Chapter 6
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“MotoGP party at my place?” Kayo grinned as he pounded another stamp into our logbooks.

“Does a bear shit in the woods?” Hollywood responded with a half-cocked smile. So classy.

“I’ll see you guys at 7:00.”

I hadn’t planned to stay on Koh Tao for quite this long, but the island had this weird way of sucking people in. One day, you’re totally only going to be there for a week, the next, you’re looking at rental properties that you might be able to afford if you became a dive master. We had only been there three weeks now, so I hadn’t gotten that bad yet, but as we got caught up in the smiles, the laughs, and the perfect water, I didn’t feel particularly immune.

Honestly, my initial impression of this whole place had been one of third world exploitation and over-commercialization, which now, ironically, was one of the biggest draws. For an introverted person like myself, getting locked on a dive boat with the same people day in and day out made it much easier to slowly work up the courage to break the ice and make friends. Sharing the experiences gave me something to talk about, and bouncing ideas off each other gave me a good way to learn and improve. The whole vibe of the place was young and vibrant and enthusiastic no matter how old any of us actually were.

It was an environment that bred closeness and friendship, no matter how varied your background, because we all had that mutual ambition. In that sense, it was just like home.

Kayo and Wendy were a strong example of that. They lived atop a hill that overlooked the entire island, where the view was so spectacular, it was hard to choose between looking out over the balcony or watching the motorcycle racing on the TV. It was paradise, aside from, well, the ride up. 

Kayo had a scooter to get around the island, being the cheapest and most efficient form of transportation for a place with narrow streets and relatively short distances. We met up with him after the last dive of the day, and all three of us loaded about 450 pounds of human on the 125cc, 6 horsepower scoot to head to his place. I was sandwiched in the middle of Kayo and Hollywood, as our legs dangled over sand, cobblestone, broken concrete, rocks, and potholes on what felt like the fastest 30 miles per hour I’d ever gone.

With a sharp turn, Kayo turned off onto his street and started a climb into hills lined with ferns. Up and up we climbed around tight switchbacks of cobblestone, until the not-so-mighty little scooter started choking on its lack of power. Kayo paddled best he could to keep momentum, but the tiny engine still puttered to a stop. Its nose was angled to the stars as we dismounted.

“So... we have some options.” Kayo stated flatly. Half a mile of hills still stood between us and the door of his mountainside retreat. On one side of us was a cliff. In front of us was a hill that was damn near vertical, and to the other side was a set of uneven stone stairs. I debated for a moment my chances with each. “We can climb these steps and get all sweaty. Or I can relay you up one at a time.”

I glanced down at my bare arms, caked in a layer of island humidity. I felt like a bit of a lost cause either way. But if I was already a mess, I could at least be a chauffeured mess. 

“Let’s do the relay.”

A few days later we rented our own transportation, figuring we’d explore the island ourselves. Hollywood found a bike rental place not far from our room that had a little Kawasaki dirt bike for rent. Though we made it about half a block before realizing the tires were flatter than a sting ray. We swapped out for a scooter, where I made sure to take about 10,000 pictures to avoid any chance of being swindled out of money for damage we didn’t do (a scam we had been warned about by every dive master we spoke to), and strapped on helmets that were more akin to plastic buckets with some Styrofoam. A bit of a far cry from the $900 Shoei X-Fourteen I wear on the race track. I agreed to sit on the back, figuring I’d let Hollywood navigate the wild roads of the Thai islands. While we were both long time road racers, he was also an incredibly experienced dirt rider, so I trusted his experience more than mine in this case. Also because he’s a horrendous passenger, but that’s neither here nor there.

Our tour took us from one town to the next, where I had to constantly hit Hollywood on the shoulder to remind him that they drive on the other side of the road here. He weaved through traffic, while I held on for dear life, stopping only for some nondescript kabob like food (I hope that dark one wasn’t liver. But it was probably liver). Our tiny wheels and nonexistent ground clearance bounced through potholes and climbed over stone roadways littered with poorly placed speed bumps made of broken concrete. Somehow, we were both still alive when we arrived on the East side of the island, facing a wild ocean crashing on rocks that encased a calm, quiet beach.

We sat beside each other in the sand, listening to the sounds of waves and bird songs. And I smiled to myself. What a beautiful place.

But however much I was falling in love with the island, as Americans, we only had a maximum of 30 days we could stay in Thailand (60 if you paid extra for an extended visa), and we’d have to leave and make a border run if we stuck around too much longer. It was in this third week that we had to make a decision.

It made sense to continue to rack up any other certifications we might want while we were on the island, where the courses were cheap and easy. And I wanted to do at least a couple more dives, on the off chance we might be lucky enough to encounter the elusive whale shark that allegedly wandered about the seas around Koh Tao (just like the moose that allegedly live in Alaska that I also never saw). 

I knew I wanted to complete the Deep Diver specialty, which would allow us to dive up to 40 meters (versus the 30 we were currently certified to). And I knew I wanted to eventually take the Rescue Diver course, in hopes I would learn to better deal with things going wrong. It was my hope that, one day, Hollywood and I could just wander into any lake or stream or ocean we wanted, all willy nilly, and I wouldn’t feel like we had that kind of independence unless we took the time to learn how to properly save each other. 

But honestly, after my Advanced Open Water experience, in some ways, it felt like a “you get what you pay for” situation. I wasn’t all that confident in the level of instruction on the island, and I didn’t want any chance of getting an easy pass on the Rescue Diver course. Those skills were far too important to half-ass.

So instead, we decided to just commit to some of the basic PADI specialty courses. There were a number of options, though not all of them were offered on the island. Some due to lacking the required environment- Ice Diving and Dry Suit Diving weren’t available for obvious reasons. Neither was Cavern Diving, Drift Diving, or Altitude Diving. 

Other options seemed completely pointless- like a “Boat Diving” specialty, where they basically just teach you boat terminology, or Underwater Naturalist and Fish Identification, where you acknowledge that fish have habits and look different. All of my diving has been off various sizes and shapes of boats, from calm bays to hurricane conditions, so not sure why I’d pay extra to be told what a stern is. And if I’m curious about fish habits, I can buy a laminated cheat sheet or I can hop on the internet for free. 

Conversely, there were a couple more fun specialties, like learning to operate a dive scooter or Search and Recovery, where they taught you to canvas an area in search of lost treasures (which on Koh Tao was mostly just a bunch of GoPros or lost rental masks).

And then there were the specialties that would be good additions for any enthusiastic recreational diver. Deep Diving, Wreck Diving, and Enriched Air were by far the most popular. Every shop offered combinations of the three in package deals, and there was always someone available to teach them. 

Deep Diving certified you to 40 meters and focused on better understanding decompression stops after diving at depth. 

Wreck diving included lessons with securing and using guide lines to assure you knew how to get out of a wreck once you’ve penetrated it. 

Enriched Air is, essentially, just breathing a different air mixture of oxygen and nitrogen (also known as “Nitrox”) that allows you to dive longer and deeper with less risk of decompression sickness (DCS).

I’ve eluded to this a few times now, but to better explain decompression sickness (Or “a case of the bends,” as DCS is also called), it’s when nitrogen builds up in your body tissue and/or blood vessels. If you surface too quickly, those bubbles can wreak all kinds of potentially deadly havoc on the body. 

For a visual, if you will, as a couple of deep divers once explained to me while we were casually eating homemade guacamole in Panama, picture shaking up a soda can then popping the tab with reckless abandon.

That soda can is you. 

Crack that bitch slowly.

Divers always have some risk of DCS, but the risks compound as you go deeper for longer periods of time and put your body under more and more water pressure. To help mitigate these risks, we’re taught to rise slowly, perform a three minute safety stop at five meters below the surface on all dives, and to take breaks in between dives to give our bodies time to reset. This helps expel those bubbles at a safe and nonlethal rate. 

Oh, and while we’re on the subject, don’t hop on a plane immediately after diving. That sudden ascent counts, too.

Anyways, related tangent aside, Enriched air contained a greater concentration of oxygen, and thus, allowed a slightly greater safety margin. It wasn’t something I expected to use often, but I could see the merits for anyone diving deep with any frequency. 

Being slightly obsessed with the notion of one day being a treasure hunter by trade, following in the footsteps of my fictional video game idols, I was inclined to learn more about Search and Recovery. 

While I liked the staff at Scuba Shack well enough, they didn’t offer the specialty, so I set out to query literally as many dive shops as I could conceivably visit in a single day. Some had no idea what that specialty even was, others were shocked to hear that anyone had any interest in anything other than wreck diving, most had to wait for their boss to come back to even give me a yes or a no. No one seemed willing to substitute in Search and Recovery instead of Wreck Diving on their course packages, as they already had two or three people signed up for each specialty, and it was more cost effective to group up five divers to a dive master than having to break them up into small, reasonable groups. 

That was kind of the nature of Koh Tao as a whole though. Quick, cheap education serving the largest number of people possible in the shortest amount of time. It was more about collecting stamps than actually learning the skills, getting tourists who may or may not have any sort of aptitude into the water and into their customer base. 

Which is fine I guess. More or less. That applies to me too, being I definitely didn’t have any aptitude to start. But it was important to remember to take those lessons for exactly what they were, and not take them to mean you know anything. My PADI certification level might say “Advanced,” but with less than 30 dives under my belt at this point, I knew full well I had a tremendous amount of practicing still to do if I wanted to be a diver worth my salt. 

The dives in Koh Tao were all very calm and manageable, and the overall culture and lifestyle of this small island was fun and inviting enough that it made for a good place to practice and actually achieve some level of competence, but let’s call a spade a spade.

Defeated, we meandered back toward our hostel along the miles of smooth beach that stretched across the entire western shore. No sooner had we cut in toward Scuba Shack did we run into the owner. 

The Month of May is past the high season for tourism on the island (Which wouldn’t start up again ‘til December), so we had a touch more bargaining power than we might otherwise. A few minutes of negotiation got us the Deep Diver Cert and the Enriched Air Cert at a killer discount, and we all left happy and content. 

The way I saw it, I could always learn Search and Recovery techniques another time, and it’s not like there was anything to stop me from searching or recovering things without a certificate. Any legitimate operation would stop me from diving to 40 meters or using a tank of Nitrox without having these certifications under my belt though.

Both courses were pretty simple, and we were able to do them both in a single day. The Advanced course had covered the first dive required for Deep Diving, so we only needed one more to call it good. And we could cover Enriched Air diving in the same breath.

But first, we had to get our Nitrox tanks.

We met up with Valorie, who would be our instructor again, and he waved us into the Scuba Shack pickup to go for a tour of the island’s air filling station. We jostled around while he gave us a run down on Nitrox, until the truck turned into a spectacularly unpaved parking lot. It bumbled over bumps, dodged a gaggle of small dogs, and came to a stop next to a makeshift garage that appeared to be built entirely out of ridged sheet metal. 

We followed a Thai man into the building, where he presented us with our tanks.

Nitrox tanks had to have green bands to differentiate them from regular oxygen mixes. All we had to do here was attach a mixture tester and read back the percentages to our instructor. If we were satisfied with the numbers, we claimed our tanks and we were ready for the next day’s dive. It was quick and easy and we were on our way. If we were running our own mixing operation there might have been more to it, but for someone simply being certified to breath from differently bottled air, there was little else to do. 

My alarm clock blared at 4:30AM, and we started the next morning with the Deep Dive. We would sink down to 40 meters, our instructor would show us a number with his fingers, and we would return a number with our fingers that added up to 13. 

The concept here was that, in addition to the risk of DCS, some divers also experience what’s called narcosis when they reach a certain depth- a feeling similar to being drunk, I’m told. The math basically served as an underwater sobriety test.

I wasn’t feeling particularly nervous about it this time, having some idea of what to expect. We descended down to the 125 foot mark without much ado. 

It’s dark when you’re that deep under water. Gone was the coral. Gone were the fish. Visibility declined rapidly, until all that was left was darkness.

I touched my fins down on the sandy bottom, kicking up a small plume of debris at my feet. With no sights or sounds in the hazy depths, this felt like a new level of nothingness and isolation. It was quiet. It was dark. And we were alone. I breathed comfortably. It was almost meditative in quality.

The dive master had to stay close to remain in view in this cloudy water. He lifted five fingers, and I returned eight. He nodded, gave me the okay, then he turned to Hollywood. He held up seven fingers. Hollywood returned... five? The dive master shook his head and showed him seven again. This time Hollywood returned ten.

Uh...Close? 

Clearly this wasn’t working. Maybe that deep sea drunkenness is a real thing. Though I didn’t feel any different at all myself, which was actually a bit disappointing. I guess everyone is affected differently.

Valorie shook his head and shrugged, then waved us along to continue the dive, slowly taking us back to the more familiar depths of Chumphon Pinnacle. As we neared the five meter mark to do our three minute safety stop, we floated over to a spare air tank, dangling beneath the boat on a rope. 

The deeper you dive, the faster air depletes, because the increasing outside water pressure forces the body to naturally require more air. So it’s customary, as a safety precaution, to have a spare air tank at the safety stop on a deep dive, just in case the divers don’t have enough air left to hover for three minutes. 

Our tanks had plenty of air left, but it was a good drill to practice anyways. We each took turns opening the air valve, swapped out our regulators for those attached to the spare tank, and performing the full safety stop.

Once we had surfaced and grabbed our usual post-dive cookies and watermelon, Valorie turned to Hollywood. “Were you feeling the narcosis down there?”

“Not really.” He shrugged. “Why?”

“You were supposed to add up to thirteen.”

“Oh, I could have sworn you said fifteen.” Hollywood seemed confused.

“None of the numbers you gave him added up to fifteen either.” I stared at him flatly.

“Fucking calculus...” Hollywood nodded.

I also nodded. Valorie nodded too.

For the Enriched Air dive, we literally just had to breathe the enriched air while monitoring depth time on dive computers. For all intents and purposes, it was basically a fun dive on nitrox. Even though we weren’t technically doing anything complicated, I couldn’t help feeling a little cool as I strapped into my green-banded tank in front of some new Open Water students. We hopped in the water, and floated about the same White Rock we’ve been diving for the last couple weeks. The air somehow tasted better than regular air, if that makes any sense. And I felt strangely energized when we returned to the boat. But other than that, there was nothing particularly interesting about it. It barely felt like a unique skill at all.

Stamps received. Papers filed. ID pictures taken. We returned to our room that night, and sat down to figure out where to go next. We had to leave the island to extend our visas, regardless of how much we had started to enjoy it, and I was ready to see some new seas anyways. You can only dive the same spots so many times before the same schools of barracudas lose their novelty.

As to where those new seas would be, well, I couldn’t even begin to brain storm on an empty stomach. So Hollywood headed to a travel agent to get us some ferry tickets, and I headed to Duck to get us some takeout.

Like clockwork, I arrived just in time to wait for my food with one of our dive masters, a Polish man named Jarek. He was a backpacking lifer, being somewhere in his late 30s with no stable home to go back to, and an incredible list of countries and experiences on his resume. He was the kind of person who got my adventure prone gears turning in irresponsible ways with every word he spoke. He had landed in Koh Tao just five months ago, with the intent of saving up money as a dive master before continuing his journey. 

“We’re heading back to the mainland tomorrow.” I told him, a little sad to say goodbye to these people who were quickly becoming regular fixtures in our lives. “I’m thinking we’ll probably go to Indonesia next. I’ve heard a lot about Komodo National Park, and I’d love to see it.”

Jarek nodded. “That’s where I’m heading next, too! If I can find dive work there, I’ll stay a while. If not, I’ll keep going.”

I thought about it for a moment. It was a smart way to travel. I’m sure it wasn’t the most lucrative career- like most labor-of-love careers weren’t- but it had to be cheaper than paying for all your diving and burning through savings. 

I tapped my finger against my temple for a few counts, then met his eyes again. “If you don’t mind me asking, what does a dive master in this part of the world make?”

“When you’re working regularly, you can make somewhere around $1000 US a month. Enough to live in a place like this if you can avoid spending all your money on partying.” He chuckled to himself as he took another sip of his bottle of Leo. “The partying is what always gets me.”

I couldn’t help thinking I was fortunate that I never picked up any of those vices- be them smoking or alcohol. I didn’t mind the occasional social drink, but it wasn’t something I ever felt a legitimate need for. I can probably thank my addict father for ruining any possible appeal. Though my travel companion was indulgent enough for the both of us, so it evened itself out.

“Some spots are less party centric than others.” Jarek continued.

“I’m gonna guess Koh Tao is one of those ‘others’.”

He laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think I’ve saved anything since coming here. I expect to save a bit more in Indonesia.”

“I can understand that.” I said. “It’s good though. I think this place is worth its inescapable black hole.” 

“It is. They’re good people here. I missed having a social life.”

“How long has it been for you?” I sat back in my chair. This question between backpackers was about as obligatory as racers asking each other ‘what kind of times are you running?’ or prisoners asking ‘What’re ya in for?’ 

Jarek obliged with a well-rehearsed answer. “About two years for this one. Though it’s not my first trip. Once you get a taste for traveling- for the freedom...”

“It’s hard to go back.” I finished his sentence with a smile. “We’ve only been in Thailand for a little over three weeks, but I haven’t been able to sit still since I left on my first adventure two years ago. It’s actually cheaper to be on the road than it is to sit still anyways, if you take into account rent and food and entertainment. All of the things I do to escape an otherwise mundane stability.” I shrugged. 

“Right- for the cost of a mortgage back in Poland, I’d live like a king out here.” He swept his hands as if to encompass the entire Asian continent. “But it gets exhausting on the road, too. Stability almost becomes an exciting adventure once you’ve been in the wind long enough. Well... For a little while, anyway.” 

It felt as though he was speaking from my own psyche. And he wasn’t wrong. When I first started travelling, back on a simple cross country trip on my motorcycle, everything was exciting. Running out of gas, getting rained on, a pretty mountain, or a wayward creek. Every person I met was an exciting new friend, and every experience was a test of my mettle. Simply sleeping in a tent and warming myself by a camp fire felt like an event.

But by the fifth month, the novelty had started to wear off. By the second year, I still loved it, but it wasn’t quite as thrilling. It had become so easy, that I started to miss just having a place to relax and do nothing sometimes. I missed having consistency and friends and stability.

So that’s what I did. I came back to reality, got a nine-to-five, and I tried to build a new life in a new place. And it was great... For about a month. It would have been different, of course, if I had settled back home in Los Angeles where I had friends and family, but I tried to start over with something totally new. I tried to combine stability and travel in a single go, which ultimately became a terrible version of both. By the second month of resting in place, my mind and my body yearned for the road again. 

Which I suppose is why it was so easy for me to book this trip. Once you’ve broken the seal on travel life, it’s easier to commit to another huge, uncertain trip than it is to commit to a lease in a single place. No matter how much you miss your life back home, you’ll still yearn for another big tryst with uninhibited freedom, and another affair with foreign cultures. 

For me, I was lucky enough to meet a partner on the road who was willing to share this life with me, but I don’t think I could do it for as long as I have without at least one consistent person in my life. I lived in a constant dance between looking for a place I belonged, and desperately needing the fix from living an uncertain life of excitement and newness. 

I guess I did pick up some vices of my own. It was just a different kind of drug.

I was thankful to the usual slow service in Thailand, as he told me stories about his time in Nepal, hiking the Himalayas, before hopping over to Sri Lanka. When my takeout box arrived, I stood up and gave him one last goodbye. 

“Maybe our paths will cross again one of these days.” I said with a nod.

“Anything’s possible.” 

I returned to the room to enjoy dinner with my travel companion, and gave him an extra tight hug as we fell asleep that night.

Our relationship wasn’t perfect. Not by any stretch. He had a temper, he was often selfish, and he had uncountable demons from failed relationships and family issues. And I was bull headed and overly straight edge, with my own slew of trust issues, absurd dreams, and hopeful expectations. I was a giver and he was a taker, and it took a lot of long talks and compromises before we found common ground that wasn’t completely masochistic and self-destructive. I don’t know how many days I considered calling it quits. And I don’t know how many more days I was thankful that I hadn’t.

But despite all of the missteps and mistakes and failures, despite the strikes and gutters, ups and downs, as we stepped back into our element, learning together and exploring together, those torn threads from that long winter were slowly starting to repair. There was a reason we had stayed together this long, and standing in warm sunshine reminded me of why that was. 

You’ll have to pick a lot of battles in your life. Trying to fight all of them is not only impossible, but it’ll wear you so thin, you’ll tear under the weight of the first grain of sand. Living in Montana was a battle I couldn’t win. Even if it had somehow been possible, the scars would be so deep and plentiful, I wouldn’t be recognizable. I’d have to become the people I hated, and my victory would feel just as much like a defeat. 

My relationship, however, was a battle I could still win. My war strategy may have seemed crazy, extreme, and over the top, and maybe the generals involved wouldn’t understand the merits until the orders were executed. We were taking the fight to foreign lands after all. But as I crested the hill and reached for my sword, Hollywood was beside me again, just as he used to always be. And all I wanted was for this to work. 
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I mean, if you woke up to this every day, would YOU want to leave? Yeah, didn’t think so. (Koh Tao, Thailand)

[image: image]

I love the ingenuity in the undeveloped world, no matter how strange and questionable it might be. (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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Hollywood often liked to sit at the front of the boat in hopes of getting the wildest ride. Normally, joining him is how I get seasick, but the water in the Gulf of Thailand was so calm, it instead just made for beautiful views. (Koh Tao, Thailand) 
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When we came back to shore one day, one of the neighboring dive operations had made a new friend in their passenger seat. The thing was half the size of my hand. That’s a nope from me. (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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KTM people, I swear. (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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The city came alive at night, and the temples felt like they were in a permanent state of Christmas celebrations. (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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We tried to rent a cool bike for the day, but we only made it about 200 feet before we found both tires were flat. So scooter life it is. (Koh Tao, Thailand)

[image: image]

The actual most dangerous thing I’ve ever done in my life? It wasn’t riding my motorcycle to Alaska, and it wasn’t diving in a hurricane. It was sitting on the back of a scooter with this guy in South East Asian traffic! (Koh Tao, Thailand)

[image: image]

Onto the next adventure. You’ll be missed, Koh Tao! (Koh Tao, Thailand)
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Chapter 7
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The ferry left bright and early, so one last time, we dragged ourselves out of bed before the sunrise, and one last time we piled into the back of a pickup. They hauled us over the bumpy road way down to the docks, and we loaded up on the ferry. Some strange version of American hip hop played on repeat as I laid my head back and tried to rest. It would be a long ride to the mainland.

A few kilometers from the dock, the ferry slowed to a crawl, as we puttered by houses perched on stilts, sitting in the still bay. They had nothing but small row boats tied to a ladder to get in and out. A simple home of simple fisherman, floating through the dark water reefs. 

From the shore, we unloaded on the mainland where we were ushered to the bus and taxi area. We had paid for one way tickets to the town of Khanom, a place that I assumed was a tourist heavy town. Its claim to fame was the rare, albino pink dolphins that played in the wake.

Our “bus” ended up being the most baller, pimped out sprinter van I’ve ever been in, complete with surround sound, overhead track lighting, and bright red and black leather upholstery. And, more importantly, it had sweet, ice-cold air conditioning.

Khanom was quite a bit further from the dock than I expected. The land was looking more and more rural with every passing click. I was starting to wonder if it wasn’t a tourist destination after all.

The bus dropped us off directly at a hotel I had booked online- an $18 a night beach front compound, with individual cottages, front porches with thatched patio furniture, and a swimming pool on the sand. It was adorable. Quaint and charming, yet sophisticated. Each small, rounded cottage was linked together with a rustic wooden walkway, lined with tropical plants, while the air was filled with the song of exotic birds, cooing over the gentle waves lapping on the shore. It was clearly built with tourists in mind, but as we were the only people there, I gathered that any tourism may have dried up. Not the least of which because we attempted to book one of the famous pink dolphin tours, only to discover that they had all been shut down as a conservation effort less than a week ago. 

That sounds about right for my luck.

As always, we missed the boat on that one. Well, at least we had a sweet house for a couple days. 

Not wanting to waste a perfectly good pool of water, I decided this was as good a time as any to better work on my mask clearing skills. It was my constant fear and the greatest point of anxiety in all of my diving, and I had to address it at some point if I wanted to continue in this sport. 

I grabbed my snorkel and my mask, and descended into the hotel pool. Having never been snorkeling before, I didn’t realize quite how different it was to breathe through a snorkel versus breathing through a regulator. Through a regulator, the air is pressurized, so that air is basically fed to you, pushing into your lungs like a helium tank filling a balloon. But through a snorkel tube, you’re sucking in air from the atmosphere a foot above your head. You have to proactively force the air to come to you, and it feels more like breathing through a straw, where you’re fighting and straining to take a full breath.

This made it substantially more difficult to get my mask skills right, but in this case, having to feel competent in a more difficult situation was a good thing.

Now, in the name of science, let’s break these attempts down into a series of tests.

Test Number One: I started out by detaching the snorkel and going under with no mask at all. I breathed through several counts, inhaling and exhaling, slow and controlled. I didn’t have any issues. It was somehow easier to trick my body into breathing through the correct orifice when my nose was completely surrounded by water from the get go. I was glad to see my unconscious body functions were at least on board with not drowning when the possibility was so blatantly obvious.

Result: Success.

Test Number Two: I put on my mask, secured my snorkel between my lips, and I went back under. Once I was comfortable with everything going right, mid-inhale, I filled my mask.

Result: Great Failure

No sooner had water filled my goggles was I standing up for air, choking out the chlorinated pool as it burned its way through my sinuses. I still can’t handle that scenario, I guess. 

Test Number Three: This time, I filled my mask with water before placing it on my face. I strapped on my goggles and stood up, breathing in and out through my mouth in the open air. It felt strangely unnatural, but I wasn’t inhaling the water.

Result: Moderate success?

Test Number Four: I reverted to what I knew worked. I was more careful. I took a deep breath and made a very conscious effort to make sure I was exhaling as I filled my mask. This way, if I was still accidentally subtly breathing through my nose, at least I would get a second to try to stop myself. That was how I passed the skill the first time. I just had to do it again.

I filled my mask completely, then just stayed under to breath, assuring myself that I wasn’t going to lapse. After a five count, I stood up and dumped the water from my mask. 

Result: All the success 

But, again, the nature of having your mask unexpectedly ripped from your face meant I couldn’t guarantee it would come off mid-exhale instead of inhale. I was able to pass my own tests every time I was mid-exhale, but mid-inhale was returning the same panic response, the same missteps, and the same problems. 

So I kept practicing. Over and over again, until my nose was running and burning at the same time and half the pool had been cycled through my lungs. 

I tried again the next day. And again the next. By the third day of subtle self-torture, something seemed to click. I pulled the seal on my mask, mid-inhale, and as I felt water starting to climb through my nostrils, I immediately protested and exhaled it back out. I still choked a little bit, as it seemed that I couldn’t stop all water from getting in my nose in this situation, but I COULD stop it from getting to my lungs. Or at the very least, I could keep my head under water as I choked it back out and returned to homeostasis. It was a conscious effort, but the more I practiced, the more natural and easy it was becoming. Over and over again I tried, and over and over again I was fine. 

It was a bit barbaric in the sense that my brain was essentially strong-arming my nose into not killing me, but if that’s what it took to safely flood a mask, it was a reaction worth ingraining in my survival instincts.

It’s funny how much of learning to do an extreme sport is more about unlearning all of your body’s natural survival reactions and rewiring your muscle memory to understand what movements will actually keep you alive. What makes sense to our minds isn’t always what makes sense to physics, so with man-created hobbies, sometimes you need some man-created habits.

Nothing replaces practice, but at least now, I felt like I was practicing the right techniques, instead of discouraging myself in a confused state of failure.

That was the only way I ever could get past my anxiety. For someone as awkward, clumsy, and timid as I was, I did a lot of extreme things. From racing to mountain climbing to diving, in all my bouts of ‘blood running cold, physically shaking, light headed and overwhelmed with self-doubt’ levels of fear, what helped me surmount that state of terror was applying logic and reasoning and study, until I understood the things that scared me well enough that I didn’t need to fear them anymore.

The fear never disappeared completely. There were always flashes in my brain of every possible worst-case-scenario. But the more I did things, the more I practiced, and the more confidence I built, the less I felt I had to give those doubts my time or energy.

Yes, I could drown. Yes, I could crash spectacularly. Yes, I could get lost in the woods.  But I’ve done it before and I didn’t. I’ve tested what works. I’ve also tested what doesn’t.

Just like with a new friendship or partnership. I built that trust over time. I believed in myself with subtle reservations, and I was stubborn enough to not let it stand in my way. If I gave up everything I wanted to do just because I wasn’t naturally good at it, I’d still be sitting at home, playing video games, vicariously dreaming of a life I thought I couldn’t live.

I have no regrets.

Anyways, while I wasn’t simulating drowning myself, we spent the rest of our time just enjoying our little resort on the beach. We walked a few miles down the never ending beach, watching small crabs popping up out of every hole in the white sand (of which there were several thousand), and I kept an eye on the horizon, just in case we might catch a glimpse of an elusive pink dolphin (we didn’t). 

No whale sharks in Koh Tao. No Pink dolphins in Khanom. No moose in Alaska. No Sasquatch in Washington. I’m going to start feeling self-conscious if all the world’s animals start avoiding me. At least the stray dogs all still like me.

On another day, we used the resort’s shuttle to head into the shopping district. The shops were full of discount clothing, artwork, incense, street food, and various home goods. There were a few shops with random trinkets, but not very many. The streets were dirtier than we had seen in Bangkok or Koh Tao, though the tropical plants were just as beautiful. 

We passed by a shop, where a bundle of kittens burst from the door, rolling around and playing with each other, tugging at all of my heartstrings. I wonder if it’s easier to have a pet when you backpack instead of motorcycle? 

Probably not. Maybe I could get a monkey that could wear a fanny pack and motorcycle gear.

We continued our aimless wandering, past a towering golden temple and kiosks of street food, not sure why we had actually come here at all, since the reality was that neither of us actually liked shopping. I was too much of a cheapskate to spend money on anything I didn’t absolutely need, and Hollywood had the patience of a hyperactive gnat, so our trip instead turned into a $3 haircut and shave at the barbershop and buying lunch from a roadside restaurant where the whole menu was in Thai. I rolled the dice and pointed at some squiggly lines. The chef gave us a smile and returned with a dish of top ramen and hot dogs. I’d complain, but I ate the same stuff when I was travelling on my bike.

When it came time to head back to the hotel, we ran into one more slight inconvenience. With no active tourism in Khanom at the moment, there also weren’t any taxis. No tuc tucs, no scooter taxis. Nothing. We didn’t have phone service in Thailand, and none of these little shacks offered Wi-Fi, so we couldn’t call the hotel for pick up either.

We turned to each other at a bit of a loss, then stared at the long road back. The first spits of a tropical torrential downpour clung to the frizzy curls of my hair.

I let out a sigh and shook my head. “I guess we’re walking back.” 

“Yep.”

Five miles stood between us and a dry bed. I’ve done day hikes much longer than that, so... If you think about it that way... 

About 2 miles into our death march, we came upon an intersection with a statue of three pink dolphins, mocking us with the fact that that was the closest we would get to seeing them on this trip.

I turned down the road when Hollywood stopped dead in his tracks. He pointed to a building on the corner. “The tourist police? I bet they can get us a cab.”

It seemed like a reasonable possibility.

The tourist police spoke very limited English, but fortunately the word “Taxi” is fairly universal. We did our usual routine of mindless flailing and posturing and pointing (with our whole hand, because pointing with one finger is rude in Thailand) until something we did resembled “Can you help us get to this hotel?”

“Come with me,” he said, opening the back door of his police car. I guess we wouldn’t be taking a taxi back after all. We loaded in, feeling a little guilty about getting his leather back seats wet with our rain soaked clothing, and he drove us over to the hotel. We tried to offer him some kind of tip, but he just smiled, shook his head, and pointed to his badge. 

I always thought the tourist police were just for settling disputes with shady business owners. It never occurred to me that they were also available for general assistance. Or maybe they just were in a place as lazy and low action as Khanom currently was.

Anyway, the drop off point ended up being right next to a small local restaurant I hadn’t noticed before, and when I saw Lasagna on the menu, I figured now was as good a time as any to celebrate what was likely one of our last days in Thailand.

Lasagna was one of those things where, no matter where we were, especially in countries where Italian food was particularly obscure, if it was on the menu, we had to try it. Some of the best Lasagna I ever had was from a small, way-off-the-beaten-path restaurant in Guatemala. This Thai Lasagna made by a young woman who didn’t speak a word of English was probably the second best. Oddly, the worst was at an upscale restaurant owned and run by two expatriated Italians in Cabo San Lucas, Mexico (It was strangely sweet, almost more like a tomato based baklava than any lasagna I’d ever had). Once I finally make it to Italy, I’ll have to see how all of it compares to the authentic version.

We also did this whenever we saw a random sushi restaurant- something I previously wouldn’t have expected in the rural depths of middle-of-nowhere places- but I can confirm that nothing trumps sushi made in Japan.

After one last great night’s sleep in Khanom, we were officially on the last 36 hours of our 30 day visa. I wasn’t one to push the limits when it came to overstaying visas- especially when I was this far from home- so we decided to head back to Bangkok, where we could decide to either extend our visa for another 30 days, or hop over to Indonesia. 

It cost us $50 for the two hour shuttle to the Surat Thani Airport, it cost us $20 for the flight back to Bangkok, and in a last minute executive decision, it was $80 for our flight to Bali Indonesia. Time to start seeing what else the waters of South East Asia have to offer!
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I once mounted a 170mm rear tire instead of the stock 180mm rear tire on my motorcycle, and I thought I was such a rebel. And then I came to Thailand, and discovered that I don’t even know what rebellion means. (Khanom, Thailand) 
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Khanom was a sleepy little town, but it was also a charming and beautiful one. (Khanom, Thailand)
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The temples were so vibrant and ornate, they almost felt like amusement parks. I loved staring at the beautiful artwork and coming up with the stories they might be telling. (Khanom, Thailand) 
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Scooters are truly the utility trucks of South East Asia. They’re also the food trucks, the taxis, the souvenir shops... (Khanom, Thailand)
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Practice, practice, practice. A snorkel is actually much more difficult to breathe through than a scuba regulator, but if anything, the added challenge made it more confidence inspiring as I slowly made sense of it all. (Khanom, Thailand)
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Chapter 8
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“Drug trafficking is a serious crime in Indonesia.” A sing song voice came over the intercom on the plane. Flight attendants handed out Indonesian customs forms as they walked down the aisle. “Possession of illegal substances is punishable by fines, imprisonment, and death. Thank you for flying with Lion Air. Please enjoy your stay.”

“Well that escalated quickly.” I chuckled, somewhat nervously, as I cast Hollywood a sidelong glance. “...That means not even weed, for the record.” I made sure to say it in a way that was more of a statement than a suggestion.

“What about mushrooms?”

“No mushrooms.”

“Acid?”

“No.”

“Cocaine?”

“Cocaine is probably fine.” I pat him on the shoulder. 

“Cocaine it is then.”

All joking aside, Asia as a whole was a place where you didn’t even mess with the tame stuff. I, personally, don’t mess with any stuff at all even when it is legal, so this wasn’t a particularly trying issue for me, but for better or for worse, Hollywood liked to party.

It wasn’t just Indonesia that had this kind of extreme totalitarian overreaction to drugs either. In Thailand, the Philippines, Vietnam, China- nearly all of Southeast Asia and parts of the Middle East- being caught with high enough quantities of any sort of drug (other than coffee, tobacco, or alcohol, of course) could mean the death penalty. Obviously, not many countries anywhere are particularly pro-drug, but most don’t see fit to eliminate pot heads by lethal injection either. They just ruin their lives with years of imprisonment. 

Much better. 

Still, I can’t help but wonder what super fucked up thing happened to ruin this for the rest of us, but I hope it was epic.

While I had bothered to research the drug laws in the whole of Asia, what I hadn’t thought to research was the religious affiliations of Asia. I knew about the Buddhism. I knew about the Shintoism. I knew some people in some countries were even Catholic. But as I got off the plane in Jakarta, Indonesia for our eight hour layover before the final leg to Bali, combating crippling heat and humidity in short shorts and a halter top, I did NOT realize Indonesia was predominantly Muslim. 

I think the last time I got that many dirty looks in such a short period of time, I had accidentally knocked over a motorcycle being raffled off for cancer research. It probably didn’t help that, apparent from all the banners and advertisements, it was also the start of Ramadan. 

Good job, Tiff. Always such a picture of class and situational awareness.

We had eight hours to kill in this uncomfortable situation, so I stopped by the ATM to pick up 2.5 million Rupiah (With an exchange rate of about ~14,500 to 1, that came out to something like $172 USD) to get some lunch at an A&W, an American chain restaurant I barely even see in the States, in the Jakarta Airport. I considered hiding in a bathroom to change into something more appropriate, but I’m not sure a sundress would be perceived any better, and I hadn’t exactly packed for the cold. So instead, I sheepishly sat outside with Hollywood for his smoke break. 

A man sat next to me on the bench and made basic small talk, while I waited for Hollywood to finish his excruciatingly slow smoking ritual. He spoke enough English to ask the basics of “where are you from?” and “where are you going?” and I was starting to feel at least slightly more welcome. The very angry scowl and death stare from the woman on the bench across from me wasn’t contributing to that feeling. Hopefully it wasn’t her husband who was chatting me up, but I was batting a thousand at this point, so it probably was. 

I attempted to cast her a friendly smile, but it must have been lost in the atmosphere, as all she did was shake her head. With a sigh, I gave up. There was no legal requirement to cover up in Indonesia, save in the most holy areas of Islam, but being obviously foreign inside an airport apparently wasn’t an excuse to not follow the faith.

We returned to the terminal to wait out our layover, not feeling tempted to venture deeper into Jakarta. Security lines were separated by gender, which also felt a little odd. But much to my delight, for the first time in the history of ever, the line for women was shorter and moved faster than the line for men. If only this could be a norm for bathrooms.

Once we got to our gate, Hollywood stepped into the airport smoking area for another puff, then we stopped by a snack bar to grab some water while we waited in the large, humid, un-air-conditioned room. Most of the seats were taken by other travelers sleeping through similarly long layovers, so we found a spot a few gates away, and I pulled out my laptop. 

I managed to get just enough Wi-Fi to pull up Netflix in hopes of killing some time, only to learn that Netflix was banned in this country. Some sort of government restriction on laughter and happiness, I gather. Hopefully this wasn’t a bad sign of things to come. 

Hollywood was similarly unamused when he learned there was no alcohol served in the airport. Though our budget seemed alright with that revelation.

Those eight hours dragged on for a few minutes longer than forever, staring mindlessly at the wall to the tune of Ramadan prayers periodically blasting over the loud speaker, cranked to eleven to the point that the words were distorted, with an aggressive, yet eerily rhythmic droll.

We loaded onto the plane mechanically and impatiently waited to arrive on the Hindu shores of Bali. 

Our flight unloading directly onto the tarmac, then we took a shuttle to the arrival gate. It was nearly midnight by the time we arrived, but the intricately carved golden statues still sparkled under the gentle glow of a full moon. The airport was mystical and charming right off the bat, and no one was taking any interest in my weather appropriate clothing here.

A taxi dropped us off at a cheap hotel for a fare that exceeded the room price- startling steep considering it was less than a mile away- and we rested off the stress of Jakarta, ready to embrace the beauty of Bali.

And it was certainly beautiful. 

Everything in Bali is an explosion of hot pinks, royal blues, lively greens, and vivid oranges. From dress to decoration to architecture, the city was overflowing with artistry and flowers. Women wore elaborate dresses made of thin, flowing cotton, and buildings were adorned with animal statues and pops of gold. It was a feast for the eyes, even through the back alleys of Denpasar.

We took a stroll through a narrow and mazelike system of cobblestone alleyways, dodging the occasional scooter, in hopes of finding breakfast. The first restaurant we stumbled upon didn’t have anything in the way of breakfast, but they did have simple burgers and sandwiches. 

The owner was quick to chat as he served us a strange but traditional Balinese drink, which was comprised of small bits of green “seaweed” jello in coconut milk, and a “club sandwich” made of what appeared to be ham, cheese, lettuce, and... ketchup?

Who puts ketchup on a sandwich?

Not the wildest thing I’ve had on my travels, perhaps. But it was still weird.

Strange as the food was, the owner was a real treat. He was thrilled to learn we were Americans, opposed to the usual onslaught of Australian tourists that he otherwise dealt with. Not because he had anything against Australians, but because he had spent several years in Texas, working on a cruise ship. He saved his wages religiously until he had made enough to return to his home in Bali and open this very restaurant. 

He loved America, seeing it as this amazing land of opportunity that allowed him to finally achieve his dream. A lot of foreigners, especially in less developed countries, seem to feel that way about America. And understandably so. After all, the whole reason I am able to travel as I do is because, growing up in the States, I was able to climb my way up from the bottom to a living wage that allowed me to save up money, which is a privilege I wouldn’t have had if I had been born in many other places.  One country’s poverty wages is another country’s treasure. And well, this guy was certainly a treasure of a person. It was impossible to not get caught up in his enthusiasm. The US is by no stretch perfect, but the outside perspective often gave me that much more appreciation for what it does do well.

He introduced us to his daughter, who ran an attached convenience store, and he bought us a couple of beers while he continued on about his time in the States. He was so excited by our heritage, he even offered to give us a ride into the city for less than half the cost of the usual taxis. We didn’t hesitate to accept, and we took his suggestion of Ubud as our first destination.

Ubud is a district in Bali famous for its temples and, more importantly, its monkey sanctuary. The perfect place to start our time on the island. The two-hour car ride, through some of the most aggressive and terrifying traffic I’ve ever witnessed, left me feeling fortunate that I was backpacking instead of riding around the island myself (the number of tourists with thinly veiled road rash reinforced my feelings). The taxi survived the drive just long enough to drop us off in the tropical jungle filled with touristy souvenir stores and breathtaking Hindu temples. 

With goodbyes said, we shopped around at a few hotels, haggling on the price until we found an exquisite little cottage, tucked away from the main strip for about $20 a night. It was more of a compound than a hotel, offering rooms with comfortable porches and patio furniture built for long conversations that trailed off into the night. The rooms were all connected by manicured stone walkways, shaded by trees and flower bushes, and the pool was decorated with lion statues. The whole place felt like a paradise stereotype in all the best ways. 

It was a short walk to the monkey sanctuary from there. And to top it off, we had arrived just in time for the Bali Arts Festival. Every shop was building intricately cut paper decorations that would hang on awnings and street lights, and the sidewalk was covered in offerings of incense and flowers. The air was filled with the smell of magnolia and sandalwood, and my vision was filled with the bright reds, pinks, and blues of scattered petals.

A far cry from Bangkok’s scent of sewage, but it would have to do.

At the bottom of the hill was the monkey sanctuary. It costs about $5 each to get in, though there were so many monkeys running freely through the town, it was hardly necessary to pay if you just wanted to see the animals. 

But it looked like a well-kept sanctuary, and the $5 went toward taking care of the facility, so it was easy to justify. I didn’t like supporting animal based attractions usually. They so often were inhumane and cruel, ripping animals from their homes and families, confining them to small cages, and only letting them out for the amusement of tourists. 

But in the case of the monkey sanctuary, there were no shows where animals were forced to perform. The monkeys existed freely in their habitat. They did have Balinese people who fed the monkeys and would keep the order, as wild tourists had a tendency to touch the monkeys unprompted, scare them, agitate them, or carry around bags of souvenirs that no curious primate could resist trying to steal, so someone had to stop things from escalating too far. But they weren’t whipping and chaining and controlling the monkeys, so I still felt okay about it. 

We walked into a sanctuary with stone walkways that wrapped around the hills and followed the river. Young monkeys jumped around the branches in a playful chase, while older primates picked bugs from each other’s fur, cleaning and feeding and bonding. We hiked among the stone shrines, over uneven steps, and through long walkways, and we sat in the shade in a grassy knoll. It was hard to believe that such a place could exist in the middle of a city. 

A small monkey approached me as we rested on the steps of a temple. I wasn’t really sure what to do, but for fear of upsetting it, I opted to just sit still. The little ape used his little hands and little feet (that were also hands) to climb up my arm, settling on my shoulder and digging through my hair. It took everything in my power to hold in a laugh, trying not to disturb him. Just when the little guy had started to get frustrated with the lack of bugs (a shocking yet reassuring conclusion) a handler made a loud noise that sent all the monkeys running to the feeding area.

Our walk continued as the park stretched into an open but well shaded forest, and we sat down to watch some babies running up and down the steps. 

Then we heard a scream. 

A woman from New York, who we had met briefly as we entered the sanctuary, came running down the path, with a trail of monkeys tugging on the skirt of her flowery yellow sundress. Four other monkeys ran behind her, yelling and screeching, while her husband ran ahead of her, screaming the loudest of them all.

“Oh god!” The man hollered as he practically jumped down the steps, causing the baby monkeys we were watching to scatter.

“Help me! Don’t just run away!” She yelled, nearly in tears as she ran as fast as she could, trying to wrestle her skirt from the curious monkey hands. The stampede of shrieking chaos bumbled toward us, and a handler came running from the other direction. 

The handler made a loud sound, causing the chasing monkeys to dart off to their trees, then he stopped the woman in the middle of the path to try to calm her down. The moment she stopped moving, the monkeys tugging her skirt also gave up, as they realized the game had ended. It was all in good fun to them. The woman was left there, nearly crying and hyperventilating in the aftermath. 

“Why didn’t you help me?!” She looked at her husband, her face red with anger.

His mouth was agape, but no words were coming out. He looked around, as if trying to find some reasonable excuse as to why he made no effort to do anything other than get away from the situation. She balled her fists and stormed off, while he chased after her, apologizing profusely. The handlers fought back a chuckle, and some Indonesian women whispered to each other with amused looks in their faces. I glanced at Hollywood and shrugged.

“They don’t make men like they used to.” 

“Nope.”

Once we had gotten our fill, we wandered off for some dinner and to resupply on toiletries. As we walked back to the hotel, following along the outer edge of the sanctuary, I saw some older primates across the street playing with a stray dog. Well, I couldn’t tell if they were fighting or playing, but no one was bleeding, so we’ll call it playing. 

As I watched them in the corner of my eye, a monkey suddenly shot off, leaving the dog dumfounded as it bolted into the street.

I gasped as a car narrowly missed squashing him, until I realized he wasn’t just crossing the street to return home. He immediately sprinted for my grocery bag, his little monkey mitts gripping at the thin plastic. 

“Git!” Hollywood made a quick stomp, a holler, and a clap in its face. The monkey panicked and darted for a tree. 

“They still make some men like they used to.” He patted me on the shoulder with a laugh.

“Yep.” I nodded. 

To be fair, the monkey probably needed that shampoo more than I did. But... well... no, that’s pretty debatable. Road life and regular showers don’t always go together. I definitely needed that shampoo.

Several days passed as we explored the district and relaxed in tropical beauty. When the day of the festival arrived, the whole town exploded with even more color than before. Scooters dominated the streets, with men dressed in flowing white cotton shirts at the controls, and women in traditional garbs sitting side saddle on the back, carrying offerings for the gods atop their heads. Every temple was bustling with tourists, every booth was filled with exotic artwork and handicrafts, and every face was fixed with a smile.

It was the kind of joy for life that could penetrate your very bones, and I danced with Hollywood in the town square under papier-mâché crafts, mounted high on the street lamps.   

I love Ubud. It was hard to leave. But it was landlocked, and we figured we shouldn’t hop ship to Komodo without checking out the diving in Bali first. It had been a solid week since we had last been in the water, and I was itching to get back to it. I didn’t want any chance of my skills lapsing, after all. 

The morning after the festival, we hopped on a bus that was packed so tightly with tourists, we almost had to start sitting on each other’s laps. The body heat building in the un-air conditioned cab somehow exceeded the musty humidity of the rain forest out our windows, as we made the four hour trek to the coast of Amed. 

It’s not that the distances are far in Bali- This trip was only about 50 miles, for a matter of fact. The island is actually quite small, and everything is fairly close together. But the traffic was so horrendous and the roads were so twisty, that any and every expedition turned into a several hour trek.

The bus driver dropped us off on the main stretch of Amed, where we were immediately approached by an aggressive salesman trying to get us into one of their hotel rooms. We haggled with him until we agreed on a nice price in a spot right on the ocean. Though we had to pay in cash, and none of the ATMs in the area had money in them, so he also had to drive me a few miles down the road until we found a machine that worked. 

Amed is on the North Eastern coast of the island. It’s touristy-ish, with a few hotels and small, open air restaurants, some of which had little more than a single table in a small, three-walled shack. It was nothing compared to Ubud’s upscale, well-structured dining and souvenir shops, but that made it feel a touch more my usual speed.

We checked in and changed into our swimsuits. Having our own snorkels meant we had free reign of the sea without any need to discuss rentals or tours with some random pushy salesman. You could just wade out from your front porch to get a quick preview of the underwater world. 

Beneath the waves, the ocean floor sloped softly, allowing us to swim out several hundred feet while still being shallow enough to stand up if we wanted to. Though the reefs were sharp, and not somewhere you would want to stand if you could avoid it. The water was warm and clear, barely requiring snorkels to enjoy the colorful fish darting between the rocks and coral. 

We floated together as the sun set, then swam back under the receding tide. 

Being my first official snorkeling experience, unless you counted those drills I did in a pool, I could vaguely see the appeal. It was relaxing and felt so safe and easy to just swim around near the surface and watch the world below you. I was actually surprised by how easy it was. The air in my mask practically acted as a floatation device, and you could pop your head up any time. There were none of the intense fears of decompression sickness or running out of air or panicking with a flooded mask that scuba diving had ingrained into me.

In fact, it was so comfortable, it was actually quite, well, boring. I enjoyed the experience in the sense that I could do it easily and freely with little equipment or supervision, but scuba diving was so much more freeing as a form of exploration. It was like taking a tour of the aquarium versus diving into the tank. Or sticking your finger in the frosting of a towering wedding cake without ever taking a slice. I was just too greedy for that. Just like how commuting on a motorcycle had turned into full blown closed-circuit road racing and multi-country adventure touring, watching the sunset over the California beaches as a kid basically had to one day turn into scuba diving for me.

We had two days left until our flight to Komodo, so the next morning, we opted to do a real dive. It was certainly cheap enough, coming in at something like $30 a person for a two tank dive. But I didn’t see any boats around, so I had no idea where we were actually sailing from. We met at the dive shop, and they loaded us into a small car with a trunk full of diving gear. 

I guess we would have to drive to the dock?

Half an hour later, we were unloading on a rocky beach. Still no boats around. We had signed up to dive the USAT Liberty, a US ship that had sunk during World War II after getting torpedoed by a Japanese submarine. As the story goes, the ship was shot down in the Lombok strait (the thin waterway between the island of Lombok and the island of Bali) when hauling goods from Australia to the Philippines. They tried to salvage the sinking ship by parking it on the beach of Bali, but a volcanic eruption ultimately sent it back to a watery grave.

Clearly, the universe wanted that bitch to sink. 

So a mildly interesting story. Though it wasn’t clear how exactly we were getting to it.

Our driver loaded up all of the tanks on his scooter and hauled them into the rocks and trees in a remarkable feat of balance. The dive master, in the meantime, hauled our bags over to a bench and started getting dressed. I stared at the men curiously.

“How do we... get to the shipwreck?” I asked our dive master, not totally registering what was going on. 

He pointed to the shore. “We walk.”

“We walk?”

“The ocean is there, no?”

I stared at him blankly, then I stared at the gear. 

Alrighty then. 

Having gotten so used to the tourist track, where they haul us out to the most beautiful reefs they can find, somehow it hadn’t occurred to me that we could just... walk into the ocean. It’s so obvious, I felt a little embarrassed for having never thought of it. I mean, shore diving is an exciting prospect, really. If you can go diving and see incredible things without the need of an expensive boat or navigation equipment, then the possibilities were endless. That also explained how this excursion managed to be so affordable, since there was little overhead beyond the initial investment. Just buy the gear and refill the tanks.

With however many pounds of gear on my back, I paced out to waves, trying to keep my balance over the large, smooth, uneven rocks. Water lapped over my feet, nearly knocking me over a few times along the way. At just over knee deep, a particularly strong wave paired with the floor slipping out from under me is what finally did me in, though at that point it was easier to swim than to walk anyways. I tried to play it off as me being incredibly smooth instead of incredibly unstable. Probably fooled them.

We strapped on our masks and started to descend.

The shore dropped off almost immediately, and we were very quickly in a free descent to the sea floor. The wreck butted up against the island, broken in half with its nose to the sky, and scattered remains jutting out of the sand.

The ship was massive. It had been used to haul both livestock and wartime goods throughout its lifetime, and there was plenty of room in the broken hull to see how that was possible. But now, it had been claimed by the sea. Every surface was the home of living coral, and every cubby was the hiding place of dull groupers or vibrantly painted parrot fish. We swam through a shattered frame, and ducked into the destroyed rooms.

I enjoy wreck diving more and more every time I do it. Even more so getting to see a real wreck that hadn’t been sunk intentionally to create a new reef. The USAT Liberty didn’t offer any real penetration points, as the ship was so thoroughly destroyed, there weren’t any enclosed rooms left, but getting to observe the history of destruction and over 75 years of being reclaimed by nature was a fascinating picture of the power of the sea. I could just imagine the way the ocean swallowed the ship from the beach of Bali, breaking down wood and metal into open coves, where passing sea life could make a home. Sea plants would get caught on jagged edges, where they could spread and reproduce over every exposed surface, and more and more creatures would come for the food and hiding places offered by this unique new ecosystem. 

I love it. Nature is incredible.

Our second dive was off a smoother, sandier beach on the wall of Tulamben. The columns, inlets, and crevasses of the wall were created by the same lava flow that pushed the USAT Liberty into the sea. This one was a gentle descent, following a sloping sandy beach. It was an easy landmark to follow, making navigating to shore a simple task. 

We inched along the slope, following the contours of the island, until we were swimming along the rock face of a sea cliff. A trumpet fish hoovered in the water, showing off its long, narrow nose, and seahorses clung to the sea plants. Somehow, I had always pictured sea horses to be something like the size of my hand, but these ones were barely the size of my pinky. 

The wall descended as far as seventy meters, though we stayed around a comfortable twenty. Visibility was maybe a good ten or fifteen meters, making it impossible to even imagine the bottom. Fish were sparse compared to the massive schools of Thailand, but the dive made up for it with its unique geology. Not even the deep black lava rock was immune to the growth of kelp and coral, and every air pocket had been claimed by large moray eels, long striped sea snakes, or small fish.

Without any drills or lessons, it felt good to just focus on the wonders around me. No stress. No struggles.

Well, aside from trying to stand up as I exited the water. Even an empty scuba tank feels heavy when the waves keep knocking you on your ass.

I really liked the shore diving experience. There’s something encouraging about being able to just walk directly into the ocean. You just put on your gear and go diving. Like hopping on a motorcycle and going for a ride, versus having to load up your bike and haul it out to a racetrack. I loved both versions of the sport, but one was simple and inexpensive, while the other was a pricey commitment with a thousand moving parts.

We got dinner and a decompression beer at a small shack a kilometer from our hotel. Hollywood pondered the menu for a moment, then turned to the owner- an older Indonesian woman in traditional clothing, decorated with embroidered flowers and bright colors. 

“Just make me your favorite.” He stated, a demand he makes at just about every restaurant we go to. It usually results in a bunch of confused waitresses. Often they turn to me in hopes of some direction. At best, they default to the most expensive thing on the menu. At worst, they usually just laugh nervously until he gets the hint that you have to choose something yourself. 

But this woman was game. A huge grin formed on her face, and she retreated to the kitchen, not returning until she had a large plate of rice, some vegetables, and a nondescript meat. It was, in fact, the most expensive thing on the menu, but fortunately, food capped at about $6 here, so we survived just the same. 

The flavors in Bali were a wonderful combination of sweet and savory, never greasy, and always paired with fresh fruits and vegetables. It was distinctly different from Thailand, where they used thick sauces and typically stir fried everything together (Also wonderfully delicious, but different). Everything on the plate offered its own distinct flavor.

Hollywood enjoyed it even more than I did, and he made extra effort to communicate that. The woman was so excited to get such an enthusiastic response, that she immediately volunteered her husband as our taxi driver to drop us off at the airport, and negotiated his rate down to the lowest in town for us.

I knew it would be useful to drag around a smooth talking stud.

We took her up on the offer, not realizing the woman was inviting herself along for a miniature vacation. But she seemed so excited to get out of her house, I would have felt guilty to turn her down.

She chatted away the whole time, talking about her life in Bali, and how much she enjoyed meeting tourists. You would think she hadn’t spoken to another person in months with the way she continued on and on. But her excitement was endearing, and I couldn’t help being amused by her random anecdotes. She was a mother, she owned a restaurant, and she loved shopping, good food, and good coffee. To add to the trip, she asked her husband to stop at various tourist spots to give us the full Bali tour, having not previously had the opportunity to tour the island herself. It’s a good thing we had given ourselves an entire day to get to the airport. 

Naturally, no tour of Bali could miss Bali’s famous civet coffee production facility (or for the less politically correct version: “shit coffee”). The concept is simple: Civets, these big possum looking animals, eat the fruit that coffee beans come from. They’re very particular about their berries, so they’ll only grab the most perfectly ripe and delicious fruits (allegedly). But for some reason, their stomachs can’t digest the coffee beans themselves, so the beans pass through their digestive system, getting stripped of their bitterness in the process, and come out in their feces. Naturally, the Balinese people decided it was an appealing idea to dig through the civet poop to get, what they claim, are the best coffee beans available. 

I’d rather not imagine how the first person figured this out, but somehow they managed to turn it into a very lucrative industry. 

To me, it tasted like coffee always tastes- something akin to burnt, dirty water poured through a sweat sock- but I imagine if you acquired the taste for it, it’s lovely. Hollywood seemed to like it anyways.

From heavy traffic to our taxi driver repeatedly stalling his manual car, the remainder of the drive took forever. The streets of Bali seemed to be more of a warzone than a transit zone- as scooters and trucks could pop out on the wrong side of the road at any moment, passing cars in blind turns, or bolting out of alleyways without making any effort to make sure it was clear. There was no such thing as yielding or waiting your turn. Everyone just shot out into the street, and hoped for the best. 

Though I can’t say I saw many accidents, so I guess it works somehow. But I don’t think I’ve ever felt that stressed out before while sitting in the back of a Kia.

Still, I would be leaving the island with nothing but good memories of this magical place. With the best of Bali in our rear view mirror, it was time to move on. Next stop, Komodo National Park!
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We arrived just in time for the Arts festival, and everything from the streets to the people were beautifully decorated. (Bali, Indonesia)[image: image]

See what I mean about scooters being utility trucks? (Bali, Indonesia)
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Backpacker life is hard. But backpacker mermaid life is wonderful (Ubud, Bali, Indonesia).

[image: image]While I still feel snorkeling is like sitting on a running motorcycle without ever twisting the throttle, it was pretty cool to just walk out of our hotel and straight into the ocean. (Amed, Bali, Indonesia)
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Don’t Look at the monkeys. Don’t talk to the monkeys. Don’t even fucking think about the monkeys. (Ubud, Bali, Indonesia)
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Dammit, Hollywood. What did they JUST say about looking at the monkeys! (Ubud, Bali, Indonesia)
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Is this a traditional Balinese massage? Where do I sign up? (Ubud, Bali, Indonesia)

[image: image]

Weirdest. Dive Boat. Ever. (U. S. S. Liberty, Bali, Indonesia)
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I’ve never been a fan of coffee, as I always thought it tasted like someone found a way to burn water, but they had some kind of coconut cream in here that made my whole day. (Bali, Indonesia) 

[image: image]

These are the animals that are eating and pooping out your $10 an ounce coffee. Let that sink in. (Bali, Indonesia)
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Chapter 9
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Something I’ve come to love about diving over the last month and a half is how meditative the whole thing is. When you’re underwater, your movements are slowed by the water’s mass. Every inhale or exhale, every flutter of your fins, or every swipe of your hand will affect your position in space. There was no room for carelessness. Everything you did had to have purpose.

It was a breath of fresh air for someone like myself, who so often accepted neglecting my body while I was traveling. Well, when doing anything, really. It wasn’t intentional, but I’ll admit that I was typically the last person in the world who I thought about. Everyone else got taken care of first, and if there was time and energy left for myself (which there rarely was), then I’d maybe allow myself a pat on the back or two. But if there wasn’t time for me, I accepted that I’d just tough it out. As long as I was the only one suffering, somehow that seemed fine and reasonable. I’d get over it. 

Really though, I don’t know if it was some kind of genuine masochism or deficient amounts of self-worth, but I knew I was tough enough to weather most storms. I’m very goal oriented and driven, which sometimes meant pushing through pain and discomfort to the point of abusing my body on the principal that the end would justify the means. I’ve forgotten to eat until I was to the point of exhaustion, crashed my bike from pushing on when I needed to take a rest, ridden through sickness, sprains, and fractured bones, danced with both hypothermia and heatstroke, run day after day deprived of sleep and comfort, unshowered, in dirty clothes, and I ran myself mentally and physically ragged. 

That’s part of long term travel, especially when I was on a motorcycle, so I’m not ashamed of these things, but it took me a while to realize I shouldn’t necessarily be proud of them either. It’s good to be tough, but it’s also good to understand when it’s time to take care of yourself.

But you can’t get away with that kind of careless neglect when you dive. Your body awareness becomes paramount. Something as subtle as stressed breathing and a heightened heart rate is easy to ignore on land- Hell, you should see me on the stair stepper- but in the water, it affects everything. You’ll run through your air supply more quickly, which will only add to your stress. Your buoyancy will become erratic from the constant fluctuation of the air in your lungs, and you likely won’t clear your lungs fully enough on exhale. 

Panicking at depth and rocketing to the surface would likely mean death, as the air bubbles in your body burst at a dangerous rate. Or hypothermia can sneak up on you faster than a Montana winter, as the water saps the warmth from your skin. They’re all manageable forms of stress, but if you don’t pay attention to them, your mistakes could be fatal.

In that sense, diving was quickly becoming something I needed in my life. Everyone needs a break, and this was a time I could collect myself. It forced me to finally focus only on me.

Scuba diving is self-care embodied in an extreme and dangerous sport.

The flight to Labuan Bajo on the island of Flores, Indonesia was a short one. Having never even heard of the island until a few weeks ago, I had no concept of what to expect. As we stepped off the plane’s small staircase, we were immediately greeted by a massive mural of Komodo Dragons and about ten thousand taxi drivers begging to be the ones to take us down the hill to the tourist track. Every “Halo!” was accompanied by an aggressive sales pitch. It was another Muslim island, rather than the seemingly more relaxed Hindu culture of Bali, and while I made sure to wear my one pair of sweat pants and a sleeved shirt this time, in hopes of a friendlier reception, between the heat and the pushiness and the less justifiable dirty looks, it already felt a touch oppressive. 

The island of Flores was a desert climate rather than tropical, so the dried shrubs, the sand, and the pounding sun weren’t inspiring a feeling of friendliness either. We took a quick ride down the hill, then walked along the main strip and the back roads from hotel to hotel, until we found one with both barely functioning Wi-Fi and a barely functioning air conditioner. 

Labuan Bajo wanted so badly to be a tourist hub. It had access to some of the best diving in the world in the form of Komodo National Park, and it was also the only place in the world where Komodo Dragons still existed in their natural habitat. It was rife with opportunity for tours and exploitation of resources. 

But this seemed to be a fairly new realization, as it didn’t have any of the infrastructure needed to house the levels of foreigners they were now getting. Hotels were small and shabby concrete constructions, some only half painted, and the sidewalks were still being built. Loose bricks were strewn throughout the road, waiting to cover open, unmarked pits all over the main drag. I assume they were for the theoretical drainage systems they were going to someday install, but I would strongly recommend against walking down these streets at night (or a little inebriated). It was dirty, disheveled, and ill-constructed in a way I’d come to expect and actually enjoy, complete with large ropes covered in mud in lieu of speed bumps and discarded candy wrappers and chip bags in every shrub. 

It reminded me more of Latin America in its chaos and disarray than the quaint but clean parts of Thailand and Bali I had been so spoiled by as of late. But I’m not going to shun the less developed world for also missing the education and understanding of cleanliness and conservation that we have so deeply ingrained in us in the big, modern cities of the US. That was, somehow, part of its charm. I likely wouldn’t have even thought to mention it if not for the fact that the only thing that seemed to be ready and waiting for the yearly influx of Australians were the prices. 

Because it was off-season still, we managed to haggle our room down to a paltry $30 a night- the most we had spent on this trip so far- but your average meal was closer to $12-15 USD, short taxi rides were $20, and diving was something like $110 a person. Granted, that was for an all-day 3 tank dive trip, but it was still far and away more expensive than Thailand or Bali or Mexico in every way. It was actually more expensive than back home in the states in some places.

But it was a small island nation, so I couldn’t complain too much. It must have been tough to get resources there as it is. Let alone the kind of resources needed to satiate picky tourists.

Which is probably why one of my favorite things to do when visiting a new place is to avoid the tourist heavy restaurants and eat where the locals eat. This not only meant getting to experience the local flavor, but it meant getting to enjoy the more local prices.

Unfortunately, in this case, that didn’t work out any better for us. We thought we’d treat ourselves to a simple meal in the fish market. We walked through a small park, where stalls were set up with foldable tables pitched under a series of tarps. Each stall had a display of the day’s catch, either in a glass case or laying on a table in open air. We wandered into a spot that seemed particularly popular, and we picked out a fresh caught squid to share among ourselves. 

But despite knowing better, we made the careless and fatal mistake of not verifying the price before we sat down. When our bill came, it came out to about $20 USD for little more than a sautéed squid with some instant ramen noodles. 

I made my best attempt to argue, but the woman stayed firm. A man sitting beside us couldn’t stop laughing as he overheard her insistence that that was the cost of a squid. She shot him an angry glare to shut him up, then returned to negotiating with us. 

At long last, I had to accept that it was our fault for not discussing cost beforehand, and we gave up and paid her. The man was laughing again, finally admitting in broken English that that was five times the normal price, still giggling through a mouth full of his much more reasonably priced squid.

I’m glad he was amused at least. 

We never patronized the local joints again after that. I couldn’t afford to support the little guys if the little guys were going to rip me off.

Fortunately, the diving would keep us off the island and out of Labuan Bajo as much as possible. We didn’t know anything about any of the dive shops, so we just stopped into the first one that looked somewhat legitimate. There were something like fifteen different scuba operations along the main road, all run by foreigners, but some were lovely, clean boutiques, while others were dirty holes in the wall. All of them charged the same prices, so we opted for something boutiquey.

The water temps were around 27°C (80°F) this time of year, a touch colder than what we had been diving in thus far (I acknowledge how spoiled this makes me), so for the first time in my short diving career, we were fitted with wetsuits. We would have been fine with the temperatures, but Komodo was famous for its drift diving, and the nature of being thrown around by harsh ocean currents meant it was best to have a wetsuit even if just as protection from the sharp rocks and corals. We headed out to the docks bright and early, and they took us through a maze-like marina, past a large ferry, and over to a double decker dive boat.

These boats were all actually built as dive purposed crafts, with a low back deck for entry and exit, so we wouldn’t be dropping some 6 feet through the air like we did in Koh Tao. The upper deck had bean bag chairs and a shaded awning to relax on the hour and a half long ride to the first dive spot, while the lower deck had a kitchen where they would prepare breakfast and lunch. They were comfortable and accommodating, and the price felt somehow more justified once we were on board.  

Though getting on the boat wasn’t much easier than it had been in Thailand, as the dock was too tall for an easy boarding, and we still had to climb through other boats to get to ours. Improving my balance had been an unexpected extra skill of this trip.

The divers all settled onto some beanbags on the top deck, while the crew joked among each other on the ride out. Our dive masters were all young Indonesian men. They weren’t great at explaining anything, our briefing mostly just being “keep an eye out for Mantas” and “get low if you get caught in the current.” They weren’t terribly helpful, though I can’t imagine the actual training was any better here than it was on Koh Tao, so I wasn’t surprised by this. 

Though I couldn’t help but think it must have felt like a rock star gig to be making a living by diving every day, doubly so when you’re a twenty-something-year-old guy surrounded by young Australian and European women in the near nothing they called bikinis. Prior to the tourism boom on this island, it would have been much more likely that these people would have been limited to a life as a fisherman or a merchant, but the influx of foreigners opened up a huge range of new potential careers in entertainment and hospitality.

Honestly, I’m still not sure if this kind of transformation is a positive thing or not though. Much like I had seen in Montana, while the growth of infrastructure and economy has also created new job options to a degree, it’s also heavily changed the dynamic for those who grew up more simply on this desolate desert island. It bred as much bitterness as it did opportunity, and the less than warm and friendly reception we had received thus far had reflected that. 

In a way, I understand. The culture can so easily become lost, and the history and traditions that made this place special can be so quickly erased by a frenzy of new age exploitation and consumerism. Begging becomes a profession, and hustling to cater to every foreigner that crosses your path is the lifestyle.

Whether it’s good or bad entirely depends on how you want to live, I suppose. On one hand, it creates an opportunity to one day earn a good enough living to someday leave the island, if you so desired. It presents the possibility for entrepreneurship and to achieve the same freedom and exploration that the tourists they cater to enjoy. If you’re a dive master, for example, you might be able to now find work in other places all over the world. And in the constant interaction with foreigners, the people can learn about other cultures, languages, and ways of life different from the way they were raised, where they can pick up traditions or ideas that they might have otherwise never imagined. Those who never fit into the isolated island’s limited molds and mindsets have an opportunity to find a way of life they do fit into, and consequently, it opens the door to greater tolerance for being different.

But that’s a western way of thinking: to assume that more cultural integration, more diversity, more financial independence, and more industry is inherently better. I’m sure there were plenty of people on this island who lamented the loss of their pure, comfortable home, where they were free from the opinions or expectations of foreigners. Hell, there are people in the massively culturally diverse United States who still lash out to preserve the ‘old ways,’ fighting hard to assure that other people have fewer rights and more religion, so that assessment could probably apply to anywhere.

But regardless, these dive masters were upbeat and excited, and there was no question as to where they stood on the tourism boom. Hopefully once I was in the water, I would start to understand where this island’s massive draw came from.

Giant Manta Rays were the whale sharks of Komodo National Park in the sense that they were a rare and elusive creature that everyone who hopped in the water hoped they might be lucky enough to see. But we were out of season for them to be swimming through this part of the ocean, so on top of my usual horrendous luck (confirmed by the fact that one of our Koh Tao friends had posted whale shark pictures literally on the day after we left the island), there were actual scientific reasons why I wouldn’t be likely to find one. I could accept science better than my natural curses.

I had the usual nerves and insecurities on the trip out. While I’ve improved tremendously at diving since coming to Asia, it still felt like gridding up for my first motorcycle race, with butterflies running rampant through the pit of my stomach. I’d never done a drift dive, after all, and there’s always a degree of anxiety when I’m upping the ante. Though while the nerves of anticipating the unexpected might always be there, any real fear of the diving itself had at long last subsided. I knew I was capable. I just didn’t know what we were getting into exactly.

When we arrived at the dive spot, it was a bit of a chaotic rush to drop into the water. The dive master was deflating his BCD as quickly as he jumped in. No time to regroup. No time for making sure my mask was properly defogged. Any minute spent on the surface just swept us away from the dive site.

I wasn’t used to the hustle. Entry had always been a fairly leisurely experience in the past, floating on top the ocean until we all had our wits about us, grouping together, then descending together. But the nature of Komodo being in wide open ocean, without any bays or reefs to block the fierce ocean current, meant you had to be committed and collected before you even took your giant step. This might have been fine if the dive master had briefed us on this concept, but he hadn’t thought to mention the actual techniques needed for this kind of dive. He just hopped in and took off and figured we already knew the protocol.

I swallowed back my panic, and began my descent while being ripped along at the speed of a charging bull, trying to equalize as quickly as I could while Hollywood and I tried to catch up with the dive master. Fortunately, despite the rough start, the visibility was incredible. I could see just about everything there was to see, no matter how far off in the blue it was. It was spectacularly colorful, and spectacularly alive. 

The coral ranged from vibrant purples to blues to oranges, as plentiful as wild flowers on a spring day in the Rocky Mountains. Though I had little time to savor them, as the ocean stream whisked us all away. 

I managed to sort out my buoyancy, so I could hover just above the ground as we were rushed through the water and watching that sea floor pass us by. We passed a trigger fish, a turtle, a puffer fish, some other fish I had no time to identify- all of them going by in a blur. I couldn’t even begin to swim fast enough to counteract the current. At best, I could slightly slow myself down. 

It was a bit overwhelming, and I’m not sure that I liked it. Whenever I saw something neat that I wanted to check out more, I couldn’t. It was there and gone in an instant. 

Fifteen minutes or so passed, when the dive master shot around a corner to a relief from the flow. I swam as hard as I could, but the current had a hold on me that I couldn’t seem to fight. I started to panic. Water seeped into my mouth as the rushing water tugged at my regulator, forcing me to bite down hard as I paddled my fins with all my might.

Our guide signaled with a thumbs down, to tell me to get closer to the floor, reminding me to get control of my breathing again. I exhaled slowly as I fought to stay in place, angling my fins to throw myself onto the floor. The sandy bottom plumed around me in an explosion of debris, only to be washed away as quickly as it was unsettled. As the haze subsided, now beneath the most powerful forces, I was able to break away from the rush. We drifted around the corner, and the dive became the kind of calm, still underwater wonderland that I was so much more fond of.

As a reward for my success, as I exhaled behind the safety of the island wall, I watched, completely and utterly stunned as a gigantic Manta Ray swam overhead, pushing into the current to do his feeding. 

It’s impossible to describe exactly how big these creatures are when you’re face to face with them. Their wings stretch across the sea, and they lay claim to the water like a fighter jet taking to the sky. Small feeder fish hid beneath its powerful wings, while the tiny mouth on its underside looked akin to a silly smile. It was somehow majestic and adorable at the same time.

That was it. This single animal made the entire journey up until this point feel immediately worthwhile. 

Another one of my favorite parts of diving thus far, aside from the challenge and satisfaction of learning a new skill, is getting to observe these animals in their natural habitat. Not in an aquarium, or a zoo, or behind a video on the internet. But to truly see these animals, in the flesh, with nothing between us. Nothing to protect me from these creatures, and nothing to protect them from me. We were encountering each other out in the real world, where we would exist honest and exposed. And here, I could watch fish play among each other or prey upon each other. I could see every subtle movement of flesh and fin that let these creatures move so effortlessly and gracefully through their water. The sheer scope of their size truly sunk in only when they were right there, in front of my eyes. It was mesmerizing and awe-inspiring in all the best ways. 

I got to be a part of this world as an active observer. And that’s all I’ve ever wanted an adventure to be.

I’ll always love stories and living vicariously through other people. But these journeys over the last few years have, for the first time in my life, let me feel like I didn’t have to watch someone else live the life I wanted. All these stories I read and watched and played, fact or fiction, could be inspiration rather than an unachievable dream. 

I could do anything they could do if I was willing to put in the work and effort to make it happen. All that was stopping me was fear, and at long last, even that was starting to fade away.

This world is incredible, and I’ll spend my last breath trying to see it all.

Once the ray had passed, we finished our dive in the calm coral garden, where we also ran into my first sea turtle. It was fixated on a coral bush, biting and crushing bits and pieces in its mouth. Its scales were so smooth and shiny, if someone had told me it was made of plastic, I might have believe them. It hardly looked like a real creature at all, as its head moved independently of a perfectly still body. 

When the current had us, I couldn’t wait for the dive to be over. But when we got to the calm sea life, I was begging for it to never end. But my air was more finite than my ambition. We surfaced, then it was onto the next.

I braced myself for the second dive of the day, giving myself all the deep breaths and “you got this” vibes before I committed to the “get below the surface!” frenzy. So imagine my disappointment when I stepped off the boat, and the drifting was so slow and easy, I had to occasionally push myself along with my fins. It was a relaxed float across the sea floor, far removed from the last dive’s overwhelming chaos. I had plenty of time to observe the world around me, while having to put little effort into moving myself along. If drift dives were typically more like this, I might like drift diving. But if they’re more like the rush of the first dive, I might have to pass.

This dive had a similarly unique forest of corals with a range of sea life, big and small. A large bamboo shark was hidden between some rocks, slithering in the crevasse and flashing its stripes. A black tipped reef shark rested in the distance, coming to life as we came close. While a bamboo shark looks more like a catfish than a shark, the black tipped reef shark is ripped right out of a childhood jaws drawing. It has a long, slender, grey body, pointed fins, and the aerodynamic face of a seasoned ocean predator. I never felt terribly unnerved by the sharks I’ve encountered underwater thus far, as they’ve all been quite small and couldn’t do much damage even if they HAD been aggressive toward humans. But as this one started to circle our party, I found myself searching my mental database for underwater hand signals to indicate “Is this guy about to fuck up our shit?”

The shark swam off shortly thereafter, probably onto much smaller prey that was less capable of punching it in the nose, while we resumed our float to another group of turtles and some sea plants full of clown fish. Unlike the clown fish in Koh Tao, these ones weren’t remotely territorial. They lived in families among the bubble coral, hiding in the tendrils as we approached. 

While the first dive had been a bit overwhelming, I was very quickly starting to fall in love with Komodo. The large predators added such an incredibly unique experience that wasn’t quite there with other dives I’ve been on. I won’t say I’m an adrenaline junky, despite my racing and riding background, nor that I necessarily get an extra thrill out of the danger of it all, really. But these apex predators were so graceful and beautiful and powerful. They were the kings and queens of the sea, swimming before you with humbling majesty. I couldn’t help being filled with this inexplicable sense of awe and respect for what nature is capable of. 

We were treated to a traditional lunch once we returned to the ship. The food in Flores was very different from the food in Bali, which isn’t shocking being the extreme difference of culture between the Hindu and Muslim people. They served rice, watermelon, some cooked fish, a crisp salad, and strange strips of soybeans that I at first mistook for some sort of chicken. It was appealing in a light and simple way. 

Not that I ever could eat much on a dive. I couldn’t ever eat when I was racing either. I’m not sure if it’s more about the nerves, the physical activity, or the adrenaline, but I don’t know how many times I’ve thrown up my lunch on a race weekend on my motorcycle, trying to give my body needed calories and nutrients while instead giving my body nausea and stomach burbles. I barely had an appetite while I was in the thick of an activity, and while I believed the claims that you can throw up in a regulator, I’d still rather not experience that myself to verify. 

We had one last dive that day, which was back to another fast current, ruining some of the zen I had found in the second dive. It was a plain landscape, the fish went by quickly, and nothing about it was terribly inspiring. It was a low point to end the day on, and I left wondering how many of the dives on this island were going to be that same hyper and extreme hustle. The cost of diving seemed justifiable when I was floating over a turtle munching on bright white and pink bubble coral, but it felt like a waste of money when I was being ripped along the ocean floor at breakneck speeds.

We decided to try a different dive shop the second day, hoping to hit some different spots and maybe have a more overall positive experience. We came across a young Swiss diver, hanging out outside his shop. 

Adrian was a motocross racer back in Europe who was currently working on his dive master certification here in Komodo. We instantly bonded over our love of motorcycles, though I was moderately mortified imagining trying to learn to dive in an environment like this. That would be the ultimate trial by fire, being thrown directly into some of the more challenging and stressful diving the world can offer before you even know how to clear your mask.

I couldn’t say no to riding along with a fellow motorcycle racer though, so naturally we ended up signing up with their shop for the following day.

Adrian gave us a thorough briefing, down to illustrating a map of the dive site with colorful markers, and explaining every aspect of the environment. The dive masters ribbed him for his artwork, and he fired back with the cheerful sarcasm I expect from someone who’s primary hobby is defying death and gravity. We were laughing the whole boat ride.

Unfortunately, that was kind of the highlight of the day, and the quality dropped off a bit from there. The second dive day felt much lower budget all around. The crew was fun, but the gear was shoddy and barely put together.

It wasn’t worse than the holey, half-functional rental gear what I had used to get my Open Water certification in Veracruz, but it was barely better, as I donned a 7mm wetsuit in 80 degree water, and their only regulators were sized for children with small mouth pieces. I didn’t think much of any of these things until we were in the water. With the added buoyancy of the wetsuit, I needed an extra seven pounds to get myself to sink, and with the much smaller regulator in my mouth, I had completely changed my face shape, which, incidentally, completely ruined the seal on my mask. I was used to water seeping into my mask when I laughed or smiled, but there was nothing I could do to make this work. I was in a constant state of clearing a mask that couldn’t seal, so much so that I don’t even remember seeing much of anything the whole first dive. 

The good news was that I didn’t panic. I didn’t take water up my nose, nor did I drown. I spent an entire dive with water in my goggles to the point that I may as well have gone down maskless, and I was too annoyed to be terrified. 

I guess that’s an improvement?

Despite knowing better, I tried tightening my mask for the next dive, hoping that would remedy the issue.

The second dive was a spot called Batu Balong. It was a wall dive, were you had to stay close to the rocks to prevent being ripped away by the current, be it by the large sweeping current behind you, or the fierce whirlpools that caged you in on either side of the island. The dive basically consisted of going down to the bottom of the wall, then slowly zig zagging your way back up, while you enjoy the abundant fish life in the nooks and crannies. If you were lucky (we weren’t) you had the opportunity to see what they called a barracuda tornado, where the large schools of barracudas would occasionally get stuck in the cone of the whirlpool and get swirled around faster than their strong fish bodies could swim.

But in this case, the school of divers seemed to outnumber the fish, and I was much more likely to see a diver tornado. The spot was one of the most popular dives in the park, and it seemed that every single shop on the island was there that day at that moment. People were bumping into each other, sometimes knocking deeper divers in the head with their fins, while trying to get the depth right on their zig zagging. It was a complete cluster fuck, more claustrophobic than a day in LA traffic, not made any better by my continued mask issues. The only highlight was the moment I successfully removed my mask, adjusted it, replaced it, and cleared it again- a drill I hadn’t practiced in full since the Open Water course nearly a year ago. I guess that was a win for someone who will forever struggle with mask anxiety. But other than that, there was nothing particularly enjoyable about the dive itself. 

This whole experience seemed to be trying to teach me a lesson on trusting a dive shop to have quality rental gear. I hadn’t inspected all the gear beforehand, which now seemed to be a foolish oversight that was so obvious in hindsight. I decided to borrow one of their rental masks for the last dive, figuring anything had to be better than what I was using. 

Manta Point was our last dive on the trip. It was a fast flowing but shallow drift dive, never exceeding 15 meters. It was popular among both divers and snorkelers, as the water was crystal clear, and Manta Ray sightings were almost guaranteed.

The Mantas loved these high speed currents, as they were strong enough to swim freely no matter how fast the water flowed (while their smaller, weaker prey were not). The harshness of the environment that I struggled with so much is precisely what drew in all of these exciting creatures. I had to remind myself of this often, because otherwise, I was starting to dislike the stress of it all.

We were still in the middle of our surface interval stop time, waiting for our bodies to dissipate enough nitrogen from our blood stream before we began the next session, when two massive Manta Rays swam right by the boat, only a few feet below the water. If we had been snorkeling, we probably could have ridden one. 

Sadly, that was the most thrilling part of this stop. Once we were in the water, the current was so quick that we shot past the rays faster than we could enjoy them. Though at this point, I had gotten so good at finding neutral buoyancy, I had no problem staying at the same depth as we drifted through the whole dive. The challenges were forcing me to get better at new skills much faster than I had been while doing the comfortable, easy dives in Thailand. In that sense, I was glad we had opted for more difficulty and variety. 

But otherwise, I wasn’t that impressed thus far. The only real highlight of Manta Point was that, being such a shallow dive, I was able to bring my waterproof tough camera with us without needing to buy an expensive diving case, as it was good down to 15 meters. The dive ended in another peaceful and still outcrop, and we enjoyed some shameless underwater selfies with big schools and bigger sea turtles.

While I had a great time with our new Swiss friend, I left not terribly impressed with the rest of the dive shop and not terribly motivated to dive Komodo again. The predators were cool, the visibility was phenomenal, and the coral was pretty, but it was crowded and stressful and I wasn’t having as much fun as I should have been for the price.

Also because Hollywood has a sensitive stomach and found himself getting sick. Who knew Montezuma’s Revenge even extended to Asia!  

When we weren’t diving, we got the full experience of the swing of Ramadan. The first prayer came in the form of a baritone chant at 4:45AM, blasted from a loud speaker with enough volume to fill the entire town. The prayers came again at five different intervals throughout the day.

While I had heard of Ramadan from Muslim friends and classmates, I knew little about it, other than it involved fasting. The concept of the fast actually sounded quite well-meaning. From what I understood, from dawn to dusk, the Muslim people would abstain from food, smoking, sex, and any other worldly pleasures to please their god. In the process, even the wealthy would experience the pain of an empty stomach, and theoretically develop empathy for those who were suffering or had less.

It sounded like a great lesson in mindfulness, and it should have been a wonderful chance to experience another culture in their natural state. But the atmosphere perhaps wasn’t as light and whimsical as I hoped. To be fair, no food or sex all day might make me cranky, too,

Hollywood being sick, I was tasked with the groceries and food acquisition for a couple days. I wore my long pants until they were so saturated with sweat, the risk of smell was more offensive than the risk of someone seeing my ankles, then I shifted to my much more abundant supply of sundresses. A few men would holler at me, but most of the locals just stared as I walked by, so bluntly that I could feel their eyes drilling into me. Some were judgmental, others more lustful. Though I could deal with the unwanted attention better than I could deal with the salesmen, the vendors, and the taxi drivers who heckled and harassed me, no longer taking no for an answer, no matter how stern I was about it. They listened when Hollywood turned them down, but my female voice was completely lost to them, unless I was going to give them my money. 

I was followed for sometimes several blocks, as vendors pushed trinkets or tours on me, and I was gawked at to the point that I had never been so uncomfortable in my own skin. I understand that it’s not reasonable to expect my American standards, culture, and morality in other countries, and I understand that as a woman, I couldn’t expect equal respect and agency in a country where women were banned from even riding motorcycles, as it was arbitrarily inappropriate and might attract too much attention. One of those laws that protects us from ourselves, while undermining all personal values or desires.

But for me, this was just depressing. I didn’t imagine anyone would dare do me harm, being a white, blond haired and blue eyed tourist, capable of giving them money, but with the way I was being treated just in passing, I couldn’t imagine the kind of things a woman born into this was expected and pressured to accept. 

Just like in Christianity or Catholicism, if you could buy into the notion that, as a woman, you had a very specific role you had to play in life, maybe it didn’t seem so bad. But as one of those wild, free-thinking, godless millennials, it just felt stifling and oppressive and uncomfortable. I felt an overt pressure to change how I was dressed so people wouldn’t look at me so rudely, but the fight in the back of my mind would rather bear the discomfort than let them win. It wasn’t against the law to wear a sundress, nor was it against the law for non-Muslims to go without head coverings, and I wasn’t about to award douche baggery with compliance.

Is that ignorance towards another culture? Is simply dressing differently legitimately harming anyone? If I’m in the minority, am I obligated to adapt to a majority that doesn’t respect my being? Does travelling to foreign places obligate you to immediately fall in line with their practices, regardless of legality, no matter how far from your values they might be? At what point do we cross the line from “Exposing people to diversity is the only way they’ll learn to tolerate other people more openly” to “Not falling in with local customs is disrespectful to their culture?”

I’ve heard both arguments among travelers. And it’s probably a more American stance to think that you can be who you want to be, so long as you’re not hurting anyone. In the states, when people are uncomfortable with how they’re treated due to race, religion, sexuality, or identity, there’s often protests, campaigning, and fighting to fix that. There are pushes for different laws and marches for more awareness. Freedom and patriotism in its truest form is being able to fight for greater acceptance in the face of injustice, isn’t it? America is by no stretch perfect, but at least it’s somewhat open to the possibility of improvement.

Again, I was standing in a place that simply didn’t suit my ideology, and again I needed to remind myself that this is, hopefully, the lifestyle that the people in this region want. But I guess in my arrogance, I just kept hoping that someone would demonstrate why the people wanted to live this way. Like in Mexico, or Bali, or Thailand, or Canada, or Costa Rica, or most everywhere I’ve gone, really, I kept wanting so badly to stumble upon that kind, friendly stranger who would completely change my perception, even if all that kind stranger did was give me a smile instead of a grimace as we passed. I wanted to see the happiness and kindness that this lifestyle brought them- hear the laughter and see families enjoying their day. Leave all of this a little bit wiser and more open. Which may just be a testament to how spoiled I’d been by the lucky serendipity of travel life.

But I didn’t have that luck here. I don’t know if my experience would have been different if I was a man. Changing my clothing didn’t make a difference in how people regarded me. I doubt going to church would have either. I even tried using my bandana as a head covering one day, but I was still too white and I was still too foreign. I was at a loss on how I could improve the way I was being perceived. 

I’m sure there are plenty of friendly, welcoming people in Indonesia, but perhaps the tourist hubs were not the place to find them. Though that sometimes felt like a bit of a limitation of backpacker life, versus when I used to have my own transportation all the time. With a bike, not only do people get excited just hearing the engine purr, but I’m able to get to the towns that are more obscure and off the beaten path, where people weren’t so inundated with tourism that they were still happy and curious to meet an outsider. I felt less like a target and more like a person, and I got to see the more authentic and beautiful sides of people this way. I hope to do that here as well in the future, because I didn’t want this to be my only impression of an Islamic nation.

Uncertain if we were going to dive again, we took a couple days to do laundry and try some other tours. The laundry in Labuan Bajo was much like it had been in Mexico. You dropped it off at a shop where you were charged by the kilogram to have your clothing washed. It took a few days, but the women would clean, dry, and fold your clothing for you. The only difference between Mexico and Indonesia is that the Mexican lavanderias had washing machines, while the Indonesian women were doing everything by hand with a bucket and a washboard. It was another testament to the way the island’s tourism was developing much faster than the technology.

Now, if you’re going to go all the way to the desert of Flores, you may as well at least see the Komodo Dragons. These massive reptiles could grow up to ten feet long and reach over 350 pounds, and they didn’t exist anywhere else on earth. They were an endangered species, which wasn’t helped by the fact that they were also a cannibalistic species. Mothers would lay eggs, then by the time the babies hatched, the new born lizards had to scramble for the trees for fear of becoming food to their own mother. 

But they were a fascinatingly strange feat of nature that I had to see at least once before either they or I were no longer around. Like, for example, their hunting rituals were unlike anything I had ever heard of. They were extremely venomous. The death and decay in their jaws was a petri-dish of bacteria, and a single bite could take down a water buffalo, killing it with a slow, agonizing death that sometimes took several days. Once the buffalo had wandered off and died, the dragons would hunt it down, swallow the entire buffalo whole, (sparing only its head, as it couldn’t fit the massive horns in its stomach) then digest the creature, bones and all, over the course of the following month. 

It was wild. And I wanted to see it,

We took a small boat to Rinca Island, where the dragons were supposed to be the biggest. We couldn’t have walked more than a few hundred yards when the first Komodo meandered across our path. It sniffed the air with its tongue while its whole body wiggled with every awkward step. We kept our distance until it had gone far enough to safely pass, as they were also capable of running up to 12 miles per hour, and I didn’t want to be anywhere near that kind of charge. 

Not exactly a cheetah, but I’m lucky if I run at 3 mph, so I would definitely be eaten in a komodo apocalypse.

As we approached the visitor’s center, a wild deer ran into hiding, as the screeching commotion of monkeys pierced the air. My first thought was that a monkey was being eaten, and I gasped just imagining it. 

Instead, we saw a small group of primates running away from the island’s storage shed with a bunch of coconuts in their arms. A successful heist.

We entered the visitor center at the instruction of our tour guide, thinking the tour had included the cost of park entry as the salesman had assured me it did. So I was a bit surprised when we were charged another 600,000 Indonesian Rupiah (~$40 USD) to enter, which was about twice the cost of the tour itself. 

“Not included. Not included.” Our guide shrugged and shook his head. I didn’t know if it was legitimately not included or if we were being scammed again, but they wouldn’t let us go without paying, and it would have been a shame to miss it after coming all this way. I begrudgingly paid the price, and they happily introduced us to our walking guide for the trek. 

He was a young man, barely looking a day over 15. He told us he was former military, but with all of the new jobs opening in Flores, he was able to become a tour guide instead, which he enjoyed much more.

There were three hikes to choose from- a short loop that was only supposed to take half an hour, a medium hike that would take one hour, or a long trek which typically took about an hour and a half. The guide insisted that we wouldn’t see anything on the long hike, and pushed for us to do the shortest one. He was overly insistent, to the point that I got the impression he really just wanted to be lazy. But let me tell you, after dropping 600,000 Rupiah, I was going to be getting my money’s worth. I insisted on the longest hike possible, knowing I could out stubborn him, and after mild protest, off we went.

We were glancing about when, a kilometer into the hike, just after telling us about how Komodo dragons eat their young, the guide shrieked a blood curdling scream. He jumped straight up, and I followed suit. 

Did he get bit? Did he step on a dragon? Did he get stung by something? All the worst case scenarios started flashing through my head. Maybe he didn’t want to go this way for a reason.

“A cobra! A cobra!” His voice was shrill with excitement. I maintain that it sounded strikingly similar to terror though.  “In all the years I’ve worked here, only one cobra has ever been spotted! Look! Look!” 

He pointed at a snake as it shot through the grass, stopping only long enough to stare at us with its fanned head. It could have been ripped right out of national geographic. 

“Take a picture! Take a picture!” He exclaimed. Hollywood fumbled for his camera, but the guide quickly threw up a hand to stop him. “Wait- put on glasses. He spits venom!” The snake shot off again before we could both put on glasses and get a focused picture, presumably unimpressed by our awkward flailing. My luck with seeing super rare animals was shockingly good here, but my ability to document them was mediocre at best.

We continued the tour, finding a number of komodo dragons, some lazing about directly in the road, others hunting in the bushes. Monkeys were overhead, wild dogs ran across a dried creek bed, and three massive water buffalo rested in the shade of the trees. They seemed much more docile than I expected a wild water buffalo to be. On the contrary, they seemed less excitable than your average domesticated cow. They were huge, hulking beasts with horns that spanned several feet, and fur that was tinted blue. 

One buffalo was holding his leg, nervously limping away as we got close. I can only assume he was at the start of what would be a slow painful death at the hands of a komodo dragon’s teeth. Looking into those dark, innocent eyes, I felt bad for him, but thus is the cycle of nature. 

On the way back, we came upon a tree that was covered in skulls. The guides had recovered a number of buffalo skulls, with their giant horned heads still attached to a foot or two of spine, as that was typically the only part left after a dragon had gotten to them. Naturally, the guides took these skulls and mounted them on a tree of death as some kind of trophy. It was a telling and somewhat terrifying monument to the world’s one true dragon.

Long and hot as it was, I loved the tour. From monkeys to dragons to snakes to buffalo to even wild dogs, we saw just about every form of major wildlife on the island in its natural habitat, going about its normal life. I was so glad we opted for the long trek instead of folding and going for a shorter, easier hike. 

We thanked our guide and returned to the boat to finish the day with some snorkeling. The captain was going to take us to a popular local beach, but not wanting to pay any more unexpected fees, we asked for them to drop us off somewhere more free. He obliged without a second thought, motoring around to the other side of the island, where we had the reef to ourselves. We flopped into some deep water full of turtles and squids and fishes. Turtles never got old to me no matter how many I saw, and there were a LOT in Komodo.

We came back feeling refreshed, but also feeling like we were about done with life on this island. We tried the diving, we saw the dragons, and we were tired of the mediocre food, the high prices, and the higher heat. But even with the limited Wi-Fi, try as I might, we weren’t able to book tickets to get out of there. 

It turned out, the only way to buy a plane ticket at all was to go through a local travel agency who, for a fee, would book you a flight back to Bali. We hunted down a shack that offered the best price, then had to search nearly every ATM on the island before we found one that had enough cash (or any cash at all) to cover the cost. 

Because the internet was so limited in Labuan Bajo, many places didn’t accept credit cards. Or if they did, they charged a high fee to use it. But since everything was so expensive, the ATM machines were often tapped out, and more often than not, we had to walk several kilometers to find one that wasn’t. It had become a constant struggle since we got here, but it was never more uncomfortable than when we were in the black of night, surrounded by the jeering faces of locals who had already made it clear they would do anything for a buck.

Our booking agent was chatty, claiming to be a police officer during daylight hours, who had a cousin currently living in America. He went on and on about his opinions on our politics, mostly praising the great President Trump and his Great America. 

I’m not much for talking politics. More often than not, those conversations are incredibly negative, and the politicians involved are largely awful human beings regardless of what side of the party fence they claim to stand on. So I just smiled politely until he printed our tickets. The earliest flight we could get was a couple days away, so I’d just have to grin and bear it a bit longer.

Not sure what else to do, we decided to sign up for one more day of diving just for the sake of making the best of our time there. We picked yet another new-to-us dive shop. There were three popular dive spots that were recommended only for advanced divers, much further out in the park. They were supposed to be the deepest and roughest conditions, but also the most diverse. It would have been a shame to go all this way and not at least see what everyone was raving about.

We met up first thing in the morning with the crew at Komodo Divers. Everyone on the boat was either a long time backpacker or a long time diver. One was a travel nurse named Pat. She was from Missouri, and she doubled as a dive master back home. She was immediately friendly and good humored, and we had no problem filling the long ride out with nonstop conversation. Two of the others were diving and backpacking their way around the world, and they had plenty of stories to tell of the places they’d been and the heavy contrast of corporate life they had come from.

Katja, our dive master was a young German woman who had been on the road for quite some time with no end in sight. She was, in every sense of the word, a kindred spirit.

“The things you see, the people you meet, the cultures and the experiences- they’re incredible.” She began, as we sat around the table, while the ocean misted the lower deck with every passing wave. “But I’m so tired of saying goodbye. Everyone you meet is in and out of your life so quickly, that you never get to keep any of the friends you’re making. It’s the most lonely way to meet new people.” 

This was an incredibly common sentiment among backpackers it seemed, and I agreed very strongly with all of it. The initial leaving on a journey, when everything is still so novel and exciting, when you know you’re going to see your friends again and they all still care- you don’t feel lonely or isolated. Every encounter you run into on the road is this thrilling new connection that you never would have made if you had stayed home. But then by month 2, month 3, month 8, month 19- it feels so much different. You’ve likely lost touch with anyone but the most integral people in your life, and you start to wonder if anyone will still remember you. Especially once you’ve been in the atmosphere for so long that everyone’s lives have gone on without you. 

It’s a selfish notion. And not really a fair one: To expect people to wait for your return. Or to continue to care about your life while you’ve been gone for months and years, even when you haven’t been able to be in their lives for so long. Out of sight, out of mind is a natural function, and it’s not wrong. 

But being the person who has disappeared, no matter how grand and exciting and meaningful your dreams might be to you, you have to accept that you might be the only one who will ever understand what you’re doing and why you’re doing it. All you can really hope is that you’ll still have the chance to rebuild those relationships when you get back.

That doesn’t make it easier though. We trade meaningful relationships that were ten years strong for single serving friends who will forget you tomorrow. Even a passing conversation like this, with a fellow traveller who understands everything you’re going through, doesn’t alleviate that growing feeling of isolation. Because while we talk about how hard it is to know that everyone in your life will be gone so quickly, we still won’t compromise our trip to put a stop to that.

The reason we left our friends and family in the first place was because it meant something to us, and with the exception of those of us who are lucky enough to find someone who wants to share the journey with us, no matter how independent, strong, and solitary you think you are, it becomes a lonely run to the end. I’ve yet to meet a long term traveler who didn’t come to this conclusion. It’s simply a fallacy of the lifestyle, which I still haven’t figured out the best way to deal with.

These dives, being out in open ocean and dealing with the greatest current yet required a couple new techniques that I hadn’t learned. First and foremost, we would be doing a negative entry. As it was explained to us in the briefing, negative entry refers to having your BCD completely deflated as you enter the water and immediately going under, swimming downward as hard as you can, to get as deep as you can, as fast as you can, to get below the fastest parts of the current. There was no room for adjustment or getting oriented. No room for doubts or hesitation. No three count before your giant step. If you didn’t swim down and equalize fast enough, you’d be swept away by the current and miss some of the most spectacular diving to be had. It was frantic and marginally terrifying in an environment that required calm and methodical execution to survive.

I suppose, technically, we were supposed to do a negative entry on the first dive we did in Komodo, but this dive master cared enough to actually explain that. No matter how much more confident I was becoming, the constant nagging doubts that filled me with nerves and trepidation still persisted. Which wasn’t helped by the fact that the ocean was rough enough to churn my stomach even on this nice, stable dive boat.

As was generally the case, the first dive was the deepest, while the last would be the most shallow. Because all of Komodo’s dive trips consisted of three sequential dives, we had to be especially careful of depth and bottom time to prevent getting decompression sickness. 

I double and triple checked my mask as we neared the drop zone of Castle Rock, making sure not a single stray hair was upsetting the seal around my face. I hoped my mask wouldn’t fog, and I told myself I could do this. I got my open water certification during a hurricane for chrissakes. This was nothing compared to that. 

When the dive master gave the ‘go’ sign, it was like the green flag had been waved, and we were off to the races. We lined up, single file, and we fought for balance with our heavy tanks on our backs and our awkward fins on our feet on that rocking ship all the way to the drop zone.

Hollywood stepped off ahead of me, then it was my turn.

“Don’t think. Just go!” I admonished myself in my own head. That was all it took. My legs listened to my heart and ignored my head, as they took that step with full commitment.

The intensity of the surging ocean engulfed me instantly, and I was swimming as hard as I could before I even knew where I was or where I was going. My mask was working flawlessly now, leaving equalizing quickly as my only struggle. I tried to hold my nose and blow the air out my ears, but it still didn’t seem to work for me. So I took one extra breath and rose one extra foot to allow myself to swallow. That hesitation alone was nearly enough to sweep me away, but fortunately, I got a hold on the situation quickly enough to get below the strongest part of the current. I could easily outswim the slip stream at my current depth, and I was able to take my time getting the rest of the way down.

From here, the goal was to swim between two large mounds of coral, circling one, then returning to the other, where we were comfortably out of the sea’s fury. This one wasn’t technically a drift dive at all, despite the power of the flow overhead. It was about precision rather than speed.

Being in the calm of the sea put my anxiety to rest, just as it had done so many times before. I had pulled off a negative entry in a high stress scenario without skipping a beat. Yet another notch on my weight belt. If I kept doing these things, eventually, I might have to start admitting I’m not the worst diver to ever live anymore.

I smiled to myself, not worrying about the trickles of water that got into my mask every time my cheeks squeezed happily toward my eyes. I had been told countless times that I was much tougher than I ever gave myself credit for, and in this fantastic underwater world, I finally started to feel like that was true. Maybe I wasn’t useless. Maybe I wasn’t incapable. Maybe I’m allowed to be proud of myself.

A school of tuna rushed into every inch of my vision, allowing awe to take the place of self-reflection again.  I never realized the sheer size of a tuna until I was surrounded by them in their own world. Thousands and thousands of massive fish, bigger than even the great barracuda, were swimming in tight formation. They were fat and they were long, so much so that even Hollywood seemed small as he tried to join their ranks.

A shark shot up into the mass of fish, trying to catch a weak link in the perfectly synchronized minds of the tuna. One pass, then two, and it failed to catch a single one. 

The tuna continued their battle to outsmart their hunter, while an eagle ray flapped its fins overhead. It moved closer and closer until it was near enough to touch it. The ray circled the group, then flapped up into the current where it was suspended in neutrality, its wings only pushing as hard as the moving water.

It was the most incredible dive to date in just about every way. We inched to the five meter mark for our safety stop, floating parallel with the Eagle Ray. The dive master latched onto a rock and handed off a rope to be shared among the team, preventing us from being swept away while we decompressed. 

The tranquility gave way to chaos again once we returned to the surface. Surging waves threw us around, and we held onto each other to avoid being separated before the boat could motor over to us. 

It was a battle to re-board the ship. I was nearly thrown from the ladder as I fumbled to get out of my gear and hand it off to the dive crew. I hooked my arm around the hand hold and clung on tight, while I wrestled my fins from my feet in between surges. With one last hit, as I was thrown against the boat, I managed to hoist myself onto the deck. I scrambled to get my footing and get myself to stable safety.

My sea legs still aren’t the greatest (neither are my on land legs, to be fair), but I managed to stumble my way to the community picnic table and sit my ass down.

And I exhaled, long and slow and satisfied.

Look how easy that was! What was I so scared of? If I could do that, I could do anything, I thought. As negative entries, deep diving, latching, and drift diving had all been initially explained, the concept sounded so far over my head, I had to fight every urge I had to come up with an excuse to get out of it. It was for daredevils and risk takers and, well, people who were actually good at things. 

Which is so far from what I was. 

Or how I saw myself at least. 

We all gathered around the table and laughed as we relived the dive through words. The second dive, Crystal Rock, was similarly amazing, with white tip sharks, trevally, and sweetlips abound the always colorful Komodo coral, but it was the third dive that I was most excited about. This dive was called “The Cauldron” and it had what was known as “The Shotgun.”

Just like it sounds, the shotgun is basically a rip current that tears through a narrow channel between two islands. Depending on the direction of the tides, if you draw too close to this opening, that same current would suck you in, drag you through its rocky barrel, then shoot you out the other side with a powerful force. 

It was a favorite of Komodo’s divers. A little intimidating, perhaps, but it sounded exciting for sure. It couldn’t possibly be any scarier than the rest of the drift diving we had done at this point. 

Because it was easy to get stuck in the shotgun’s forced and continue to be swept away, we were all given our own surface marker buoys this time (a brightly colored, inflatable balloon that helped boats know when and where a diver is beneath them), on the off chance that anyone got caught in the flow and launched far away from the group. Mine was orange. I let Hollywood have the pink one. It suited him more.

The dive started in tranquility, as we dropped in behind the shelter of one of the islands. We inched toward the shotgun, only to find that today’s tide was pushing instead of pulling. I guess we wouldn’t be getting the full experience today.

Instead, the dive master latched to the floor with a hook and let out a rope for the other divers to hold onto. I was a few feet away from her, so I opted to instead grab onto a large rock. It simultaneously let me brace myself against the ocean’s flow and shielded me from the worst of its wrath.

In that moment, two giant manta rays whisked into the current over our heads. Their powerful wings pushed through the fast flowing ocean as though it was perfectly still. They had complete control, giving nothing to nature’s strength, moving with an unmatched grace and majesty. 

No one moved. The whole group just breathed in the stillness, inhaling and exhaling like a group of astronauts observing these creatures of another world, envious of their effortless mastery of an environment in which we shouldn’t be able to exist at all.

Once the Manta Rays dispersed, we left the shot gun, getting low to the ground so we wouldn’t get swept away, and we continued along the island walls. We moved around some rocks, and I nearly jumped out of my wetsuit when a moray eel popped out of its hole and swam right in front of me. Its mouth was agape, revealing a black hole of sharp teeth, and its snake-like body coiled around the rocks. I swam back a few feet, so I could enjoy watching those swift and fluid movements without potentially being in its warpath. It was only out in the open for the briefest moment before slithering its long body into another hole, in wait for its next victim to pass by. 

I had seen a lot of eels tucked in a lot of holes throughout our dives, but I had never actually seen one swimming. It was somehow snake-like, fish-like, and lasagna noodle-like all at once. If lasagna could bite you anyways.

It felt like our last dive ended entirely too soon, but it was mostly because I was too in love with the water to want to leave it. The ocean must have been equally in love with me, as it nearly tore me from the ladder this time as I wrestled my way through the waves and swells to get back on the boat. Sadly, we had no choice but to break up and go our separate ways.

To think, I had almost left Labuan Bajo without hitting these dive spots, thinking it was nowhere near as impressive as the hype implied. I was unnerved and uncomfortable and unimpressed, based purely on a bad first impression. It would have been like walking away from my soul mate because he had shown up for our first date in polka dot sweat pants. 

Actually, I guess that’s an acceptable reason to walk away from a first date. But I swear, if you take the time to get under those pants, he would have had a great... uh... personality.

I was riding high for the long ride back to shore. So high, I had nearly forgotten that we were going back to, well, Labuan Bajo. I climbed down the ladder from my beanbag throne with a hop and a skip in my step (But the slow and controlled kind of hopping and skipping that doesn’t want to fall off the boat). I grabbed my things and was giving my sundress a good shake, when one of the Indonesian crew members caught me by the arm to get my attention.

“Please make sure to cover up.” He insisted, a grave expression on his face, as he looked me up and down. “You must at least wear your dress when you walk through the town.”

Obviously, I thought to myself. Despite having seen a number of children playing naked on the beach the day before, I already knew what it was like to simply walk around with visible hair in Labuan Bajo. That’s the whole reason I grabbed my sundress in the first place. God forbid I leave a dive boat wearing a swimsuit. 

“Of course,” I forced a smile as I pulled my dress on over my wet bikini. 

“It’s not illegal to wear that.” He decided to continue. Oh joy. By all means, keep going. “But if you do, everyone will stare. And it wouldn’t be comfortable for you if everyone is staring. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. Please cover yourself.” 

Ah, he was saving me from myself. A true hero. I definitely am much more comfortable now that he touched me unprompted and told me repeatedly how much men lust after my body. As if I couldn’t have figured that out.

I wanted to excuse it as a well-meaning attempt to make sure I was aware of the local culture, but he didn’t tell any of the other women on the boat that as they changed back into their on-land clothes.

Right. Wonderful diving. Terrible island life. Let’s get the fuck out of here.

I boarded that plane the next day, exactly 18 hours after the end of our last dive (Totally safe and by the book, according to the navy’s dive tables, thank you very much). 

Despite all of my struggles up until this point, I felt good about myself. I flew out of Labuan Bajo, with just 36 dives across 4 countries now under my belt. I was finally starting to feel like a halfway almost competent diver. 

And more than that I felt like myself again. The demons of that last winter, the sadness, and the anger, even amidst an uncomfortable culture and less than pleasant hostel life, felt like distant memories. I was shrugging off the bad, laughing at the good, and enjoying my time with that guy who I still genuinely loved. I recognized that stubborn, unreasonable, resourceful, but adventurous girl in the mirror again. And I was more proud of her than ever.

I still had a long way to go in diving and in life, but for now, it was off to the next island, and off to the next folly.
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No matter how undeveloped and far away a place might be, they will always support Valentino Rossi. (Labuan Bajo, Indonesia)
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The sidewalks were still being built throughout the main street, with loose bricks and open pits scattered about liberally. If you’re one of those people who walks while looking at their phone, this place will cure you of that addiction right quick! (Labuan Bajo, Indonesia)
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Labuan Bajo was a simple town, with simple construction. Which is charming... yet not something I would be happy to pay hundreds of American dollars for. (Labuan Bajo, Indonesia)
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This is the tree of death, where the park employees would gather up the indigestible skulls and spines of deer and buffalo that had been swallowed whole by Komodo Dragons. I think that’s all I need to say about that. (Rinca Island, Indonesia)
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“Pose with the dragon and I’ll take your picture!” The guide said. This is how tourists get eaten. (Rinca Island, Indonesia)
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The five kilometer hike went from jungle to plains, and it was well worth taking the long way round to see the water buffalo, dragons, wild dogs, monkeys, and cobras in their natural habitat. (Rinca Island, Indonesia)
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This poor guy was just days away from being komodo dragon food. It’s such a strange feeling to want him to survive because he’s so cute, but also want the komodo dragons to survive because they’re so badass and creepy. (Rinca Island, Indonesia)
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The fish market was packed with all sorts of sea creatures, some fresh, some smoked and preserved. I promise it tasted better than it smelled. (Labuan Bajo, Indonesia)
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Normally, these are my favorite kinds of places to eat. But it turns out, the skin tax made them a bit beyond my backpacker budget. (Labuan Bajo, Indonesia)
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It took, like, 36 dives, but something about dealing with wild drift currents finally forced me to sort out my buoyancy and trim. (Manta Point, Komodo National Park)
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Once we found shelter from the current, it became plain to see that the undersea gardens were indescribably beautiful in Komodo National park, with unique shapes, bright colors, and abundant sea life. (Manta Point, Komodo National Park)
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Hey, hey, HEY! The first rule of scuba- never, ever hold your breath. Quit breaking the rules, Hollywood! (Manta Point, Komodo National Park)
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By the end of our time in Komodo, I had seen so many turtles, they no longer seemed like a novelty. Though, they were such fascinating creatures, I never got tired of watching them sore through the water and feed on the coral. (Manta Point, Komodo National Park)
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So many fish! I had never seen more fish than I had in Asia. (Manta Point, Komodo National Park)

[image: image]

While the prices and exploitation was a bit disheartening, the draw of Labuan Bajo was obvious. It just has a lot of growing pains to go through first. (Labuan Bajo, Indonesia)
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This ended up being by far my favorite dive trip to date, from the crew to the dives themselves. It was the best possible note to end on. (Komodo National Park, Indonesia)
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Chapter 10
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“Well, now what?” We landed in Bali with no real plan and no obvious destination. On one hand, South Korea wasn’t terribly far away. Though it might be a tad pricey compared to the third world. Not that Labuan Bajo had been cheap either, but I didn’t think I wanted to finance another Labuan Bajo.

On the other hand, I’d love to dive with the hammerheads and see the underwater ruins just outside Okinawa in Japan. I was about ready to commit to that idea until I found we had just missed the season for both of those things, as they were more of a winter experience. I would have happily eaten the cost to do that just for the novelty, but it would have to wait until another year. I don’t know that I’m physically prepared to dive in cold water right now, anyway. I’ll have plenty of time to suffer when we return to the states.

But on a third hand (I’ll borrow one of Hollywood’s), there was the Philippines. We met several travelling dive masters who intended to go there, but none who had actually been yet. It just seemed to be the next destination in everyone’s minds. It was somewhat infamous for a few dive spots that weren’t the most ethical, where they fed the whale sharks to assure they were around to delight the tourists, but if you avoided that, surely there was some good and inexpensive diving. 

Inexpensive is the name of the game, and a quick bit of research suggested a place called Subic Bay. It was known for its wrecked warships and planes, all genuine battle wrecks left over from the last World War, and it was touted as a hidden gem among Filipino diving. We had spent more than enough time on the tourist track at this point, so the idea of going somewhere unusual was intriguing. 

As icing on the cake, plane tickets to Manilla cost next to nothing, and AirBNBs were priced even better, so with a few clicks, we were set to leave the following morning. We’d burn one last day in Bali and be on our way.

Not wanting to stray too far from the airport, we stayed in a hotel in Denpasar on the southern end of the island, and we looked for something to do. The coast of south western Bali, it turns out, is known to be a great place to learn to surf, with tame but rideable waves and warm water. I wasn’t confident in my ability to survive the ocean surf without a scuba tank, but I was super confident in my ability to watch a bunch of first time surfers eat shit while I relaxed in the comfort of a lounge chair. Hollywood signed up, and I brought the popcorn. 

The instructor showed up at our hotel with a pair of scooters to take us to the beach. We strapped on some cheap half helmets and hopped on. 

If a taxi in Bali feels death defying, a scooter is basically a stroll through hell, as our riders narrowly avoided one head on collision after the other while they barreled over broken speed bumps and potholes. 

I was a beat or two short of a heart attack when at long last, they weaved around a gate to get to the beach and parked just outside the sand. 

The instructors were a group of young men in their early to mid-twenties who spoke exactly enough broken English to crack sarcastic jokes. They say you can learn a lot of language through immersion, and clearly they had been immersed in a combination of cheeky assholes and Beach Boys lyrics. My kind of people.

The students for the day consisted of an Italian model, an Australian navy soldier, and, well, Hollywood.  Hollywood used to snowboard and surf something like fifteen years or so ago, and it seemed effortless as he got back into comfortable form. Sometimes, he was one of those guys who made everything seem so easy, it was actually a bit annoying. 

You know the type.

As you struggle and work hard and try to perfect every skill in hopes of one day being half way competent, failing ten times before you get it right once, this guy just shows up, and with some unexplainable combination of natural talent, overconfidence, seemingly unrelated experiences, and luck, he knocks it out of the park on his first try as though it was the most simple and intuitive concept in the world, succeeding on accident, and wondering what everyone else’s problem is. This is who we like to call “That Guy.”

I acknowledge that my disdain for “That Guy” is rooted in pure jealousy, and I also acknowledge that somehow I have come to be dating “That Guy,” which is an ironic testament to the way “That Guy” effortlessly managed to succeed at getting my attention even when I was pointedly not looking for companionship, so I have no room to complain. But that’s neither here nor there. This isn’t a moment of self-awareness. This is a moment of ‘Goddammit man, can’t you just suck at something for once?’ 

Anyway, surfing was no different, just like scuba diving and motorcycle racing and ball sports and everything else. Hollywood picked it up in no time, and was riding waves like he was passing his opponent on the inside line in the final turn of the final lap to claim the podium. 

At least the other surfers provided some entertainment.

After a lot of “dude!” and “bro!” and “rad!” and fist bumps, we found ourselves being invited to a night club to celebrate the hundredth surf lesson served. I don’t know that I ever even felt this Californian when I was still living in Redondo Beach.

But, you know, when in Bali.

We got rides back to our room, where I put on my nicest sun dress and my only pair of sandals, Hollywood grabbed his pearl snap shirt and some jeans, and we made our way to the hippest night club in downtown Bali.

For me, I’ve always been the kind of person who considers an epic Saturday night to be, say, hanging out with a couple of really good friends around a camp fire, or bench racing at the track after a long day of racing with each other. Sometimes, I might get really crazy and have some drinks with my dude while cuddly in front of a TV. 

I can count how many night clubs I’ve partied at with one finger. And that was a work function, so I’m not sure if it counts.

But fuck it. You only live once.

The line to get in the club extended down the street. We waited with the surf crew until we were finally in the door, where we stood through another long line that wrapped through the building, up a series of ramps and line partitions. When we finally got in, we were asked for a $7 cover charge, they snapped some wrist bands onto our arms, and we were on our way.

So, $7 USD in Bali not only got us inside this expansive, dark, and hip dance floor, complete with neon track lights and “scream-to-hear-yourself-think” music, but the price also included an all-you-can-eat buffet with an all-you-can-drink bar. Vodka sodas flowed like water in between feasts of crab legs and tiramisu. This had to be a money laundering operation, because between myself, Hollywood, the Italian model, the rowdy Australian Naval officer, and his equally rowdy wife, we drank enough to use up the cover charge for half the club.

“Have you ever heard of au pair?” The wife asked. “We use it all the time on our travels! You basically trade work for free room and board.”

“Oh, that sounds great!” I loved hearing about the ways other travelers extend their trips. There were so many small travel hacks for working on the road that I had never previously thought of, and every suggestion felt like one more tool on my utility belt. “What kind of work do you usually do?”

“Au pair is about childcare. You know, baby sitting adorable babies and toddlers. It’s the best!”

That’s a big nope from me. “Oh, cool! Definitely not for me, but awesome if you love kids.” I gave her one of those “thank you, but no thank you” awkward laughs.

“You’ll change your mind when you have your own!”

Cue more fake smiles and dismissive chuckles, because that definitely would not be happening. I didn’t even like children when I was one. Chances of liking them now was right up there with my chances of wanting to stay in Montana or thinking olives are delicious. I had no desire to be a mother, but I had found, time and again, that a lot of other women in particular were strangely uncomfortable with that. Motherhood is what we’re made for after all.

Or at least that’s what it feels like, when you’re bombarded constantly with the “you’ll change your mind one day!” narrative day in and day out. It would be comical if it wasn’t so annoying. I just wasn’t born with that drive or need to have children. I was told it would change as I got older, but year after year has gone by, and my aversion to having kids has remained the same. If anything, it’s gotten stronger, and I feel now, more than ever, that I’m not interested in that life path.

Which, while I don’t feel bad about this ultimate resolution, not wanting kids in a world where we’re socially pressured to do that from every direction has heavily affected how I’ve viewed myself and relationships over the years. 

There was once a guy who I was completely head over heels for. He was one of my best friends, until he asked me out in an official capacity. At that moment, it was everything I ever wanted. 

But also at that moment, I said no. 

Because I knew him well enough to know what he wanted in life. I knew he wanted a family. He had all these visions of 2.5 kids and a white picket fence. He wanted things that I knew I wouldn’t ever be willing to provide.

And to be fair, that’s a legitimately healthy and fair reason to not enter into a relationship. But that wasn’t really why I turned him down. I turned him down for a much less healthy reason. Because I felt like not wanting to have children made me unworthy of any relationship. I turned him down because, if I didn’t want to get married and I didn’t want to have kids, what did I have to offer?

Nothing in the long term. And it wasn’t fair to either of us to get deeper and deeper into a relationship that wouldn’t provide what we wanted in the long term. 

Marriage is a relationship goal. Kids are a relationship goal. And all I wanted to do was travel and ride motorcycles. I wasn’t dating material, I thought. Sure I could cook and do fun things in bed. I had no issue having a great time with another person, being loyal, or emotionally supportive.

But when you’re in your twenties, most people are either looking for a one-night-stand or a future wife and mother. So for me, it was easier to just stay completely detached. My friends were my friends, and my sexual partners were people I never planned to see again. Because I was more afraid of being expected to bear someone’s children someday, than I was to be alone for the rest of my life. I’d rather be a disappointment than be untrue to myself, especially when it came to such a huge commitment.

It took meeting a guy who had been clipped and divorced to feel like my disdain for marriage and children was a perk instead of a flaw. I still battle with skewed perceptions of self-worth, but at the very least, I can feel comfortable in knowing my partner doesn’t hope I’ll change my mind one day, or that he’s not holding out for me to become something I won’t. I don’t know if my friends will ever stop asking when we’re getting married and going to start having kids, but as long as Hollywood and I stay on the same page, I’m happy.

That awkward moment was fortunately the last one that night, and in every other way, we found ourselves having a great time. We managed to shut down the club with laughs and conversation, then the Australians dragged us to three more bars to keep the party going. I remember dancing. I remember getting dragged on stage by some Balinese women. I remember the shots. I vaguely remember getting on the back of some taxi scooters and arguing the fare price (Never too drunk to save money!). And somehow I woke up in our hotel room the next day with a silk bandana tied around my forehead and an impressive hangover.

But well, if I didn’t make bad decisions, I wouldn’t make any decisions at all. I’d have plenty of time to nurse my headache on the upcoming three hour plane ride to Manila.
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Hollywood had a blast taking surf lessons. But as much as I’ve learned about navigating the water from scuba diving, wearing a full scuba kit, I still don’t really know how to swim, (Bali, Indonesia)
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Don’t ask me how, where, what, or why, but apparently this happened. (Bali, Indonesia)
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Chapter 11
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Walking into the Bali airport, my lungs were filling with dread as fast as my nose seemed to be filling with mucus. All of the symptoms were already setting in. Runny nose. Sore throat. Light fever. My stomach clenched with stabbing pains of food poisoning, while my head was pounding from a highly regrettable good time. Mistakes were made. 

I’m never drinking again.

The airport was crowded, and I didn’t have much patience or energy to stand in line. So naturally, the moment we got up to the counter to have our boarding passes printed, the airport attendant shook his head and turned us away. 

“When do you plan to leave the Philippines?” He pressed. 

“We’re backpackers.” I explained through thin patience. “We’ll probably only be there a week or two, then we’ll be onto the next place.”

“I cannot let you fly in without a departure ticket.” He insisted. “Book another plane ticket and return when your flight has been confirmed. Then I can print your passes.”

Not the kind of burden I needed right now. I nearly collapsed on the cold tile, as I sat down and tried to connect to the airport Wi-Fi to book a flight out. I looked at our bank account. I looked at routes.

“Do you think three weeks is enough time?” I squinted at the schedule through blurred vision and mild delirium. This head cold was hitting hard and fast, but I couldn’t afford to wait for it to pass right now. Our flight left in an hour and I needed to get through customs and security and the boarding pass line again. “It’ll limit where we can go, but I think there’s a lot around Manila.”

“Works for me.” Hollywood nodded.

“Tokyo?” 

“Yep.”

“Done.” I clicked confirm. We got our boarding passes. They let us through security, took all of our lighters, and I stumbled my way to a fifteen-person-long line for the only working toilet in the airport. 

The plane ride didn’t get any better. 

Though after locking myself in the bathroom the entire flight, simultaneously blowing my nose and purging my insides, I can attest that the toilet is much more comfortable than my seat on the plane. I purged again in the bathroom on arrival, then made it through customs, smiling in a cold sweat. Finally in open air, we stood outside, waiting for our hotel shuttle on a polluted, dirty sidewalk. The air was laced with cigarette smoke, body odor, and sewage, and the floor was so filthy, even my nonexistent standards couldn’t justify sitting down. It took three hours for the driver to navigate that insurmountable wall of traffic. 

My time in the Philippines was starting off great.

The driver, however, was accommodating to the point of being nearly suspicious. He dropped us off at his favorite restaurant, assuming we must be hungry after a long flight, where I was able to lock myself in the bathroom again before getting a plate of fried chicken - something I would learn had somehow become a main food staple of this country. From McDonalds to Burger King to Jollibees- every restaurant served fried chicken with rice and gravy (instead of ketchup pumps, fast food places literally had gravy pumps). I was expecting menus to have something more akin to chicken adobo or balut, but instead we were surrounded by American favorites.

Our driver waited patiently in the parking lot for us to eat a meal, then he took us to a convenience store where we could get some snacks before dropping us off at our hotel. 

Part of the reason for this may have been because there was nothing around the hotel for several miles other than a small, local market, but I still appreciated it.

As my head cold worsened, I stopped by the pharmacy counter at the market, hoping to get some Sudafed or Dayquil or ibuprofen or literally anything that might make me feel better. Using the usual brand names wasn’t working on the pharmacist, which wasn’t surprising considering they didn’t speak any English, so I reverted to google translate, trying things like “cold medicine” and acting out the gestures of sneezing and blowing my nose.

While Indonesia made it abundantly clear that South East Asia is possibly the most paranoid region in the entire world when it comes to illicit drugs, the government of the Philippines is so terrified of the theoretical Methamphetamine epidemic that they banned any and all cold or allergy medicine, too. Pseudoephedrine is a potential ingredient for making meth, which you likely know if you’ve ever watched Breaking Bad, and how better to save us from meth labs than to ban any and all medicine that could be misused. I’m not really sure how they could call it a pharmacy at all, honestly, as they didn’t carry simple fever reducers either. The only thing they had to offer for a cold was a menthol nasal lozenge and watered down orange juice.

Normally, I hate depending on any sort of drugs for anything. Even when I’ve broken bones, I tried to tough out the pain as much as I could to avoid taking any more Vicodin than I absolutely needed. I didn’t dabble in drugs for relaxation or mind altering, save the occasional drink in a social setting. Hell, I didn’t even like indulging in caffeine unless I was on the verge of falling asleep at the wheel.

But when it came to bad head colds, where my mind was clouded and my consciousness was compromised, I was a fan of fever reducers and sinus relievers. Pain I could deal with, but a cloudy, delirious mind was the greatest suffering for me. 

In the event of being sick, I was also a fan of having potable water readily available, warm soup, and cool, dry air, but apparently this was going to be an island of suffering. I was relegated to a bed, miserably tossing and turning, unable to sleep, and unable to function. Despite claims to the contrary, our rest stop didn’t even have simple pleasures like Wi-Fi or television to take my mind off my discomfort. 

I tried to do the walk to the market to get food by myself the first day, actively rebelling against my exhaustion, and refusing to believe I was as sick as I was. But I’m convinced this is the alleged “man-flu” I always hear about, where a simple cold is enough to kick your ass to the curb. Hollywood took over once I couldn’t reasonably go out anymore. By day three, I was at my wits end, and we got a cab to a nice part of town in hopes of finding a more comfortable hotel. Fortunately, the Philippines was by far the cheapest country we had been in to date, and it was pocket change to get a beautiful room at a local hotel chain with air conditioning, entertainment, and a nearby 7-Eleven. 

But as misery loves company, it wasn’t long before Hollywood picked up my cold as well, so we spent the next 3 days cuddling in a comfortable bed and nursing each other to health with our convenience store fruits and fluids.

He seemed to recover much more quickly than I did. He claimed downing an entire fifth of whiskey killed all the germs (which, while we’re on the subject, only costs $3 here. Good thing we’re protected from cold medicine though!), but I’m not sure my body could do that without needing a stomach pump. I’d have to just keep fighting it the old fashioned way. 

A week into our three week stay in this country, we determined we needed to move on, whether I was feeling better or not. I was down to just mild congestion, so I figured I could soldier on from here as a nearly functional human. 

I would have rather waited until I was 100%, but the nature of our exit flights being booked in advanced added that extra bit of pressure to get everything done quickly. Though I’m fairly certain a head cold is the one illness you can’t dive through, I was willing to try. I could only hope it would clear up enough by the time we got to Subic Bay.

We called a “Grab,” the local equivalent of Uber, and the driver hauled us three hours to Subic Bay for about $20. I was thrilled with the prices, but much less thrilled when we arrived at the main strip of dive shops. The town was filthy and sketchy, comprised mostly of run down strip clubs with unapologetic neon signs. I had read reviews about how great Subic Bay was for entertainment, both on and off the boat, but what I hadn’t realized was those reviews had actually been referring to the overabundance of prostitution, and not festivals and shopping and street performers.

There are a lot of unpleasant realities in third world countries that are often easy to gloss over. If you stay in a nice enough part of town, which most foreign tourists can afford to do, you never have to see the poverty, the sex workers, the drugs, and the violence. This was abundantly clear in Mexico, and it was quickly becoming overwhelming in Subic Bay. As awful as it sounds, the streets being lined with child beggars didn’t faze me much, having seen them so many times throughout our travels, but I wasn’t numb to the women of the night yet. Women were the primary commodity in this little cesspool, to the point that even the dive shop itself doubled as a brothel (or “girly bar”). Never before had human trafficking been so in-my-face.

And this is coming from someone who has multiple cousins who are strippers in Las Vegas. But the difference between sex workers who are hired on at a club in Las Vegas, versus the women here, is that at least they typically had a choice in their profession. Mental and emotional psychology or ramifications aside, they had a choice.

If our ride hadn’t already left and getting back didn’t require an impressively complicated circuit of public transit, I might have insisted we leave immediately and forfeit our hotel room. But I was too tired and still a touch too sick to have much left to say. We took a rest, and I hoped the diving would make up for it.

We met up with the dive master at the hotel first thing the next morning. He was from the Midwest- one of the very few Americans I had met in Asia. He was somewhere in his late fifties, and he had chosen to retire in this little piece of paradise. 

“Not only is it cheap, but the women are so much better than the militant feminists in the States,” he claimed. Polite conversation with strangers at its finest.

But he just couldn’t stop himself. He had picked up a girlfriend since moving there, and he was incredibly proud of it. As he described her, she was a twenty-one year old Filipino girl with an infant son from a previous client. Sometimes she would talk too much and get too excited about things, but fortunately, she didn’t assert any opinions on his life. He loved that he could just leave her at home and she would always be waiting to take care of his needs.  

“You don’t find women like that anymore.” He continued. “But these girls always do what you want them to. It’s great.” 

I wasn’t sure what to say in this case. He was easy going and friendly towards us, but in a way that a douchebag might high-five another douchebag. I was becoming used to sexism in Asia- as it was somehow even more overt than I had ever experienced in even the most rural parts of Latin America- but it was frustrating to see it perpetuated by the foreigners as much as the locals.

I don’t know why we bothered to sign up for the diving, but I just didn’t want to be on land anymore. Maybe supporting the tourism here makes me just as much the problem, but the reality was that there was no way I could change things here. For these women, their only possible livelihood was to have sex with American men. And for these men, their only chance of having sex was to pay for it. So everyone had accepted this destructively symbiotic relationship.

But my time in Subic Bay didn’t improve as we got out on the water. We boarded a traditional Bangka boat, which was basically an oversized canoe with training wheels in the form of large outriggers that skimmed over the surface of the water. It wasn’t set up as a dive boat in any way, so tanks were laid across the floor, and we were set for a rolling entry anywhere with a clear trajectory. I was still battling sniffles as I pressed my mask to my face and rolled backwards into the water. 

Then it got worse. 

We descended using the rope anchor, as there was maybe a foot or two of visibility at most. The water was clouded with debris, so much so that I couldn’t even see my own fins when looking down. Chances of actually seeing anything on this dive wasn’t looking strong.

But the visibility wasn’t the only issue. I had barely gotten five meters down, when the pressure in my ears was becoming unbearable. I tried swallowing. I tried blowing the pressure out my nose. I tried wiggling my jaw. But nothing was working. 

I couldn’t equalize. 

I tried going up a foot or two, and I went through all of the equalization techniques again, but it was no use. I was still too plugged up, and my eardrums were screaming at me in pain.

I signaled to the dive master that I wasn’t okay, but the dive master was paying little attention. He didn’t even glance our direction as he continued to dive, not even verifying if anyone else was with him. Hollywood had followed the dive master, and I was alone in the water. The only way I could reasonably go was up. With no way to signal to the rest of the crew, I made an executive decision to end the dive. I waited at the five foot mark, holding onto the anchor rope, until Hollywood came back up looking for me.  

Even at less than two feet away, he could barely see me through the murk and debris. I physically tapped his shoulder and pulled him closer to me to tell him I wanted to regroup at the surface.

I took off my mask the second I surface, and purged the muck from my nose.

“I can’t equalize.” I fought back my own anger at my body’s inability to function properly. “I tried everything, and the pressure just won’t go away.”

Hollywood nodded in understanding, then went back down in hopes of finding the dive master and finishing the dive. I returned to the boat and got out of my gear. 

Even if the dive hadn’t been utter shit to begin with, I couldn’t justify bursting an ear drum out of stubbornness. The changing pressure underwater isn’t a force that can be beaten with perseverance and tenacity, and the risk of going deaf from destroying your ear canals was very real. I had been foolish to even try to dive in my current physical state, but I would have been more foolish to continue despite.

The dive master didn’t figure out that either one of us wasn’t there until we were back on the boat, where he proceeded to admonish Hollywood for not informing him there was a problem. Somehow, I wasn’t shocked to hear him push all of his failings on someone else. It seemed right in line with his personality at that point.

I sat out the second dive, using the 45 free minutes to pick up some of the floating trash around the boat, and we sailed back to shore. 

I had heard you shouldn’t dive with a cold, and before now I had theoretically understood where the advice had come from. But until I experienced that hopelessness, it didn’t sink in that it was more about being impossibly dangerous than simply unpleasant. 

Though, while this dive was a failure, I was at least proud that, even as things were going wrong, I didn’t panic. I knew I couldn’t continue the dive, and I took care of myself. If the dive master had paid any attention at all, he would have seen that I even signaled correctly. 

While I’ll never even attempt a dive while I have a cold again, it was one more moment of adversity that I had somehow dealt with calmly. Diving had become easy when everything was going right, but to find myself making rational decisions when things started going wrong gave me a bit of extra confidence. I was learning. I was assessing the risks. I was making the right decisions.

Those are the skills that matter the most, and slowly but surely they were being beaten into my instincts.

But being back on shore, and now quite aware that I wasn’t fit to dive, we were back to the disgusting shit hole that was Subic Bay. I felt strangely stuck there, having no clue what combination of public transit I would need to get back to Manila, and having already spent entirely too much on accommodations. Ordinarily, I wing it when I go to a new place, booking a single night at a hotel, then extending as necessary, but I had been so excited by the prospects of diving with sunken war ships and airplanes, and so foolishly gullible by all of the glowing reviews on the internet, that I had booked several days at this hotel in advance, in hopes that we wouldn’t have to worry about where we were storing our stuff while we dived. 

Everywhere else in Asia, I had gotten away with this, but not in the Philippines.

Twice we were burned now, and twice I was over it.

I settled into our room that night, feeling a bit dejected. I didn’t want to stay here, but I also didn’t want to forfeit the money. Though it might be worth taking the hit if it gets me out of this situation...

While I determined how I wanted to approach this, much to my chagrin, an invite from the dive master and Hollywood’s abject curiosity somehow resulted in me getting dragged into one of these many, many Subic “girly” bars.

The dive master bailed early, and somehow I found myself sitting down in the last place I wanted to be, unable to even force a smile through my internal need to scream. Hollywood seemed happy as a clam, as he bought drinks for one of the girls who joined us at our table. 

The girl introduced herself. She was a young woman, a couple years past her teens at the most, built by plastic surgery and wearing next to nothing. She must have noticed how tense and uncomfortable I was, because she decided to come around the table to rub my shoulders. Another waitress sat next to me, and joined in. I asked them to stop touching me, but they insisted I needed to relax, and continued kneading my shoulders. 

Hollywood just looked on smugly. This wasn’t helping anything, quite frankly, but I tried to suppress my irritation so as not to take it out on the girls who were just doing their job. This was among the most challenging places I had ever had to try to silence any internal prejudices and keep an open mind. 

“Are you here to scuba dive? One of the guys here is teaching me to dive, too.” The young woman told me, as though she was sensing my discomfort and trying to find a better way to relate. Her voice was low, isolating the conversation to just me and her. “I’m hoping if I become a Dive Master, I can stop doing this. There aren’t many ways to make money around here, but he told me it might be enough to live on. Maybe we can dive together?”

And that was when it hit me even harder. I was already uncomfortable with all of this- from the exploitation to the dirtiness and sleaziness. But as this woman desperately sought an out- freedom from being bought and sold and forced to have sex with men who proudly mistreat her in ways they can’t get away with treating an American woman- it was even more depressing to think that this is really her only choice. She told me about her son in America, and how she still hoped the father would come back to see her one day. She told me that she made enough to live until then, so she figured she was one of the lucky ones. She hated it. But it was all she knew, and the only industry she felt she could thrive in. 

It was the reality that we try to ignore when we go on vacation to the beautiful tropics in a simpler place. When we seclude ourselves to resorts or gated communities, and stick to guided tours and vacation packages. From Mexican cartels to Philippine sex trafficking, these jobs were just as much built by the influx of tourism as the dive master or tour guide or souvenir vender gigs.

An even younger woman was at the adjacent table, just a couple feet away at most, sitting on the lap of a man in his early 30s. She was wearing a pretty, blue sheath dress, and squirming uncomfortably as his hands wandered over it. The look on her face said it all. But being a fellow foreigner, he was excited to chat with us. 

“I’ve been travelling for a while.” He said. “I’m writing a book about it.” 

I hadn’t finished a book myself yet, but having made a barely survivable living as a travel writer over the last couple years through magazine articles, I was interested in what he had to say. 

“What are you writing about?” I asked.

“Mostly things like this.” He swept one hand around the room, while tightening his grip on the girl with the other. She squirmed again, her expression dropping even further. “You know, the travel, the parties, the sex, and the drugs. It’ll be like Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, but in Asia. It’s going to be wild.” He grinned widely as he stared at the girl on his lap, as if drinking in her discomfort.

“I wish I could write.” The girl looked at me with a half-smile, not making further eye contact with her client. She was so young- likely still in her teens, and her demeanor made me think she must be fairly new, having none of the confidence or feigned interest that the other women managed with their customers. “I used to like to write stories in school, but that didn’t work out.”

“Shhh...” he whispered as he pulled her face to his for a kiss. 

I wasn’t sure if talking to these women was helping or hurting my mood. This was every bit as depressing as I had imagined it to be. I felt fortunate I hadn’t been born into a society like this. I felt embarrassed that we were here. I felt disgusted that so many people didn’t see the problem with it. And I felt devastated for these young women who were crying for help, to the point that they would marry any sleaze ball who could get them out of this life.

And maybe that’s, again, an unfair way to look at it. It’s an American perspective to want to have choice and agency, but the harsh reality of life was that these women didn’t have that option, and this was a way for them to get it. Maybe they never would be treated well, but this was a last ditch effort to get the things their own society has made otherwise unattainable to them. Somehow, it depresses me even more to try to swing this in a positive way, but at the end of the day, I don’t judge the women who are doing this. It’s often not really their choice and it’s difficult to escape. But I can’t help but be disappointed in the men who keep the industry alive and necessary.

The next morning, I was done. I didn’t have an ounce of patience left for this place. It felt like all of the work I had done toward my happiness over the last couple months was undone in an instant, and I woke up sad, tired, and ready to do anything to get out of this godforsaken hell hole. I didn’t care about the money. I didn’t care about the diving. For my mental health and happiness, I just couldn’t be anywhere near here.

Our dive master was nice enough to give us some advice on the cheapest way to get back to Manila. We could take a strange bus-type-thing called a Jeepny to the bus station, the bus station would take us to Manila, and a taxi could take us to whatever hotel we wanted to go to. He recommended a local chain hotel, which he claimed was both clean, convenient, and had easy access to the airport, so off we went. 

We walked out to the main drag, where the strange, worn out, retired World War II vehicles bumped down the road. I waved down a Jeepny and we crawled through a small hole in the back, barely big enough for both myself and my backpack. I took a seat on a bench that lined each wall of the enclosed passenger area, among an old woman and a couple children. There was no room to get out of my backpack, so I just pressed myself as hard against the wall as possible to stay on the seat. As was the custom, I handed the fare to the woman next to me, which was roughly the equivalence of twenty-five cents, and she passed it down the line to the driver. 

The Jeepny bumbled down the road, with no suspension to soften the ride or save you from banging your head on the roof. Every now and again, it would stop to drop someone off or pick a few people up, until the bus was packed tightly enough to make a clown car jealous. 

It felt like an eternity had passed before we arrived at a bus station. We rushed to the ticket booth, as the bus was scheduled to leave in only a couple of minutes, then we loaded up for the 3 hour ride back to Manila.

On the bus we sat in silence for a few miles, watching tropics and trash pass by the window.

“What a terrible place.” Hollywood was the first to break the silence. “That might have been even worse than getting ripped off in a room full of scorpions in Puerto Escondido.”

“I’d rank it just below getting cholera in San Cristobal de las Casas, personally.” I released a breath and rested a hand on his leg. 

“But was it worse than trying to ask for directions in upstate New York?”

“I’d put it closer to that time I got assaulted in Montana.” I nodded thoughtfully. “Or maybe when we got woken up in our tent by that angry tweaker in West Virginia?”

“Nah, I got a free cigarette out of that one.” He smiled softly, before wrapping an arm around my shoulder. “The race for last place is fierce.”

We spent the long bus ride reminiscing about places we had visited, things we had done. All this ugliness in hindsight was almost funny, in the sense that it was often so over-the-top awful, that the only way I could cope with these experiences was to laughed at them out of pure spite.

That’s kind of how it goes with travel as a whole though. Not every experience is good. Not every new culture and new place is full of perfect, happy, wonderful, good people who will warm your heart. And not every experience turns into this unexpected, amazing renewal of faith in humanity. Some things and some people in the world legitimately just... well... really fucking suck. 

I love getting to meet amazing people in unexpected circumstances, make lifelong friends out of people from dramatically different walks of life, and I love to watch stereotypes and prejudice get turned on their heads. But sometimes those stereotypes prove to be more real than you want them to be, and you have to just accept this isn’t a good place for your mental health. Part of being a traveler is knowing when to move on and when a place isn’t a good environment for yourself. I’d love to only have good, happy, wonderful stories, but that’s just not real.

And as testament to that, as we arrived at our hotel, it immediately became obvious why it had been so highly recommended by the dive master. Once again, we were surrounded by girly bars. Once again, we were staring at the most depressing and ugly aspect of the Philippines, so in your face and exploitive that you couldn’t avert your eyes. 

It also didn’t help matters when our taxi driver attempted to charge us three times the rate we had agreed upon, citing time spent in traffic as an excuse to gouge us. But today, he had picked a fight with the wrong woman. I had learned that some stern words and an unapologetic attitude worked better than gentle argument and respectful politeness. And today, we’ll just say I was feeling pretty damn stern. He got what we had agreed upon and not a penny more.

The hotel itself was nice and clean though, so at least there was that. Hollywood ended up sick to his stomach again, probably from inhaling too much of the Subic Bay, so he rested in bed while I made the occasional food run. I’ll actually give this hotel some credit, because it offered both a 7-11 and a traditional Chinese restaurant on the first floor that served the most delicious, freshly brewed green tea and incredible steamed pork buns, so I never had to venture out into the clammy clutches of the red light district. It wasn’t glamourous, but every day I spent just relaxing in bed with my partner, nursing him back to health over egg drop soup and kung-fu movies, helped my mind drift back into a more positive equilibrium. 
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Looking back, I took very few photos this first week in the country. I’m not sure if it was more about being sick, my overall mood, or if I simply didn’t want to remember it. But this rain at the end of an awful week might have been exactly the cleansing I needed. (Manila, Philippines)
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The Jeepny had padded ceilings presumably because it also had no suspension and was barely tall enough for an adult. The novelty of these World War II transports was the most positive part of the whole experience. (Subic Bay, Philippines)
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Chapter 12
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We had over a week still to kill, and after a few very strong doses of wasabi, my sinuses were finally working again. I didn’t know for sure if I was okay to dive, but I didn’t want to leave the Philippines without having SOMETHING good to say about it, and the red light district wasn’t contributing to my ability to do that. I don’t like having nothing but negative thoughts about an entire place, and I knew that somewhere on one of these islands, there was bound to be something positive.

Puerto Galera was just a few hours away on a bus and a ferry. It would take us off the island of Luzon to the island of Mindoro, where my search for girly bars was turning up empty. Whether that was accurate or not, it couldn’t possibly be any worse than Subic Bay and Manila, so we took the gamble. It was nearly a mile walk to the bus station, but that was a small price to pay to get the fuck out of this cesspool.

We loaded up on the bus, where another American man sat across from us. I’d guess he was somewhere in his 60s, while the Filipino girl who sat beside him with her head down was barely in her twenties. As per usual. Escaping it all couldn’t be that easy, I suppose.

He was thrilled to see some fellow Americans, and he chatted away about how much he just loved the Philippines. It was his favorite vacation spot, and there was so much to do between the diving and the snorkeling and the nightlife. Though he never once introduced or acknowledged the woman on his arm.

“Do you both dive?” I asked, on the off chance they were actually a legitimate couple.

“No, she only likes shopping.” He balked. “You know how women are.”

“Tiff hates shopping.” Hollywood shrugged.

“Then you found a good one. I wish I could.” He gave me a smile, while the girl beside him frowned. I was supposed to take it as some kind of compliment, I think, but it felt impressively insulting. I hate the “not like other girls” rhetoric, even when used in a positive way, where we pretend that having a mind and interests that don’t fall into mostly offensive stereotypes makes you an anomaly. And other women are just as guilty of it. The “girls are too much drama, so I only hang out with guys” or “I’m a tomboy” nonsense is just another way to belittle a gender you belong to with the same unfair preconceived notions you think you’re fighting. Instead of seeing these “exceptions to the rule” as a reason to re-evaluate biases, this man was so set in his disdain for half the population, that he simply dismissed anyone who didn’t fit in the box and thought them a unique and special unicorn. 

On top of that, if he had actually let the girl he was with speak and make her own decisions, he might have found she was a “good one,” too. Maybe she has lots of interests and thoughts and dreams outside the lot in life she’s been forced into. Maybe there’s more to all women than a laundry list of bad sitcom archetypes. 

But no- he probably didn’t even know or care what her name was. She may as well have been part of his luggage. Someday, I might accept this as culture shock rather than simply being deplorable, but not this day. There are a lot of things I’ve become more accepting and tolerant of since I started travelling full time, but socially accepted sex trafficking isn’t one of them.  

I did my best to remain polite until we got off the bus and onto the ferry. It wasn’t to protect him, but I didn’t need to make things any worse for her. A rant on a bus wasn’t going to change his mind or make her feel any better.

The ferry was another traditional Bangka style boat, with its large outriggers and narrow body, but much larger in scale than our dive vessel had been. We boarded by walking along its narrow nose, then we crawling into the shaded seating area. Everyone was handed a life vest, which I didn’t hesitate to put on, and we sailed across the narrow sea to Mindoro. 

Puerto Galera wasn’t terribly far and the waves were gentle that day. It couldn’t have been more than an hour before we were getting out of the boat and into a tuc tuc, enclosed in clear plastic walls to shield us from the sudden onset of tropical rain. I had pre-booked this room as well, though I made sure to only do one night just in case we were walking into a few more surprises. I didn’t feel compelled to learn anything else the hard way in this country.

But Puerto Galera was very quickly feeling like a huge improvement over the towns of Luzon. The rain picked up as the little tuc tuc climbed the mountain on narrow, barely paved streets, while we passed under an overgrown jungle that had forced its way through the buildings and the road way. The sound of rain on the tin roof paired with bird songs took the place of any radios or music, and the scent of fresh falling water splashing in the mud took the place of the usual pollution and sewage. The filth and debauchery was behind us, being washed away by every drop, while the wonders of a breathtaking beachside rain forest was up ahead. A reminder that there was beauty everywhere if you could get away from all the darkness. 

Our hotel was a rustic little place directly on the dock. It wasn’t clean. It wasn’t special. It wasn’t kitschy or frilly. It was more like the third world hotels I was used to. Ants in the room with the occasional roach. A bed with an ancient mattress, complete with hard springs that poked into your back all night. Cold showers, and Wi-Fi that didn’t successfully extend beyond the lobby. 

In some strange way, I liked it. It was charming and familiar, and it met my expectations in all its pleasantly unpleasant glory. 

A British man signed us up for the next day’s dives, this time without proud proclamations of all the women he’s purchased. Unlike the rest of Asia, where the tourists are overwhelmingly European and Australian (due to its convenient proximity to their continent, versus the entire day of transit required for an American to visit), for some reason, the Philippines was the only place that had been predominantly American. That would have been an exciting thing if everyone I met wasn’t here for duplicitous reasons. By contrast, this British man, who was ACTUALLY here for the diving, felt like a breath of fresh air. 

To add to my delight, the diving was inexpensive, coming in at something like $22 a dive, though I’ll admit that I was still a touch nervous about my sinuses. But I was at 36 (And a half) dives to date now, and I didn’t want to leave Asia before I broke 40. If I had 40 logged dives and completed the rescue course back home, I could go for my Dive Master certification. I didn’t expect it to happen on this trip, but I could at least prepare myself for next time. 

We set sail bright and early alongside a pair of jolly Australians and both a British and a Filipino dive master, puttering our mini Bangka boat out to a gentle cove. My pre-dive nerves had started to well up again, not knowing if I would be able to equalize or not, but being a calm dive with reasonable visibility, I’d at least be able to signal to someone if something was wrong.

We rolled backwards into the water and started our descent, but I made it no more than a couple meters down when I found myself struggling to equalize again. My cold had cleared up, but there must have been some lingering blockages or swelling that hadn’t totally given way yet. I swallowed, but my ears wouldn’t clear. I wiggled my jaw to no avail. I tried to blow out my ears by holding my nose. Nothing. 

Ugh.

I inched up a foot or two in the water, and tried it again, this time holding my nostrils and blowing with everything I had in my lungs.

Boom!

I felt the pressure release, as if I had fired off the last of my fog and struggles through an air cannon. I smiled to myself (then subsequently cleared my mask. Gotta stop smiling so much underwater), then I continued the dive effortlessly.  

Puerto Galera wasn’t quite as spectacular a dive as Komodo (though that’s probably about as fair as comparing a candy necklace to diamonds), but the visibility was a solid 15 meters, and it was still a lively reef, with everything from nudibranchs to my first spotting of a massive octopus. We drifted slowly over a rocky garden, where we watched on as long tentacles dragged a bulbous head through a patch of pink and yellow corals, every suction cup flexing and releasing with otherworldly coordination. We floated over its head, mesmerized by its purposeful movements, until it had retreated to a hole in the reef. Fish and coral were somewhat sparse compared to Komodo and Koh Tao, but the satisfaction of a successful dive still left me feeling elated. 

Our second dive included a negative entry, which I was now handling confidently and with ease, as we swam straight down to a local ship wreck. Again I was able to equalize, now more quickly and effectively than I had ever done. It was almost as if these recent difficulties had actually helped me learn to equalize more freely, and I was, again, becoming a better diver for it.

At the bottom of our descent rested the Alma Jane wreck, a 30 meter long ship that had been sunk for the purpose of creating a new dive training site. Our dive master led us into the broken cage on the cargo hull, and we existed in a realm of Giant Groupers staring at us in the darkness. 

A seahorse clung to some seaweed that swayed in the ocean’s natural ebb and flow, while the rainbow scales of a parrotfish swam overhead with strong strokes of their green, blue, and pink tails. 

The dives were simple but satisfying, as I found that all of my training and efforts up until now had left me able to surmount just about any challenge I was coming across. While I’ll have to accept that I can’t dive through a head cold, I can handle the stress of finding that out the hard way, I can handle deep dives, negative entries, free descents, and equalization struggles. I can handle the hard rocking of small boats and getting water in my mask. I found control of my buoyancy and I was able to frog kick with control and efficiency, so as not to kick up dust and debris in my partner’s face. 

Was I finally a truly “good” diver? 

I don’t know. 

I hadn’t been tested to the limits of my ability. But I was at least beyond the point of being a total beginner. I’ll take that victory, if nothing else. I felt good about what I had accomplished over what ended up being a grand total of 40 (and a half) dives. By the time I had forty more, I might even be able to call myself above average.

I was actually a little sad to leave our shabby little dive hotel by the sea when our day of departure finally started inching closer.

Apparently, Puerto Galera didn’t want me to leave either, as the ferry back to Luzon was fully booked for two days running. On the third day, knowing our flights weren’t far out, I begged and pleaded with the ticket lady to give us a chance, but all she could offer was “wait and see if there’s room.”

The boat back was a large, modern ship this time, complete with an indoor cabin, comfortable seats, televisions, and a PA system. I had thought it would have more than enough room for the island traffic, but it must have been used as some sort of commuting vessel as well, since every single day we were standing shoulder to shoulder with countless Filipino men and women, desperately hoping to get a spot.

Luckily, the third time was a charm, and once the last passenger had loaded up, one of the workers waved us on, giving us the last two seats on the boat. I squeezed between two heavyset men on the front row, unable to escape being touched by sweaty skin, and Hollywood found a seat somewhere on the right side of the boat. They played American superhero movies with subtitles in Tagalog on the ride back (a ride that was only long enough to reach the movie’s climax), then we hopped on a bus to Manila.

It spit us out in the same red light district we had come from, so we checked in to the same high rise hotel we had last stayed in. It was close to the airport, and it had enough restaurants and convenience stores around the lobby to shield us from having to venture into a brothel for a meal, so it was justifiable. Besides, in one more night, we’d be on a flight to Japan.

Peace out, Philippines. You probably won’t be missed.
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The ferry to Puerto Galera was nice enough. But when they hand you a life vest in the undeveloped world, you take the damn life vest. (Batangas, Philippines) 
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Boarding these narrow little Bangka Boats was always a test of balance and my sea legs, but after a month in Thailand, I finally had that almost down. Almost... (Puerto Galera, Philippines)
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One thing I’ve always loved about these kinds of spots is the way they simply make things work, no matter how ill-equipped they might be. I never saw a legitimate dive boat with secured tanks in the Philippines, but there was no shortage of diving! (Puerto Galera, Philippines) 
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The water was so crystal clear and warm, it almost completely made up for the Subic Bay experience. (Puerto Galera, Philippines)
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Puerto Galera was the kind of beautiful, undeveloped rain forest I had come to love the most. Something about tropical ferns and warm water says diving heaven to me. (Puerto Galera, Philippines)

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 13
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We gave ourselves a full four hours to get to the airport, figuring if terminal traffic was anything like it had been on arrival, we would need every minute we could get. I was not about to risk missing our flight and getting stuck in Manila another day. 

Customs proved painless, save the collection of all of Hollywood’s lighters at the security checkpoint. I wasn’t looking forward to surviving another bout with a nicotine deprived smoker, but there wasn’t much choice in the matter. A few hours later, we were on the plane. A couple hours after that, we were touching down at Tokyo Narita Airport.

Immediately it was clear that we were back in the first world. I took a couple hundred dollars in Yen out of the ATM, while business men in immaculate suits hustled through the convenience store lines, buying canned coffee and bento boxes. It would have been relaxing and wonderful to be in a place so modern and clean if not for the fact that we only had two and a half hours to get to our hotel in Akihabara before it closed for the night.

Tokyo Narita is a large and pleasant airport, but despite its name, it’s actually a solid 45 miles from the actual city of Tokyo. A cab would be far too expensive for that kind of distance, but fortunately, public transit was a Japanese specialty, and we had plenty of more reasonable options. 

We grabbed two seats on the Keisei Limited Express to Tokyo, spending just under $20 for tickets instead of splurging the $50 it would take to use the faster and more direct train. But as luck would have it, we were about 30 seconds late to catch the railway, and it would be 30 minutes before the next one showed up. I paced impatiently, waiting for our ride. 

We still had time. No problem. This tram station would take about an hour, where it would drop us off at Ueno station. Then it would be a quick transfer to the red line that would take us straight to Akihabara. It would be tight, but I knew the route well enough that I was confident we would make it.

It might be surprising to find that I know even the first thing about public transit, having come from Los Angeles, but fortunately for our chances, I’d actually been to Japan once before...

###
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“I’m going to climb Mount Fuji.” I professed as I pulled my first ever passport from its envelope. It was a beautiful little booklet, full of patriotic quotes and pictures of battles of the American Revolution. 

I was 27 years old when I got my first passport. I had never travelled outside of the country. Hell, I had barely travelled outside California, unless you count a couple trips to Las Vegas, or that one time I did a motorcycle race in Colorado. So if I was finally going to take the plunge and go on a trip, I wanted it to be big. 

And well, climbing the tallest mountain in Japan was the thing of any video game obsessed nerd’s childhood dreams.

Isn’t that what a passport is for? Filling in a booklet with your dreams?

I didn’t know much about Japan, my cultural education being limited to what I had learned from anime and videogames. Surely that was a realistic look at how people lived. Just like how Hollywood movies are a realistic look at the lives of Americans...

Yeah, it was definitely going to be interesting.

But I wasn’t deterred. I would never gain the knowledge of navigating a foreign country on my own if I was too afraid to visit one. I swallowed hard and booked a nonrefundable ticket, so I wouldn’t be able to justify coming up with any further excuses. Having never taken a real vacation in my ten years of working in software development, it was about time I use some of that vacation time.

That’s a fairly normal thing for us working class Americans, I think. I came across countless Europeans in my travels since who are on mandatory sabbaticals or “gap years.” Culturally, they’re expected to get out and travel and become more worldly. Whereas here, we’re expected to work every day of our lives until we die or retire. It’s rare that a company will give its employees more than two weeks off in a year- sometimes including sick time. And if you DO get a full two weeks, you’re usually discouraged from using it all at once. There’s work to be done, after all! What if this client doesn’t get their minor website updates next week! What if this game comes out a week late! What if, what if, what if.

It’s culturally normal to be a complete slave to your job, your bills, your mortgage, and your car payments. Many people will even brag when they work seventy, eighty hours a week. Having the most sad, life-destroying work schedule is a badge of honor, because it proves you’re not a lazy slacker.

I bought into it too. I didn’t only avoid taking vacations because I didn’t have the time off, but because I was more worried about missing work than I was about living life. What if this didn’t get done? What if we missed a deadline? Could I trust my coworkers to do as good a job as I could? I was obsessively punctual and I worked every hour asked of me, to the point that I missed concerts, family functions, and events. 

Though I did enjoy my work well enough, and long hours were certainly worthwhile for the sake of building the career that let me save up enough money to do this trip, I still have regrets. You should be able to do your job and grow your career without it having to you’re your entire life. There’s not a single event I missed or relationship I ruined that seemed reasonable in hindsight. I have never once looked back and said “man, I’m so glad I pulled an extra 2 hours of overtime that day instead of going to her baby shower.” 

Do you know what would have happened if I didn’t show up? If I had taken care of me?

They would have just hired someone else until they worked them to death, too. Then they would have hired another person. And another. Until they either went out of business or sold to a bigger company. Chances are likely, they wouldn’t have even called me to ask if everything was okay before they moved on. No one is irreplaceable. And no one matters as much as they want to believe they do in that machine.

But I matter to my family. I matter to my friends. And I matter to myself. It was a slow transition, but this was the moment in my life, holding that leather bound passport, where I finally decided to start being there for me and not just for the corporation who’s currently signing my paycheck. 

With one last “don’t be a bitch,” I was on a plane, alone and uncertain, flying the nine hours from LAX to Tokyo Narita. 

I had done plenty of research to try to prepare myself in the months leading up to the trip. I trained in the park on my lunch breaks to try to physically condition myself for climbing a mountain, and I hiked around Mount Whitney portal on my weekends to try to understand existing in altitude. 

The portal was only at about 8,000 feet (a permit was required to hike higher), while Mount Fuji was 12,388 feet, an altitude which I had never existed in before. It wasn’t a perfect replica, but it was better than training at sea level. 

Other than that, I looked up a few things I wanted to see and do in Japan when I wasn’t on the mountain and hoped for the best. I was never good at planning, but I was good at going all in. Which generally was enough to make everything work out. Hopefully that kind of happy-go lucky approach would extend to getting around a foreign country where no one spoke my language, and I couldn’t read the street signs.

The first day started strong, though having over packed (I have a third of the clothing on this three month trip than I had for that single week), I had both a fifty pound checked bag and a 20 pound backpack to haul around everywhere I went. I was going to climb a mountain, and I didn’t want to be unprepared. It was mid-July, but I had a bag full of winter gear to account for temperatures at altitude, plus hiking poles and boots and base layers and granola bars. Layering was a concept that I knew little about, having lived in the not-very-trying environment of Southern California all my life, but I was hoping my internet research had understood the execution as well as the theory.

This would have been all well and good if the entire public transit system wasn’t behind a bunch of stairs, and if the humidity wasn’t so thick you could physically drink it.

The rail and subway system of Tokyo is a complex series of colorful lines that took me days to understand, and navigating the subway stations themselves was more confusing than a Las Vegas casino. Having little experience with a GPS and no sense of direction, I struggled to even find places a few blocks from me. I still remember confidently leaving the station only to walk a mile in the wrong direction and having to get a cab to set me straight. I encountered no one who spoke English, or if they did, they chose not to speak it to me, and I felt overwhelmed and isolated. I hopped on trains going the wrong direction, one day I nearly had my leg and luggage crushed in the sliding subway doors that could wait for no man. One day I accidentally took the reservation-only high speed bullet train instead of the train included in my Rail Pass. Any mistake you can think of, I did it. I started to understand why people held themselves back if they didn’t have the right friends or family to travel with.

It was overwhelming and impossible... 

Until it wasn’t. 

By the fourth day and a lot of trial and error, I had the subway system down pat, and I was on a bus to climb a mountain. The forecast had predicted rain all week, but this day was expected to have the tamest wind, so I filled a backpack full of too many pounds of winter gear, a handful of rations, and that typical mix of fear and excitement that rules my entire life.

Everything you need.

I got to the Fuji Subaru Line 5th Station around noon. There are four routes to climb Mount Fuji all with varying levels of difficulty. Because I would be climbing alone, I wanted the most popular route in case anything happened. 

The trail started like a very typical hiking trail with loose volcanic rocks over progressively higher switchbacks. I hiked up and up through widely dispersed groups of hikers, until I arrived at the first hut. It turns out, the mountain is speckled with small huts that sell things like cups of ramen, calorie-mate (this strange, edible chalk of pure calories), and water for unprepared hikers. It had become such a well-trodden tourist destination that this was probably the easiest way to prevent unnecessary deaths on the mountain. As I hiked past a young woman wearing short shorts and a fanny pack, who hadn’t even brought water- let alone a jacket- I understood why this had become necessary.

I turned the corner on the hut, and the hiking path immediately gave way to steep and jagged rocks. The only way up was to scramble, unless you had much better balance than I did (which, admittedly, is fairly likely).

Hand over fist, I felt like a real mountain climber now. I pushed off rocky pikes and pulled myself up vertical lava flows, every muscle working hard and steady. Fortunately, years of wrenching on my bikes and cars had left my hands rough enough to be unfazed, and the endorphins of it all left me way too high to care.

Well, it was either the endorphins or the thinning air. Another thousand meters out of the way, and I was back in the grueling switchbacks, performing a death march into the beginning stages of altitude sickness.

And this was my first real taste of one of the greatest parts of travel life. The camaraderie when you do something challenging, be it backpacking around the world, climbing mountains, scuba diving, riding motorcycles, or any sport, really, means you're never actually alone. 

I sat at the rest point at 3,200 meters (~10,500 feet), the sun setting behind me as I fought the growing urge to throw up.

“What a view.” A man with an American accent set down a small camera beside me, pointing it at the distant sun. He gave me a warm smile that dispelled the chilly wind that teased my cheeks. “You know, there’s no need to try to go all the way tonight.”

I guess my physical state must have been more obvious than I wanted it to be.

“I want to make it to the top for the sunrise.” I confessed. “Turns out, five miles is a lot further than it sounds when you’re going straight up.”

He laughed, then shifted back to setting up his camera. 

“Me too. I’m doing a time lapse of the sun set, but tomorrow I’ll get the sunrise. Pictures could never do this justice though.” The man motioned toward the sunset with a sweeping hand, and I turned to face it. “Take a breather and watch it with me. You’ll feel better.”

“Fine, since you asked so nicely.” I grinned.

The reality was that I needed that. It was obvious he could tell I was struggling, and somehow, he also figured out that I needed someone to give me a reason to sit still, lest I push myself too hard, too far, and too fast. Maybe it was an assumption based on the fact that I was travelling alone. Or maybe it was something he personally understood. But like a guardian angel, he appeared when I needed him, and helped me exactly in the way I needed to be helped. 

He sat and talked to me until the last of the residual daylight had faded, then he invited me into the concession hut for a meal. We sat on the floor around a low table, and the hut keeper brought us two plates of curry chicken and rice.

“Look, I don’t know you, but something tells me this isn’t just another hike for you.” He dug through his backpack and came up with some pills. “These are for altitude sickness. Take two, and get a little rest. You’ll make it.” With one last pat on the shoulder and one last smile, he walked over to the resting area in the hut. I considered the pills for a few moments, downed them both, then curled up to get some rest. 

I know it must sound crazy to take pills from a total stranger, but this was also one of the first times in my life where I wanted to trust someone. I was a pretty decent judge of character, in actuality, and I had no reason to believe he was going to do me any harm.

Famous last words, perhaps, but in this case, it was a gamble I had won.

I took a short nap, then when I woke up, it was 1:00AM, and I felt right as rain. The man had already left the hut and gone ahead, but it didn’t matter. I now felt certain I was going to make it

Alone, yet in a crowd, the last stretch was all under the light of a headlamp. Though even on its brightest settings, it could barely penetrate the pitch black night that was so far removed from the lights of the city. 

The upper portions of the mountain were packed with people, all moving at a snail's pace, partially due to the lack of visibility, but likely mostly due to the whole altitude thing. Which was all well and good until the summit was in sight and the march came to a halt to admire the pre-sunrise glow. 

“It’s not rising yet, people! Let’s go!” I yelled as I pushed around a static tourist. The trail was rocky and narrow, partitioned by thin ropes to keep people from straying into the less safe and stable portions of the trail. I squeezed against the line and followed the rough and steep edges, testing every ounce of my balance in my sprint to the top. 

Over a hundred people were behind me when I stumbled through a towering red archway that marked the end of the trail. It was barely fifteen minutes to spare before the 4:32AM projected sunrise. 

The crowd around the top of the volcano crater was sparse compared to the tight line on the trail, so I took a spot at the highest point of the crater rim, and settled in to watch the show. 

I dug a box of pocky from my backpack, a Japanese snack of biscuit sticks covered in chocolate that I had bought special for this moment. And I took my first bite as the sun rose over the Land of the Rising Sun.

The light rose slowly, creeping over the distant forest, illuminating lakes, and casting shadows on the hills. It climbed into the clouds, and then it pierced the sky like a solar flare. 

I grew up on the west coast of the United States. I had seen a million sunsets as the light disappeared into the ocean waves. And today I saw my first full sunrise, from the bottom of the horizon to the elevation of my heart. 

I can’t describe the majesty in words. No spoken account could truly capture what it feels like to be there, through pain and sweat and tears and struggles, and let that breathtaking feat of nature take hold of your vision. But I’ll remember that moment for the rest of my life.

The forecasted rain stayed away, letting me enjoy the few minutes of admiring the sunrise in peace (it’s still the sun after all. You can only look at it so long). 

I had some laughs with some other hikers I had met along the way, then I found the American man who had helped me out when I doubted myself the most. With a hug and a high five, we parted ways knowing we would never see each other again. Hell, I never even got his name. 

I didn’t need to.

It was just one of many experiences that I would always look back on when I needed to remember... I can do this. 

I resolved in that moment that while I could have lived my whole life afraid of my own shadow, instead, I was going to face that darkness and see that a shadow is all my fear ever really was.

It was only two months later when I would learn I was going to lose my steady and comfortable job. It was only five months after that that I set off on my motorcycle, alone, pointed to the opposite coast of the United States. Another three months, and I met my partner. Six more, and I was riding my bike from Alaska to Mexico and Central America. Fast forward another year, and I here I was, in Southeast Asia with nothing but a backpack and a scuba mask.

###
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With the expertise of a well-seasoned commuter, I pulled Hollywood along to each subway transfer, and we found ourselves walking down the narrow, neon lined alleyways of Akihabara to our little hostel. While it was a very commercial district, the streets were spotless, as was consistently the case throughout Tokyo, and crowds were still eating and laughing at the izakayas- small restaurants that serve drinks and appetizers. Chiming pachinko machines rang through the midnight air. No matter how late it was, though, it never felt particularly devious or sinister. 

I was always surprised by that aspect of Japan. Even when I had come here alone, being a young, solo woman, I found myself feeling oddly safe. I would walk around at night as sparingly as possible, always checking over my shoulder, like you might expect from someone who was born and raised in Los Angeles. But there was never any threat. Never anyone who eyed me for more than an instinctive passing glance. People moved briskly, always courteous, but never getting involved. It was strange but freeing. I’m not going to say that there’s no crime here or no bad areas, but I was yet to find one, and it was relieving to not have to stress about being out after dark. 

Our hostel also proved to be in stark contrast to the world we had just come from. We arrived with 20 minutes to spare, thanks to my affluent navigation, and the woman at the front desk handed me a smart phone that would serve as both the key and the remote to all of the electronics and lights in our small but high tech room. It was spotless, with modern angular designs and overwhelmingly white walls and furniture. Hollywood stopped off at the bathroom, only to come back to me, distraught, asking if I could show him how to flush the toilet. With a full control panel on each seat, spanning everywhere from a bidet, a mist, flushing sounds (to drown out unpleasant bathroom noises), and a seat heater, all labeled in Japanese, he was at a loss by the third failed attempt to simply find the flusher. I taught him the Japanese toilet secret handshake, then we went out to find ourselves a meal.

We stopped by a particularly popular izakaya, our general rule of thumb being “if all the locals like it, it’s probably worth checking out.” Unlike train stations and restaurants in more touristy districts, it didn’t cater to foreigners at all, with a menu with neither pictures nor roman characters to help me have any vague guesses on what we might be ordering. Our server was as puzzled by our English as we were by the menu, so I just asked for “mizu” (water), and we used google translate to ask for a beer and a few of the most popular dishes. He nodded and flitted off. 

A few moments later, he was back with a wooden dish sized for tapas with ahi sashimi, a couple of yakatori skewers, and some sort of fried ball things with a sweet and savory sauce. Food in Asia has scarcely disappointing, Japan certainly being no different. I could live on this. 

It was an immediate and pleasant change of pace. The whole country already felt lighter and easier and less stressful. I almost regretted having already booked flights home, only about a week away. I thought Japan would be too expensive on our dwindling budget, but the prices were far more reasonable than I expected. Surely it still would be for the best. But like every trip, it was hard to imagine it all being over. That this was the end, and I’d go back to an uncertain future in a place that I hated.

But the anxiety I was feeling just meant I was living too far in the future. I needed to think of now, or I wouldn’t even be able to enjoy what I still had. 

Our hostel was fully booked for the next day, so I figured it was as good a time as any to share with Hollywood a local national park called Hakone, one of the most beautiful and relaxing places I’ve ever been. The summer monsoon that was whipping through the country, shutting down all of the gondolas in the park, wasn’t building me a strong case for the somewhat pricey rail tickets, but my enthusiasm wasn’t deterred.

“It might reopen tomorrow if the wind dies down.” The woman at the ticket booth assured me. But we didn’t really have a lot of days to waste. This is why I’m allergic to preplanning and deadlines. But uncertain one-way tickets weren’t smiled upon in this region of the world, it seemed. 

“We’ll chance it.” I finally committed. My impatience had gotten the better of me, and I would rather be limited than miss out completely. Even if we couldn’t do the full park experience, we could at least see the beautiful rivers and hot springs. Maybe we’d even get to see Mount Fuji.

With two tickets to the “Romance Car” in hand, we started the trek out to Hakone. It was still pouring rain when we arrived. Wind whipped through every open space, throwing water sideways, drenching me before I even left the cover of the train station. It was no worse than any other storm I’d weathered in the past though. Certainly no worse than a Costa Rican downpour, anyways. A minor setback. 

But still not great walking-around-weather. We waited out what seemed to be an endless downpour at the local Family Mart, where I munched on lightly sweet and spongy Japanese snack cakes and used their Wi-Fi to figure out where we could afford to stay.

Despite the horrid weather, being a Saturday, every hotel in the region was ridiculously expensive. Shared hostels ran upward to $80 a person, while traditional hotels were as high as $300. After a lot of biting my lower lip and cursing my stubborn life choices, I settled on a traditional Japanese style room, complete with futons and tatami mats for a lofty 10,000 Yen (~$100 dollars). It wasn’t the most luxurious, but it was the most reasonable option. We crossed a bridge over a dramatic, fast flowing river, then climbed the steep, cobblestone mountainside, fighting through the deluge. The hill arched at a hostel with a bar in the lobby and a handful of thatched chairs. The building was small, compact, and full of foreign backpackers, sitting in every available bit of real estate. We took off our shoes in an unruly pile of other shoes, then dropped off our things in a tiny 8’x 8’ square. Futons rested in the closet, and with a little work and effort, I unfolded our beds, wrapped them in fitted sheets, tossed on a tiny pillow, and settled in for some rest. 

The rain continued to pound on the window all through the night, not unlike the deluges I’d experienced in the Central American rain forests, but I love the sound of rain. There’s no better lullaby after a long day than a storm raging outside while I’m snuggly, warm, dry, and comfortable inside. Something about the combination of the beating raindrops and the firm, 2 inch thick futon mattress laid across bamboo floors lulled me into the best sleep I’ve had since I left my own bed a few months ago.

The rain continued to fall in the morning, but it was light and easy. The park had reopened all of its gondolas and high flying transports, giving us a perfect opportunity to tour the park. For a handful of dollars each, we grabbed a day pass that would give us unlimited access to do the transport loop. I didn’t want to pay for another night in the expensive hostel, however, so we shoved our bags in a coin locker at the train station, then scurried down to catch our bus- the first vehicle in the Hakone loop. 

The next vehicles included a gondola, a railcar, and better still, a pirate ship!

The tour took us up steep mountainsides, across a lake, and suspended us between the trees in a spectacular, albeit wet, vision of the lush forest. After getting our fill of the park, we made a failed attempt to end the day at the natural hot springs that faced Mount Fuji. It was a beautiful little spa with traditional Japanese style gardens and various temperatures of hot spring pools built in the rocks. I had come here as the final activity on my last stay in Japan, so it only seemed fitting that we end our trip in Asia at the same place. There were few things better for recovery than relaxing in a hot springs under the cover of summer rain.

But then we got to the front of the line, and the host fixed his eyes on Hollywood. Or more specifically, the tattoo on Hollywood’s leg peeking out from the hemline of his shorts.

“Any tattoos?” He asked in a way that made it clear he already knew the answer, but wanted to hear us admit it.

“Just a couple small ones,” Hollywood noted, pulling up his shorts just a touch to reveal the Zia symbol on his leg.

“No tattoos in the public pools.” The host shook his head. “And our private pools are all currently taken.”

“Can we wait for one to open?” I pleaded, not wanting to be turned away for something so small.

“All booked.”  He was stern. “I apologize for the inconvenience.” 

Not the best end to the trip, but there wasn’t much to be done about it. The “no tattoo” rule was a subtle way to keep out Yakuza (Japanese gangsters), and unfortunately that extended to a lot of foreigners. But Japan was a proud and very particular country, and their policy was what it was. It was useless to argue. 

So instead, we just headed back to Tokyo, not wanting to pay the high prices of staying another night. Tokyo wasn’t much cheaper, but it would be more manageable than a tourist trap for sure. It was 10:00PM by the time we got back. Still raining. Still crowded. I sat on the floor outside Shinjuku station, close enough to use their Wi-Fi, while outside enough for Hollywood to smoke in the interim. A beat boxer sat on an overturned bucket a few yards away, drawing crowds and passersby. I think the last time I heard a beat boxer, I was in high school, but this guy would have made the most musical drum machine proud. Japan is such a strange place.

It was midnight by the time I confirmed plans at a last minute AirBNB in Ikebukuro. My phone was about dead, so I did my best to memorize the door code and the address. For $50 a night, we climbed three floors up a dark apartment complex stairway, tucked in behind a Chinese restaurant, where we shared an old twin bed in a room smaller than a jail cell, cluttered with children’s toys, and boasting a printed page on the wall informing guests about the extra charge for women who bleed on the sheets. Pleasant.

I saw the first roach I had ever seen in Japan, and we got out of there as quickly as the sun came up. Fortunately, I found a hostel in a much nicer area that was only $25 a night to cover the remainder of our stay in the country. Japan didn’t have to be expensive, so long as you managed to get the affordable hotels before everyone else did. 

We spent the rest of the week unwinding, looking around, and enjoying the peaceful nights in the city outskirts. In those lazy days, we finally had some time to reflect. On our trip, on our relationship, and on our expectations.

There are two parts of long term travel that are truly bone chillingly terrifying. The first step. And the last. Everyone always thinks the challenge is going to be all the hard times. The breakdowns, the people who hurt you or rip you off along the way, rough terrain, injuries, getting lost, culture shock, the border crossings and the bureaucracy- the normal obstacles and trials of the road. The things we all fear as we think about all the worst case scenarios that we might have to survive. 

That’s, ironically, what makes that first step so hard. The existential dread of the things that could be before they ever are. Leaving on a trip like this requires surmounting such an impossible mountain of anxiety that you built purely from news articles and your overactive imagination. Leaving your family and friends for however many months is small compared to the fear that you might not make it back to them.

But once you take that step, you start to discover that the world is actually quite wonderful. Strangers are good to travelers. I’ve met more people who want to know my story than those who want to hurt me. More people who want to find a way to help out and keep me safe than want to put me in any sort of danger. When I travelled solo, there was almost a parenting instinct that most the people I encountered seem to take on. When I had no choice but to figure things out on my own, somehow I did. And I was just fine. 

When I met my travel partner and he joined my journey, it made it even simpler, having two minds to bounce ideas off of, and someone who I could consistently rely on. The sights blew my mind, the people made me smile, my partner made me feel like I wasn’t alone, and the things I figured out myself, under the stress of necessity, made me feel alive, confident, and capable. It was an incredible new experience that I never could have imagined, sitting in the safe, comfortable corner of my own room.

And then, once you’ve conquered that mountain and become a capable, seasoned adventurer, there comes a point where that life changing journey nears its end. As you were out there reinventing yourself, learning to exist in a world that’s so wild and chaotic and constantly exciting, suddenly you have to go home. The fantasy is over, and reality is waiting for you. You need to make money again. You need a stable place to do that from. You need routine. But you don’t want it anymore. Not now. Not yet. You’re not ready. And maybe you’ll never be ready. 

The nine-to-five that wasn’t so bad back when it was a normal part of your life suddenly becomes the new “what if I die out there” level of fear. The thought of going back to that mundane grind that you finally got away from feels like stepping back into a cage after you at long last learned to fly in the open air. 

The last step. 

I don’t know anything, in this trip or any other, that scared me more than that did at this point.

But unlike the first step, where, until the very end, you can chicken out and change your mind, the last step isn’t optional. It’s an inevitable part of your future that you’re going to face, just like you faced every other challenge along the way. 

I knew in my mind that I’d be fine. But in my heart, I was still crying at the very thought. It never got easier, no matter how many trips I ended. 
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The view climbing Mount Fuji, as I hiked above the clouds and the rainbows, was a sight that no picture will ever do justice. (Mount Fuji, Japan)
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After a lifetime of watching the sunset over the California coast line, it was about time I see the sun rise from the top of the Land of the Rising Sun. (Top of Mount Fuji, Japan)
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If you don’t go to at least once festival, did you even go to Japan? (Tokyo, Japan)
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Sushi was so fresh and cheap and incredible in Japan, I never wanted to leave. I maintain that food is an incredibly compelling reason to travel. (Tokyo, Japan) 
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One of the coolest parts about being in Japan was seeing all of the different motorcycles. The biker district didn’t disappoint. (Ueno, Japan)
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Oddly, these traditional futons ended up being some of the most comfortable beds I’ve ever slept on. (Hakone, Japan)
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The tour involves a motherfucking pirate ship?! Sign me up! (Hakone, Japan)
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Can’t take this guy anywhere. (Hakone, Japan)
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Epilogue
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We boarded the plane to Portland. I stared blankly at some generic blockbuster playing on the screen attached to the seat in front of me, trying to collect my anxiety into a manageable ball. Hollywood took liberal advantage of the free liquor on the international flight, until he was yelling at the flight attendants to make babies stop crying and they had to cut him off. I swore to buy nicotine gum to feed him if I ever had to get on a long flight with him again. I don’t know how relationships survive tobacco withdrawal.

In Portland we transferred to a plane to Seattle. In Seattle, we took the train back to Whitefish, Montana. The train was a nice treat. It was beautiful, the seats were comfortable, and it gave me plenty of time to reflect on what I was supposed to do once I got there. I wasn’t looking forward to going back to Montana, but that’s where our stuff was located. I tried to tell myself it was just another location, but my trauma responses didn’t listen to that kind of reason.

Not to go full hippy, but there’s a certain energy to some places, and the Flathead Valley may as well have been built on an Indian burial ground (Spoiler! It is!). Within less than 24 hours of arriving, my car stopped running right, the transmission blew on our pickup, and I was dusting off my spreadsheets on costs associated with burning the whole place to the ground.

We wouldn’t stay long. Hollywood realized he couldn’t make the argument to stay in Montana anymore, since there was no industry there. Needing to start saving money again meant it was time to start applying for every job under the sun. I threw out resumes in every state west of the Rocky Mountains, letting fate and phone interviews decide where we’d end up. 

Boise, Idaho ended up being the lucky winner. We spent half of our last two thousand dollars to repair the pickup, the other half to haul our things to Boise and stay with some of Hollywood’s family until we could get on our feet again.

It wasn’t home. But I felt better-ish. I wasn’t depressed anymore. Those demons had all been banished to the depths of the sea. I had a new software job in a new town, and this town had a college, which meant it had to be at least marginally accepting of outsiders. Rent prices were manageable enough that we were able to get our own apartment in a nice part of town, and we both got normal, grown up jobs.

My job didn’t last. It seemed to be consistent that in these smaller cities that were sometimes a decade or more behind the curve, insecurity was rampant. People were driven more by a fear of losing the only good job they’ll be able to find than by success, and it was just... exhausting, quite frankly. 

Something I had finally come to understand after all of this is, once you’ve gone out into the world and let yourself see, feel, and experience its freedom, no longer bound by long hours in an office, no longer living on someone else’s schedule, or sitting silently while a terrible boss berates you- once you’ve taken back the power over your life- it’s hard to justify giving it back. I didn’t have patience for bullshit and pettiness anymore. I didn’t have patience for being mistreated or disrespected.

There were places I would be happier, that would challenge me, and where I wouldn’t resent having to get out of the bed. And I could finally recognize that was far more important than any paycheck. I hadn’t been bound by the slavery of debt, and I wouldn’t be bound by the slavery of depression again either. I’m not one of those people who believed that you have to love your job, in some over romanticized view of adulthood, but you have to be able to tolerate it. We spend a third (or more) of every day at work, and it’s not acceptable to resent and abhor an entire third of every day. This is your life, and depending on your beliefs, it’s the only one you get. I’d rather be broke than destroying my inner peace day in and day out, until I’ve destroyed every relationship and outlet I had. Hard work has value. The relationships you create have value. But when it comes to a job, its value only holds so long as it serves you.

So I walked. Like I should have done in Montana, and like I now understood I needed to do from here on out. I handed in my notice, and I never looked back. I had just come back from the end of my savings twice in a single year. I could do it again.

But for the first time in my entire life, I actually had a partner who stepped in to pick up the slack. I had always been single. I had always supported myself. And when we got together, for years into our relationship, I was the bread winner. It was hard for me, pride-wise, to step aside and place that level of trust in anyone, but somehow, I did it anyway. 

We had a plan, after all. I left my job to focus full time on writing books. It was something I genuinely enjoyed doing and it was an investment in a possible future that we both wanted.

More than that, it was a gamble. And it was a gamble that invested in me. 

Why is that important?

It was the ultimate testament to believing in my own self-worth. Something I hadn’t been able to do in a long time. It was the genuine belief that I stood a chance in a world that chews up and spits out so many people. Maybe I did or maybe I didn’t, but to look back, not even a year prior, as I cried alone in a cold room, letting my heart be buried under a mountain of insurmountable winter, this belief in myself was everything I needed to regain.

After a year in Boise, doing a dive or two along the way to stay sharp, we had just enough to get back to the trip that meant the most to me. The one on my motorcycle, travelling around the world through hell and high water. Hollywood lost his job at exactly the right time to set up two motorcycle shipments to Morocco.  We could take our bikes from Morocco to Spain, where we would do our Rescue Diver course and follow a few MotoGP races. From Spain, we’d go to all of Europe. From Europe to Russia. From Russia to Japan. Japan to maybe... Australia? Imagine getting your Master Diver certification in the Great Barrier Reef!

It would be the next leg of this constantly growing trip of a lifetime.We tied up the loose ends. We booked our tickets. We said our goodbyes.

Onward and upward!
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Final Thoughts
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Wow, what a doozy of a year it’s been. I’m supposed to be riding across Russia right now, but instead, I’m finishing this novel from a Mexican hotel room while another lockdown looms on the horizon, trying not to spend too much of my savings while I wait for borders to open and the world to calm down. February 2020 was perhaps not the best time to give up everything to continue taking off around the world, but at this point, I’ll just call that another case of “Just Tiff Things.”

But the positive of it all is I did end up getting to take a step back and spend some time learning to ride a dirt bike in the interim, as we figured the best way to social distance was to ride around in the woods where no one could find us. I also signed three different contracts with a publisher for three different Romance novels I had written in between bouts of writer’s block on this one (Yes, they’re all under a pen name. If you want to know it, then feel free to ask me personally!), and I managed to record my first two Chronicles of a Motorcycle Gypsy books as audiobooks. The next goal is to start our Rescue Diver course down here in Mexico.

I’d say it’s been the best salvage job of a year I could manage. 

Surprisingly, this was the quickest first draft I’ve ever written, and it was also the book I spent the most time revising over and over and over again. There were a lot of issues I really wrestled with writing about. Hell, at one point, I even worried I might have too much motorcycle talk for a scuba book (is there such a thing as too much motorcycle talk?). Mostly though, I’ve learned over the years that having a bad time.in a place is often interpreted as indiscriminately hating and condemning everyone who lives there, and I was extra conscious of it here, since there were a few particularly rough spots. 

Which is probably why I also kept stressing over whether the whole thing was just too dark for a travel book. I wanted to inspire people to get out and travel, not tell them about all my drama, but I’m also writing a real world account and not a vacation brochure, and I think the motivations behind our actions are sometimes just as important as the trip itself. 

The reality is that dark is sometimes, well, honest. This was a really dark time for me, we did end up in some really ugly places, there are people out there who aren’t friendly, and it was a point in my life where I started to lose myself. To go from being a happy-go-lucky person to staring down a seemingly insurmountable wall of depression put me in a position that I didn’t know how to approach at all. I just kept doubting myself, saying things like “I’m probably just struggling with readapting to society,” and “I’m being unreasonable,” and “everyone else is fine, so I should just be fine too.”

Here’s a shocker- self-admonishment isn’t how you get through depression. And having someone you love telling you to get over it isn’t how you get through it either (Who saw that coming?!). Which is probably why my approach was maybe a bit extreme.

But at the end of the day, this whole experience was an important lesson, too. It taught me a lot about what I don’t want and what I actually need to be happy, and simply a beautiful place with minimal traffic isn’t it. I came back from this trip finally understanding the boundaries I needed to establish and the lines I needed to draw in the sand. It’s too easy to get so caught up in taking care of everyone else that you forget to take care of yourself, especially when taking care of yourself means confronting the issues you’re trying not to think about. I was just as susceptible to that as anyone else.

So here I am again, broken and rebuilt and looking towards the future. I feel like I’m stronger than ever in spite of everything, and while I still might not make the right decisions, I at least know what a few more of the wrong ones look like. I still plan to ride around the world, though that might take a touch longer while I wait for the COVID-19 situation to get under control, but I have no doubt that when that opportunity arises again, I’ll be even more prepared than before.

All that said, if you enjoyed this book, please leave a review! It’s a huge help, and I always like getting feedback so I can improve on my craft. Otherwise, if you want to follow my future adventures or chat about scuba diving or motorcycles or whatever, you can follow and/or message me on social media through all the usual channels! I’m always excited to hear from people, even if sometimes it takes me a minute to get the time and WiFi!

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/tiffaniburkett/ 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/tiffaniburkettFZ07/ 

Twitter: https://twitter.com/BurkettTiffani 

Youtube: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC0Cv9VxKEyrYu6dfa0Awj5w 

Thanks so much for reading! Until next time, go fast and take chances!
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