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			Travel is its own book.…

			We long to add new pages.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Prince Albert, Saskatchewan

			The Quarterback and the Cheerleader

			I knew of Don by reputation and first saw him up close when he and a few of his mates crashed our St. Mary’s Marauders football party. They came with drunken smiles and beer; it was a friendly crash, so we let them stay.

			Don was the quarterback and captain of the Riverside Rams at the high school where my dad taught math, and the Rams were the Marauders’ greatest rivals. His behaviour was legendary on and off the field; I felt insignificant and stole glances at him from afar.

			I was on the cheerleading squad for St. Mary’s, and cheering was my life and my passion. I spent my time perfecting choreography, practising routines after school, scrutinizing my face and figure from different angles, searching for correctable defects, and scanning magazines for new hairstyles. My long sandy hair and dimples gave me a “cute” look, but what I was really after was “tall and elegant,” so losing a few pounds was always on my mind. One week, I vowed to eat only apples; the next week, I drank only cider vinegar, lemon, and paprika. Temporary fixes all. I heard about Dr. Atkins’s diet, which allowed whipped cream and bacon for breakfast. I definitely planned to give that one a try.

			I was an enthusiastic team player, and I considered high school cheerleading a stepping stone to a professional career with a football team in the USA. Cheerleading for the NFL was my secret fantasy. Our squad wore short, white pleated skirts with deep blue colored sweaters emblazoned with a giant white M. We shook blue and white crepe-paper pompoms.

			Oh, the thrill of the games! I screamed till my vocal cords gave out. I loved transmitting my energy to excitable fans, and when we won, being hoisted up on the shoulders of ecstatic footballers. Afterwards, the cheerleaders got together to prepare for the party. We changed into our tightest jeans and colourful alpaca sweaters, then chain-smoked cigarettes and passed around a mickey of lemon gin that Debbie, our captain and the eldest, had procured. We expected the football team to supply the booze for the rest of the night, and they happily did.

			The night I met Don, I was drunk on beer and gin. I kissed a few players, including one who didn’t bother with an introduction before sticking his tongue down my throat. I was shocked and repulsed, but I kept these feelings to myself and moved to sit on the staircase alone.

			I saw Don sitting across from me on a stool, forearms on his spread-apart knees, both hands cradling a Bohemian beer. Looking at me. At me. He stood, walked towards me, and sat next to me.

			“You’re Ziggy’s girl,” he said. I wondered how he knew, and wished I could deny it. My dad’s full name, Zygmunt, was usually shortened to Zyg. How awful it was to be the child of a teacher in a small town where what went on at a weekend party would be talked about on Monday morning and might be heard by my dad before he started his first class. Because my dad did not openly oppose my drinking alcohol, I didn’t feel the need to be secretive about it, yet I didn’t want him privy to the details of what went on at the parties. His non-confrontational parenting style made it impossible to know what he knew.

			Don was six foot two, a foot taller than me, and muscular, with dark brown bedroom eyes and skin still tanned from summer. It was sweltering in the basement suite, and as more partiers arrived, there was only standing room. Sweat pinned down wisps of his curly brown hair, making kiss curls on his forehead. His nose must have once been broken and had healed at an asymmetric and rakish angle.

			It was noisy. I don’t remember us talking, but we must have. I was mesmerized, surprised and grateful that Don had chosen to join me on the step. After a while, he returned to his buddies, and I dreamt about him that night.

			We began to gravitate towards each other at bush parties. Prince Albert Saskatchewan is called the Gateway to the North, the North being made up of pine forest and rivers—a paradise for wilderness seekers. We made massive fires under star-studded skies at the Little Red River, far from supervision, where we could drink alcohol and enact our growing-up relationship dramas. We slow danced at rec centre dances and cuddled in his red Camaro at all-night drive-ins.

			“You’re going out with Friske?” my dad asked. Friske was Don’s last name, and I knew he was in my dad’s homeroom. Then came a dismissive snort. I narrowed my eyes and tossed my hair over my shoulder. Dad was of peripheral importance to me in my teen years. I knew he was watching, but he gave me a long leash that he tethered securely should I wander too far. I railed vociferously against his curfews but was privately relieved to have an excuse to exit situations that were becoming dangerous.

			“I gotta go,” I’d say. “My dad will freak if I’m not home by midnight—damn it.” Secretly, I felt fortunate to be able to ride the cusp of wildness and self-protection.

			I realized early on that if Don was very drunk, he would open up a little and tell me how he felt about things—including how he felt about me. I imagined a treasure chest of emotional jewels hiding deep within him and felt confident I possessed the keys to access them.

			Our dating life was a series of drunken episodes dotted with spectacular barroom brawls. Someone—a stranger, a rival footballer, a new kid in town—would ruffle Don’s feathers. His feathers were always itching to be ruffled, and away they would fly. A slugfest usually followed, chairs and tables tumbling through space, blood and bruises, the drunken crowd cheering—just another Saturday night in a northern provincial pulp mill town. And I was right into it.

			Usually, I hid behind the bar or under a table out of harm’s way and afterwards took the wounded to the ER for stitches. I would wash and bandage Don’s cuts and scold him in a loving, soft tone. “You have to stop fighting; you could get seriously injured or die.” Even as I said these words, I was impressed and proud. I thought these behaviours were evidence of manliness and vigour.

			One night, he locked eyes with me, bit and cracked the glass he was drinking from, chewed, and swallowed. Another time, he caught my eye before swallowing a goldfish from an aquarium that belonged to a friend’s family. He loves me, these bizarre behaviors somehow confirmed. I was wildly attracted to him and loved the man I believed he would become.

			When I finally stumbled home past my curfew, tipsy, lipstick smeared, my dad would be waiting in his armchair throne, like Zeus, wearing his blue velour housecoat. “We will discuss this in the morning,” he’d say in a stern, harsh tone, and after that, I would toss and turn restlessly, dreading the conversation to come. It never did. His power was in his presence, and silence was his weapon. He disciplined with a look. He was present in my life like a mountain is in a landscape—solid, never wavering, and knowing all without asking.

			I loved my dad. As a child, he represented love, God, safety, security, truth, and righteousness, and in my eyes, he could do no wrong. I know he loved me too, but never in his lifetime did he tell me so.
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			After Don and I had been dating for about a year, a friend told me that Don had spent the night with a barmaid from the Coronet Hotel.

			“Is this true?” I asked him later, hurt and angry. We were, as usual, sitting in his car, parked a block away from my house, away from prying eyes.

			“Monica, I respect you. You are my girlfriend,” Don replied. He held my face with both hands and gently kissed me.

			“And men need sex,” he went on, matter-of-factly. “I’ll wait till you’re ready.”

			At the time, I didn’t find this an arguable point. Having grown up with a mother and four sisters, what did I know about men and their needs? Dad didn’t count. On the spot, I decided I was ready.

			The following weekend, we lay in Don’s rumpled bedsheets and had sex for the first time. I was frozen still throughout, rigid, so much so that he whispered, “You can move a little if you want.”

			He fell asleep quickly after. The physical experience was not memorable. I had expected pain or pleasure but felt neither. Don clearly did not understand how psychically monumental this was for me, my Catholic father’s daughter. I stared at the ceiling, shattered.

			When we were growing up, Dad would lead his family every Sunday to the front pew of the church like a well-oiled battalion. Without question or protest, we fasted the requisite time before Communion. I went to confession each Sunday, obsessed with keeping my soul clean so that, in the event of an accident, I would not show up soiled at the pearly gates and be denied access to heaven. My moral compass—Dad—taught us, guided us, and was a role model of unwavering faith in God. Based on what I’d been told, sex before marriage was a huge, perhaps unforgivable, transgression.

			As Don slept, I talked to God. I begged forgiveness for doing things in the wrong order. First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes Monica with the baby carriage, the skipping song went. I vowed never to sleep with another man and to marry Don in the future, when the time was right.

			I hoped this promise would soften the sin.
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			High school was coming to an end, and I knew what I wanted to do next. Dad was calm when I told him I was going to the United States to become a professional cheerleader.

			“Monica, try university for one semester,” he reasoned. “If it’s not for you, I will buy you a ticket to America and give you my blessing.”

			What the hell, I thought. Four months at the University of Saskatchewan would go by in a snap, and it would be a huge help if Dad paid my way. My game plan until that point was to audition for a spot with an NFL team, get chosen (obviously), and then relax on Easy Street. I had not worked out how I would get down to the US or where to stay once there. Going to university for a short spell would solve that problem. I hadn’t discussed this plan with Don yet, but assumed he would join me.

			Dad was a wise man. After the initial adjustment, I loved being at university. The subjects I studied and the freedom I felt on campus were amazing. I was rooming with a girl named Maja from Illinois, and we were so on the same page. We would set the alarm to wake us at 4:00 AM, lean back against our pillows and leisurely smoke a Players Filter Regular, each still tucked into our single bed. Because we could, and because we were the bosses of our own lives. If one of us had an exam, the other would be waiting at the finish line with a six-pack of Bohemian and red licorice that we would lazily enjoy on the riverbank. We were both in anatomy class and had fetal pigs we kept frozen outside our window; we brought them in to dissect, sitting together at our small desks drinking Diet Pepsi.

			I was soon hooked on being a student and changed my plans. I would become a marine biologist and work with Jacques Cousteau on his boat. It was a big dream for a prairie chick raised in a wheat field who had never seen an ocean.
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			For three years, when university let out for the summer, Don and I paddled Northern Saskatchewan canoe routes for the Department of Natural Resources. Our mandate was to collect garbage on the portages and sink it in the pristine rivers. We followed orders and sunk cans, bottles, diapers, the lot, without the environmental consequences of doing this ever crossing our minds.

			We navigated immense open lakes and battled fast-flowing rivers and rapids. Blazing heat, storms, mosquitoes, and bears threaded through our adventures. I loved sleeping in a tent and cooking over a fire under the stars. No one monitored us, so we chose the most isolated and challenging routes and rarely saw another human.

			Here, we were at our best. Don could build a lean-to in a hurricane, and I could start a fire in a rainstorm. In the calm after storms, we would rest on sandy beaches, make love, and smoke cigarettes. In the North, Don was the man I fell in love with—strong, resourceful, fearless, created for this life.

			One stormy day, I turned to the stern of the canoe and saw that Don had rigged up a tarp to capture the power of the wind. He also had a massive gash in his calf, pouring blood. “What happened?” I screamed.

			Unaware of the injury, he looked down and said, “Nothing,” then tied a rag above the cut and kept paddling.

			Wilderness skills, true grit, stamina—surely there must be somewhere to use these qualities in “civilization,” I thought.
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			During the summer after my third year of university, Don and I decided to travel north to Fort McMurray, Alberta. This mining town was experiencing a building frenzy due to the booming oil industry; we hoped to find work there and, for the first time, live together.

			We found a cheap furnished rental, and Don quickly found work as a labourer. His boss introduced him to Vic, who was looking for a carpenter’s assistant, and although I had no experience, he agreed to hire me on a trial basis. Vic was a good-natured, alcoholic storyteller: he taught me how to use a hammer and power tools in return for rapt listening when he was in his cups, which was most days.

			One late night, after closing time at the bar, Don and I stumbled into our grungy basement suite and found a note slid under the door.

			Urgent family matter, call home, it read. The message was addressed to me from the RCMP. My stomach clenched; I was sure someone had died. Oh God, not Baba. Please, God, not my dad. Was it a car accident or a house fire? My mother and my sisters, were they okay? I was frantic and spinning in circles.

			Having no phone in the apartment, we pooled our change and found a phone box a few blocks away. It was a wet, blustery night, and I was trembling from the cold and fear. I placed a collect call home, and we huddled in the booth, Don’s arms around me.

			Dad answered on the first ring, stating, “Monica, you’ve been accepted into medical school on the condition you take physics this summer, which is the one prerequisite you lack. I have a room booked for you in residence on campus, and I’ve hired a tutor to help you.”

			I was relieved but also annoyed. This was the urgent matter? Dad had always assumed that I would become the doctor of the family. It was his undiscussed plan for me, and he had corralled me there with minimal words.

			After my first year of university, when I was studying plants and fish, he had asked, “Monica, did you apply to medical school?”

			“Yes, and unfortunately, I did not make the cut,” I lied. I had not applied. After my second year, I was asked the same question, and gave the same answer. After my third year, I felt guilty deceiving my dad and slipped in an application.

			Soon after that phone-booth call, Don and I packed our knapsacks and left Alberta. I did not for a second consider resisting Dad’s plan. My becoming a doctor would fulfill the unreachable dream he had for himself. As the eldest daughter, that was my role, and I would not fail him. I also imagined that a medical degree could be an open ticket to the world.

			The medical school interview went poorly. I was hung-over and made a poor choice for my interview outfit. My worn jean skirt and comfortable plastic sandals were inappropriate when measured against the smart suits and sensible heels the other female applicants wore.

			When the female interviewer asked about boyfriends, I told her in a cool manner that I didn’t think the question was relevant. I certainly did not read back issues of Time Magazine to prepare, as other applicants I know had. I had watched them fret and scheme about this interview when we were in pre-med, long before I knew I would compete as well.

			Despite everything, in September 1975, I found myself in the Class of 1980 at the University of Saskatchewan College of Medicine in Saskatoon.
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			It wasn’t a surprise that Dad was fixated on me becoming a doctor. He was the youngest of five children born to Polish immigrants; my grandfather was gifted 160 acres in Saskatchewan after he worked on the railroad in the Dominion of Canada in 1861. All the children, save Zygmunt, became farmers. My dad settled on teaching, as the family could not afford to send him to medical school.

			His first job was in a one-room country school, where he taught grades 1 to 12. He was responsible for covering all subjects, including physical education, drama, and art. He organized field days, drama productions, and Christmas concerts. The older students, some taller than him, once dangled him out a second-storey window by the ankles on his birthday. We expected “goblins” to tip over our outhouse and egg our windows every Halloween.
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			After I completed my first year of medical school, Don asked me to travel with him to Europe.

			My father’s reaction—“You can’t go to Europe with a man you are not married to”—made little sense to me, as Don spent weekends with me in Saskatoon, and we had cohabitated in Fort McMurray for a short time, yet that is the way Dad saw it. Since I was already on the marriage trajectory and was unwilling to give up the chance to travel, his declaration sped up the process.

			So the following summer, after my second year of medical school, Don and I married at St. Michael’s Church in Saskatoon.

			Walking down the aisle in full bride regalia towards the altar, a part of me knew this was the wrong decision. Another part spoke stridently, telling me “love conquers all” and to keep moving, one foot in front of the other, eyes straight ahead.

			My dad did not weigh in. He knew firsthand that Don was a thick-skulled rebel, that he rode a Harley and still scrapped in bars. My father knew me, too: I was stubborn and got what I wanted. So, he pulled out his wallet, rented the hall, and agreed to all the necessary wedding accoutrements to support our union.

			The day of the wedding, Don forgot or lost his shoes and came to the church in socks. I had a lot on my mind and did not investigate how this happened. Dad gave him his shoes and found a spare pair of gym sneakers in the trunk of his car for himself. Par for the course, I’m sure Dad thought.

			My memories of the wedding are a blur. At the Cavalier Hotel, where the reception took place, Don set up a hash-smoking station in our room for his friends. The alcohol flowed liberally, and I remember dancing in bare feet. Guests told me it was a wonderful wedding and that I had a good time.

			As a child, I often saw my dad in the centre of a circle of clapping guests at family weddings. Arms crossed, squatting, then springing up and kicking straight into the air. Head thrown back, laughing—the life of the party!

			He did not perform this Polish folk dance at my wedding.

			My father was gracious, gave a heartfelt toast, and wished us well. The perfect Father of the Bride. Why did he not make an effort to dissuade me, if only for the record? I would ask him if he were still alive.
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			Don and I were a discordant, battling couple. Don was both strong and silent, like my father, and crazy and immature, like me. My values reflected my father’s values; they were not truly my own, but they were firm. Don, the youngest of three brought up by a fervent Christian single mother, Daisy, had inconsistent and changing values. Ours was a tumultuous, dramatic, and unstable relationship. I had been with him for seven years by the time we married, and we continued to scrap like wildcats about the nuts and bolts of our lives, needs and wants, and the future. Sex was the glue that kept us together and entangled. It was intense and passionate, and I couldn’t imagine ever being with another man.

			Don became a regular user of marijuana and hashish after we married, and eventually a small-time drug dealer. This way of supporting us was ostensibly temporary and would only continue till he found the right job, or the right opportunity came along. He was always chasing the next big thing.

			“Straw bale houses,” he excitedly explained one evening. “Cheap, the material readily available in Saskatchewan, easy and quick to build. The solution to homelessness—we will be rich!” He was stoned, and I knew this great idea would fall by the wayside, as his ideas usually did.

			“Great idea. Go for it,” I said, and went to bed to avoid further discussion or having to listen to him on repeat.

			I once accompanied Don on one of his frequent trips to Morocco, where he went to buy liquid hash to transport back to Canada in condoms that he would swallow. The epic journey involved waiting in a tiny adobe hut for days in a small village, smoking hashish and drinking sweet mint tea. I tried to talk to the women who brought our food; they were swathed in layers of shawls and headscarves and moved quickly, as though they were on a mission. They rapidly served spiced couscous and left. In contrast, the smarmy men with blackened teeth and dirt under their fingernails hung around, smoking continuously and looking at me lasciviously. I was uncomfortable and wanted to go, but there was some kind of holdup. Finally, we left as passengers on two motorcycles under cover of darkness. Twice, when headlights approached us, our drivers careened off the road to hide in the ditch. I do not know why. Ending up in a Moroccan prison would undoubtedly have changed my trajectory.
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			Back in Saskatchewan, I was reluctant to introduce my husband to my new med-school friends as I did not trust how he would show up, or what he would do or say. He was befriending guys I considered to be losers, men his age who would throw our knives on the kitchen range the minute they walked through the door. They would drop hash on the red-hot knife tips and inhale the smoke with a bottomless bottle. Many of these guys still lived at home with their parents and were either unemployed or unlawfully employed, our house became their man cave. To me they were greasy-haired slouches, guffawing about things I did not find funny, never knowing when to leave.

			As a result, I would spend whole days and evenings in the library, eating my lunch slowly in a cubicle. To this day, I am the last person to finish every meal, and I believe my eating pace was set when food was the only break I took from studying. I slowly savoured every bite. Then I would trudge home, often in sub-zero weather, crossing an icy bridge over the Saskatchewan River, arriving to a house full of smoke.

			“Do these guys have to spend so much time here?” I asked Don in desperation once. I no longer felt welcome in my own home.

			“So, you think you are better than them because you’re gonna be a doctor, is that it?” he sneered.

			What’s the use in fighting? I thought, despairing. The wind was blowing, it was forty below, and I had a physiology exam the next day.
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			The ramshackle, tumble-down clapboard house we rented ran with little help from me. I was immersed in the world of medicine. Who was doing the shopping and the cooking? Not me. I spent my energy elsewhere, and unhappily accepted my home life as it was.

			I can still see Don at the stove, searing steaks in a cast iron frying pan at a heat so high he would have to pry the icy windows open to let the greasy smoke out, and me at the table preparing cucumber sandwiches for my library meal. I felt I had no resources to change the way things were.

			It’s a Jungle Out There

			In my fourth year of medical school, our program left space for a four-month elective that we could organize however we wished.

			I had never forgotten the slides Miss Cameron, my third-grade teacher, shared with us in social studies about her holiday in the Bahamas. The people there had black skin, black as my patent shoes! And they carried huge baskets of pineapples on their heads! To my child eyes, this was unbelievable.

			So, I viewed this elective as an opportunity to see something like what I had glimpsed in those slides. In the days before the internet, planning an overseas adventure was not easy. I had long dreamed about Africa, its jungles and wild animals. I thumbed through the World Book Encyclopedia at my parents’ house for some info and got excited by descriptions of exotic, faraway places, but I had no idea how to find an international medical posting. Most of my colleagues were arranging electives at the university with preferred mentors or taking positions in rural areas of the province. I set my sights much, much farther away.

			On a weekend home from university, I attended mass at St. Joseph’s Church with my parents. The congregation was fundraising for a village hospital in Ghana, West Africa. Yes! I put the folded bulletin in my pocket. That night, I wrote a letter to Jirapa Hospital, asking them to provide me with a medical experience.

			I had only one month to plan. My parents loaned me money for my flight and expenses. I told Don, my parents, and the medical school where I was going, and that the hospital had replied affirmatively to my letter. That was not true. I had not received a reply to my request but it was too late to work on a new plan. I would figure things out as I went along. I told my family that all was arranged and not to worry.

			In January 1978, days away from my twenty-second birthday, I boarded a plane to Accra, the capital of Ghana, excitement overriding my fear. I was going to Africa!
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			I arrived in Accra late at night, finding the airport sweltering and humid, in stark contrast to the weather I had left behind in Saskatchewan. I was wilting in denim jeans and a tweed jacket. The baggage handlers were frustrated by my inability to respond appropriately to their requests for baksheesh (the expected bribe) and, with irritation and the sound of sucking teeth, tossed me my bags.

			Unsure how to proceed, I approached a fair-skinned man waiting for a cab. “Excuse me. I want to go to Jirapa but do not know how to access public transportation. Can you help me?”

			He left his spot in the queue, and together we pored over a map, discovering that Jirapa Hospital was in the northernmost part of Ghana, and I was on the coast, in the south.

			“You will have to travel many miles, and it will take many days to get there, as there is no direct public transport,” the man told me. He paused to think. “Look, why not join me?” he said kindly. “I am going to a beach resort a few miles up the coast for a week of meetings. There are cabins to rent and other expats staying there who know something about this country. It may be a good place to rest and plan your journey.” Despite not knowing him, I felt safe with this man, and even if I hadn’t, it was late and I did not see another option.

			We shared a cab, and I thanked him profusely. At the resort, I woke the young man sleeping in his chair, head balanced on his bent wrist, behind a counter in the office. Slowly, begrudgingly, he led me to a tiny cabin and unlocked the door. I dropped into a single bed and fell asleep, exhausted.

			I slept till noon the next day and spent the afternoon at the beach outside my front door. I collected shells, delighted in the waves, and marvelled at the immensity of the ocean. I thought about Jacques Cousteau and how happy I might be working for him, then wondered if medicine was my best choice.

			A young woman from Texas, also staying at the resort, shared her beach towel and coconut water with me. She pointed
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