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			“Erin Leider-Pariser takes us on an expeditionary sojourn of body, heart, and soul. We discover that pilgrimage, when led with care, strengthens the body, opens the heart, and ultimately liberates the soul. The lessons she shares are jewels of life’s path.”

			—Lisa Miller, Ph.D., bestselling author of The Awakened Brain: The New Science of Spirituality and Our Quest for an Inspired Life

			 

			“This wise, funny, and honest book brings new meaning to the spirit of adventure. Erin Leider-Pariser shows us how to leave our comfort zones for journeys that challenge the body and feed the soul—all while having a roaring good time. Get Lost dares us to engage with the world and each other in new ways to find the meaning and happiness waiting for us around the next curve of the trail.”

			—Dan Buettner, National Geographic Fellow and #1 New York Times Bestselling author of The Blue Zones

			 

			“I knew Erin-Leider Pariser was a kindred spirit when she told me her adventure trips always have a philanthropic purpose that supports the places she visits. Agreeing on such things, including my motto that “Everything is possible—the impossible just takes more time!” made my decision to guide Erin’s group in Nepal an easy one. My wish is that this wonderful book will stimulate people to see more of the natural world, because awareness is the first step in solving the challenges our planet faces. Read, enjoy, and get out there!” 

			—Johan Ernst Nilson, explorer, philanthropist, and award-winning adventure activist

			 

			“I went on many of Erin’s adventures with small groups of women, trips that were arduous, challenging, breathtaking, and filled with so much laughter my belly hurt. There was love and beauty all around. At the end of each one, our hearts were filled with goodness, kindness, and gratitude. We could then go out into the world and spread the joy.”

			—Cheryl Tiegs, entrepreneur, actress, and former supermodel
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			Go some place you’ve never gone.

			Some place that will scare you some.

			Be someone you’ve never been.

			You feel all that adrenaline?

			It’s medicine to jumpstart the spark inside your skeleton.

			See? Everywhere you are is where you’re supposed to be.

			So hopefully, you’re hopelessly

			as lost as me.

			’Cause if you’re not, you ought to be.

			— “Say Yes, Inquire Within” by In-Q





Introduction

			We use the word friend so casually that we forget its power and depth…. The love and understanding of a friend, like a deep well of the purest water, refreshes the very source of our being…. As we bring our vulnerability, insight and heart into conscious relationship, we realize we are all waking up together.

			—Tara Brach1

			On a misty November morning in the pastureland of Ecuador, a local shaman led me and my small group of women adventure travelers toward an array of giant ceremonial pyramids from the thirteenth century. After burning a stash of herbs and snorting tobacco, he began his spirit cleansing ceremony by placing his hand on my head to pull out any negative energy and, with a push-and-pull motion in the air above, replace it with positive energy. Grimacing with intent one moment and widening his eyes with charged energy the next, he seemed to transform into a different person before our eyes. We stood among the sacred pyramids for hours as he performed the healing ceremony on each of us individually. At the end of the afternoon, feeling incredibly peaceful, we made our way back toward the hacienda.

			All the trips I have arranged for women through my company, Sports Travel Adventure Therapy (STAT), over nearly three decades have offered a spiritual element of some kind such as the shamanic healing we experienced in Ecuador. Thanks to STAT, I have found a way to live my purpose: to inspire women to leave their comfort zones and find missing pieces of their lives through journeys into the wilderness and the soul. In these pages I share our stories of personal growth, physical renewal, and spiritual discovery to reveal how bonding and friendship can transform women’s lives.
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			Baring our souls in Tasmania. (Photo: Author’s Archive)

			At the center of this book are insights I have gleaned from our travels about how to live life to the fullest, a set of guidelines that can help us trek life with grace. My Seven Principles for Trekking Life with Grace are: 1) Nix the Competition; 2) Walk with Integrity; 3) No Judgment; 4) Start with Effort, Finish by Grace; 5) Mark Your Words; 6) Love, Honor, and Obey Your Intuition; and 7) Embrace Community. In early 2020, my habit of (usually) following the sixth principle about intuition led to writing this book. What seemed like just a minor skiing accident turned out to be a nudge into taking on a challenge I had never dreamed of—if I was willing to listen. As I always say, there are no accidents, no coincidences…only synchronicities.

			On that bright, snow-glinting day in Aspen in the first week of January 2020, I had just come home from taking my favorite King yoga class, and I felt amazing. As usual, this therapeutic style of yoga left me feeling deeply relaxed thanks to gently loosening my ligaments and bringing my bones and muscles into what felt like perfect alignment. I poured a glass of green juice and sat at the kitchen counter, relishing my contented state of mind and body. My husband Paul breezed in and suggested we spend the gorgeous morning hitting the slopes for a quick ski down Roch Run. My first reaction—the silent, intuitive message from my gut—was, no way, not when I’m so relaxed and loose; the last thing I should do right now is ski down a bump run like Roch. But Paul was so cheerful and the sunshine so dazzling that I ignored that little voice in my head.

			Once we were on the chairlift up to Roch, the little voice kept pestering me, but who hasn’t hushed up their intuition from time to time? That’s always a bad idea, as this day would once again remind me. Sure enough, on my first run, my ski caught an edge and I went down. I felt okay, so I got up, brushed myself off, put my skis back on, and kept going. Paul and I met up at the end of the run and took the chairlift up for another go. Uh-oh. I told Paul I needed to go in because something wasn’t right. Going “in” meant stopping at the restaurant just a few yards away, a popular spot on top of the mountain. We sat down for lunch and I pulled off my boots. By the time we finished, my right knee had swollen up and sprouted splotches of purple. I couldn’t put on my right boot, so Paul helped me limp out to the gondola for a ride down the mountain to town. The scenery was spectacular, but little of that registered because all my senses were preoccupied with my throbbing, eggplant colored knee.

			It wasn’t that bad, I told myself, in denial that I could hurt myself on a slope I’d skied many times, so I asked Paul to take me to my physical therapist instead of the hospital. The PT put some electric stimulation around the knee for the trauma and told me to go home and ice it. When I woke up the next morning, my knee had blown up—it was huge. We went to the emergency room and the x-ray showed I had fractured my tibial plateau, the upper part of the shin bone that settles into the knee. The doctor wrapped it up and sent me home with instructions to put no weight on the leg for at least two weeks.

			What a calamity. I thrive on routine and ritual, and with my entire active-and-fitness-oriented lifestyle disrupted I lost my grip. When people called to ask how I was doing I would break down in tears. My immobility hit me like a truck, leaving me disoriented and sad. I had to find something productive to do, so I told myself, when you can’t be out there, you have to get in there. I had to regroup, pivot, and get introspective.

			My first impulse was to recap what I was grateful for, and my STAT community was high on the list. As the “no coincidences” universe would have it, I had already decided to take a break that year and not schedule any trips. There I was, no planning to attend to and all the time in the world to reflect on the past twenty-eight-plus years of life-changing adventures with curious, wise, courageous, and wild and crazy women. Little did I know a pandemic that would shut down the world was just weeks away, which, combined with my free time and storehouse of experiences, would create the perfect setup for writing. I’ll never forget the moment I saw the opportunity for writing this book spread out before me with every piece magically in place. Even if I had planned on a new year of STAT trips, COVID-19 would have canceled all of them, so my earlier decision to take a year off seemed downright prescient. My skiing accident threw me out of my normal life and demanded I get reflective, turning my bedridden situation into fertile ground for dreaming up this book. My only question was, if I had listened to my intuition and not skied that day, would I still have this book in hand? I believe my spirit, the universe, God, or whatever you choose to call it would have found another way to inspire me to write about these unique experiences.

			Through two years of COVID I gathered together lessons learned and used my field notes to share details about some of the challenges we’ve put ourselves through and places we’ve explored around the world. (None of the women who have joined STAT trips are professional athletes—our physical prowess runs the gamut from daily walker to yoga teacher and hardcore runner—and our trips accommodate all these levels.) I highlight the inner/outer adventure stories of women like Shannon, who decided to follow through with our trip to Tasmania after being diagnosed with breast cancer. The entire trip was a lesson for Shannon in letting go of control and learning to be calm in the face of new terrain and physical challenges. Back home, her new centeredness made all the difference during her weeks of chemotherapy. I tell the life-changing story of Susan, who was so moved by the needs of the children she met during a trip to Phnom Penh, Cambodia, that she wrote up a business plan for a charitable organization on the flight home and ran that program full time for the next decade, outfitting thousands of children around the world with school supplies and later serving military families.

			Before delving into those stories of transformation and lessons learned, I share the beginnings of my journey from a cheerleader kid in Miami to one of the first trainees in the Jane Fonda fitness method in Los Angeles. My evolution from a personal trainer to the stars in New York to trekking the world with women to help them grow into their best selves is followed by an exploration of my Seven Principles for Trekking Life with Grace.

			In the final pages I reflect on life lessons from the COVID era and offer a roadmap for setting up your own adventure travel circle with your friends. My greatest wish is that this book will light a spark in you to form that travel group and kick off a new level of connection and personal discovery with your “tribe.” Any nature-steeped destination will do, from a nature park near home to one of our national parks to a land across the sea. What matters is your willingness to exercise your body, mind, and spirit as a group with a common sense of adventure and trust.

			Strengthening our friendships brings many remarkable, scientifically proven benefits to our health, wellbeing, and sense of connection to our fellow humans across the world, as I review in Chapter 10. As media scholar Douglas Rushkoff writes, “Being human is a team sport…. Anything that brings us together fosters our humanity.”2 These advantages, however, almost pale alongside the sheer joy of being together in the great outdoors to rediscover our authentic selves. On hikes along Spain’s ancient Camino de Santiago trail, walks across rice paddies in Cambodia, rugged climbs in the Canadian Rockies and past waterfalls in New Zealand, and mountaineering hikes up the moss-covered Kii slopes of Japan, we’ve put our bodies, minds, and spirits in motion to learn from nature and each other. How could I keep all this collective wisdom to myself? How could I tuck in a notebook the firsthand knowledge that our friendships—with all their caring, laughter, and hilarity—are literally our lifelines? Hospice chaplain Kerry Egan, author of On Living, reminds us that our friendships are vital to our ability to live our purpose:

			We live our lives in our families: the families we are born into, the families we create, the families we make through the people we choose as friends. This is where we create our lives, this is where we find meaning, and this is where our purpose becomes clear.3

			This book is a love letter to all the women who have journeyed with me and every woman exploring life beyond the everyday. My decades of adventure travel, near and far, convince me that taking part in a travel circle of your own will kindle a new dimension of friendship courtesy of Mother Nature and your courage to explore the unknown. I hope this book will inspire you to ignite that adventurous spirit and take bold new steps toward your dreams.

			[image: ]

			(Photo: Judy B. Nussenblatt)





Part I

			Passion and Purpose

			Who we are matters immeasurably more than what we know or who we want to be.

			—Brené Brown4
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Chapter 1

			“Exercise with Erin”

			Give with love. Give in joy. More you cannot do. Less you must not do, if it is your intention to be of service.

			—Iyanla Vanzant5

			My career found me.

			That’s how I feel about life—life finds you. There are no accidents. The universe gives you clues along the way, and you have to be open to them. It’s like a treasure hunt, and you can’t miss one of those clues. If your mind is open and you’re quiet enough to listen, life finds you. That’s why I meditate and hike with only my pups (first with Sydney and now with Sadye), to hear what the universe has to tell me, because you can’t really hear from the inside when you’re busy with everything else.

			The other night I listened to an interview with Delilah, the radio host whose call-in show came out nationally in the 1990s. Hearing her voice brought back memories of listening to her at night as callers shared their personal stories of love and loss. She was a natural at giving advice and matching up an experience with the perfect song. In the interview, she talked about the early days when she was trying to launch her show. Producers kept telling her it wouldn’t work, that people wouldn’t respond to it. She got hired and then fired for talking too much, but she never gave up. Now she’s a radio icon.

			Delilah’s story reminded me of the obstacles that came at me when I was deciding whether I should start a women’s adventure travel business. A lot of doubts, excuses, and reasons why it wouldn’t work shouted me down…but they were all in my head. It would take an adventure of my own to hear my truth and make that decision.

			Now, as I look back and follow the thread that weaves through the past sixty-four years, I see that I was getting ready for my career—I almost hate to call it that, because it’s so much more—from the beginning. As a kid, I loved sports. It went with the territory, because even though I was the third of three girls, I grew up as the son my father never had.

			Miami Beach

			It’s easy to play outside a lot in Florida, because we only have one season. There are dry months and wet months, and that’s it. So I was physically active all the time, and by the time I came along my dad was semiretired, so he had a lot of time for me. He sold his insurance company when he was relatively young and parlayed that check into a lot of little businesses that kept him not too busy and very happy. He had been in the right place at the right time with that sale, and I may have gotten the best part of the deal.

			Most of my quality time with my dad was spent on the driving range, but he also took me to a lot of games. I was in the third grade when the Miami Dolphins started up, and we went to all their games. Sitting in the stands with dad, the hot dog guy stopping by in his paper hat, the announcers’ voice bouncing off the far fence…it didn’t get any better than that. Since my sisters were six and eight years older, in some ways I was an only child and treated like one. I became the boy in the family, playing football, softball, and soccer on the street with the boys and a few other girls and heading to all those games with my dad.

			There were no girls’ sports teams in those days, so cheerleading was a big deal if you were athletic. I was a cheerleader in middle school and then became the captain of the squad at Miami Beach High School. We practiced like crazy and I was the short one who always jumped to the top of the human triangle and did the splits. I tried to date the quarterback—so typical—and my friend Marjorie, whose dad played golf and poker with my dad, was a cheerleader with me all those years. We also went to summer camp together, along with another friend, Alison, and they are both close friends to this day who have been on many of my Sports Travel Adventure Therapy (STAT) trips. It’s funny how Marjorie still talks about how badly she feels about earning the White Pine Award at camp one year while I didn’t win anything. It didn’t bother me to not be recognized for my leadership and all-around good camper status at the time, and still doesn’t, but that’s a friend for you. On one of our trips, Marjorie and Alison gave me an honorary Red Pine award, gifting me a pinecone with such sincere intention that it felt like receiving an honorary degree from Harvard!

			My dad was a happy-go-lucky man in every sense of the word—with three daughters he couldn’t have been happier, and he was lucky in life. Mom and Dad wanted us to get an education and be happy, healthy, and do whatever we loved. Mom found and lived for her purpose, which was us. She was a war baby, a woman from a generation whose goal was to get married and have children and do the best she could with raising those children. She insisted on her daughters getting an education, and her greatest aspiration was to see us build happy lives. That’s the story of many women from her generation. My dad died young and my mom did the best she could with the tools she had.

			Neither of my parents pressured me to get a job or career and strike out on my own as soon as I graduated from college. I think there are two ways to look at that: If somebody lights a fire under your ass, you do what you have to do. If I had developed a little more ambition to make more money, maybe I would have. But if you’re not given that kind of ultimatum as you start out, you’re more on your own to be driven by things that become important to you. That’s how it worked for me, and I’m grateful for it.

			The travel bug bit me hard in college when I took a semester abroad in London. I met my friend Susan when we were both attending Boston University, and that semester we covered so much ground we felt like real Europeans. I planned trips, meticulously, every weekend. We went to Edinburgh. We went to Paris. I got us Eurail passes and we visited Israel and Greece, including the Greek Islands. It was so easy to jump on a hydrofoil or train and be in another country in an hour. I stole time in the evenings to pore over maps on the little desk in our dorm room and figure out where we should go next and what we must see while we’re there. I loved working out the details, and only later would I realize that the smooth sailing and joy of the trips we packed into those weeks were a hint of things to come.

			I had chosen to study public relations/communications at Boston University, but I didn’t know what I would do with it. I wanted to be in a liberal arts program and didn’t really think about what I was going to do for the rest of my life. Writing, communication, and journalism classes sounded like an interesting starting point. I was learning how to observe and pay attention and then describe what I saw. There was a difference between watching and really seeing something, and as I explored Boston, seeing started to feel like a show of affection. To see the tree standing between the sidewalk and the Chinatown Arch was to feel all that life as it contrasted with the concrete and brick, and I connected with it in a powerful way. The tree was a stranger like the people rushing around me, but a calm one, and a force that held so much energy it had to press itself out in tapering leaves. How could you not love such a thing?

			Boston was really cold for a Miami girl, though.

			After my second year I headed back south and transferred to the University of Florida at Gainesville and graduated from there with the same degree.

			Jane Fonda Land

			With no pressure from the folks, I struck out on my own after college, moving to L.A. to take a job writing articles for a small publication in an insurance company. I settled into an apartment with a childhood friend, Mary, who was living near UCLA in Westwood and needed a roommate—great timing. After my nine-to-five job every day I’d go to a gym to run and work out, but I soon learned about an exercise class in Beverly Hills that was taking the city by storm. This was 1980, and Jane Fonda had recently opened a studio on Robertson Boulevard called “Jane Fonda’s Workout.”

			On my first visit the place was packed. Instructors led workouts in three connected studios that surrounded a patio space, and within a half hour I was in one of them with about forty other men and women in shorts and cropped t-shirts or high-cut leotards and tights. As we stretched, twisted, and lunged, we’d glance out at the patio, hopeful for a Jane sighting.

			That night I got my first dose of the music-backed aerobics that would launch a national fitness craze and change the country forever. The moves were fun, the music got your blood pumping, and the crowd vibe was a blast. No wonder three thousand people were coming through the door every week. Jane, who had for years done ballet for exercise, wore ballet leg warmers in her workouts and set another trend that swept the country. Jane Fonda’s Workout Book came out the following year and was a number one New York Times bestseller for two years. Next came her two-album Jane Fonda’s Workout Record, which I still have, and then, in 1982, the world’s first fitness video, Jane Fonda’s Original Workout.

			In the two years I went to class and trained at the Workout, I never saw Jane, but I loved the social aspect of it. I didn’t get hired to run a class, either, but I must have made a good impression because I was invited to be in the cast of the Workout play. Yes, they tried to do a stage play based on the Workout—so Hollywood! I played one of the people in the class, just like I had been doing three nights a week after work, and we rehearsed at the studio every night for about eight months. We didn’t get paid, but it was an honor to be asked to be in it. Exercise was in my DNA, and I guess it showed because they only chose the best students who were training at the studio. I don’t know what happened, but the project never got off the ground and the whole thing fizzled out. It was fun while it lasted, but for Jane’s Workout, the play was not the thing.

			Jane’s training program was taught by one trainer who had been taught by Jane herself. After two years in that program I knew the Workout inside out and was full of ideas for how to make it my own. The fitness craze was in full swing and it seemed like a great time to get back to the East Coast, so I planned a move to New York. I enjoyed my writing job and the Workout, but for the most part Los Angeles was a hard city for me. I didn’t have many friends there and everything was so spread out you had to drive everywhere. It was time to move on.

			Fitness mania had definitely hit New York when I returned in 1982. At the center of it all was the new Vertical Club on East 61st Street, one of the first workout studios in the city. After getting certified as a fitness instructor through the Athletics and Fitness Association of America (AFAA), I applied at the Vertical Club and was hired to teach classes using my own method. 

			The Vertical Club was big. Not just in popularity—I mean big as in huge. No one had seen anything like it. You walked into this giant industrial space with a running track lining the perimeter up above and windows offering a stunning view of the Queensboro Bridge. The factory-size floor included a stage on one end for instructors to lead aerobics classes that held a hundred people at a time. Weight machines and other equipment shared one section of the floor, leaving plenty of room for the classes.

			The energy in that place was fantastic, and members really responded to my playlists that accompanied each part of the workout. It didn’t take long for them to memorize the moves as they came back multiple days each week. Some of those songs still ring in my head, like
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