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In this lyrical, poetic, and charmingly funny book, Laurie Gough drives from Ontario to California
reflecting on a life spent travelling in search of new experiences and familiar sensations.
Heading towards a half-remembered cave on the Pacific coast where her younger, more
adventurous self once stayed, she recalls adventures in Sumatra, the Yukon and many places in
between—and wonders what compels her to keep moving through life while everyone else has
found a place to belong.

About the AuthorLauded by TIME magazine as one of the new generation of intrepid young
female travel writers Laurie Gough is author of Kite Strings of the Southern Cross: A Woman's
Travel Odyssey, shortlisted for the Thomas Cook Travel Book Award and silver medal winner of
Foreword magazine' s Travel Book of the Year in the U.S. Seventeen of her stories have been
anthologized in various literary travel books, including Salon.com's Wanderlust: Real-Life Tales
of Adventure and Romance; AWOL: Tales for Travel-Inspired Minds; Sand in My Bra: Funny
Women Write from the Road; Hyenas Laughed at Me and Now I Know Why: The Best of Travel
Humor and Misadventure; and A Woman's World. She has written for Salon.com, the LA Times,
The Globe and Mail, the National Post, Outpost, Canadian Geographic, numerous literary
journals, and has got lost on buses in so many countries that she has decided to take up hitch-
hiking again when she is 72. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.
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Praise for Kite Strings of the Southern CrossFinalist for the Thomas Cook/DailyTelegraph Travel
Book Award 2000Winner of Foreword magazine’s SilverMedal for Travel Book of the
Year‘Anyone who can persuade a Fijian island community to wear leaves in their sandals for
good luck is a poet of the road’Justine Hardy, author of Scoop-Wallah‘The best travel book I’ve
read in years. It’s the kind of book you want every traveller you know to read’Brad Newsham,
author‘Gough records everything she sees with a subtle wit, a lyrical turn of phrase, and a
remarkably open mind… Her writing is vigorous, sensual and visual… She sweeps the reader
into her world’Globe and Mail (Canada)‘Outer and inner landscape and the poetry of her
convictions conspire to create a narrative that is rich and emotional. Whether she is describing
the way the angelic translucent bodies of the jellyfish form a gently swaying cathedral near the
sea’s surface, or the morning ritual of the Giant Aunts in which each woman floats her gorgeous
body adrift… Gough is present, vulnerable and delightful’San Francisco Examiner‘lovely,
lyrical… a bittersweet tale, heartfelt and well told… Though she has encountered unhappiness,
bewilderment and even terror on the road, her voice is fresh and still full of wonder at what the
world still holds’Trips Magazine‘… an amiable and engaging storyteller, who knows how to bring
characters, dialogues and situations to compelling life… Reading this book is like travelling all
over again’Don George, Salon.com, editor of Wanderlust‘A great page-turner… The image of
the “Great Aunts” floating like starfish on the water is one I shall never forget… Her seemingly
effortless writing… will no doubt make her a new star in the Southern Cross’New Zealand
Herald‘an arresting account of an individual’s odyssey over a ten-year span in which time she
explores her own growth as a human being, and how travelling has helped to nourish that
growth. One also suspects, however, that Laurie, even without the travels, would still have her
say, beautifully and with a gifted poet’s vision… Her tone of understated charm, humour,
honesty, courage, and resiliency…combine to create tales that readers from any walk of life can
relate to simply as human beings… refreshingly renews one’s wonder of the world and broadens
one’s appreciation for it’The Toronto Star‘Colourful and inspiring… This feisty, sexy, energetic
tale… offers the best of memoir and travel narrative combined. Gough chronicles her encounters
with both humour and wisdom’Ebook Tops.com‘A terrific yarn. Highly recommended’Choice‘Skip
this review, head straight to the bookstore, and buy Kite Strings of the Southern Cross’Spa
Magazine (U.S.)
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To Joe Fisher,wherever you are

‘It should not be denied that being footloose has always exhilarated us. It is associated in our
minds with escape from history and oppression and law and irksome obligations, with absolute
freedom, and the road has always led west’Wallace Stegner, The American West as Living
Space‘And the climb upward out of the cave into the upper world is the ascent of the mind into
the domain of true knowledge’Plato‘Sometimes she thought she was just trying to have fun in
life, and other times she realised she must be terribly confused’Lorrie Moore, Like Life

‘Each day at the hour of the highest tide a large white sow would appear at the end of the street
in Palestina. With calm, slow dignity, threading her way between the chunks of balsa and the
trunks of trees that had been torn away and flung up on the beach by the winter storms, she
would stand finally for a moment where the last waves spilled around her feet; then, head held
high, staring intently toward the north and oceanic curve of the horizon, she would move out into
the water and stand there in profound meditation up to her shoulders in the sea while the
breakers crashed over her head. Something deep and awful drove her into the sea; something
deep and awful, poetic and unpiggish drew her daily to contemplate the vastness and mystery of
the Pacific. Her eyes were drawn to the northern edges of the earth at the limits of her vision as



though, the first pig in the history of the world, she were realising the roundness of this globe
upon which she was imprisoned. Almost immediately I identified myself with that old white sow,
envied her that dignity and that impulse toward transfiguration that drove her into the breakers. I
could only give her my own qualities; we were both strangers on a savage coast, both of us
burned with longings, an awareness of mortality, a sense of having arrived at that point when we
would harvest our own destinies.’From Moritz Thomsen’s unpublished memoirs
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The events in this book all took place before September 11, 2001, when the world was, or
seemed to be, a simpler place, certainly less wary, and when it was still OK to have a quarrel
with an American border guard.

Chapter 1June 20, 1998Ijust left my life behind and am heading to the other side of it. The other
side of it is called California, the land of iced organic defatted decaf soy mochas at every small
town street corner, T-shirts any day of the year, taco stands in the desert, orange trees on front
lawns and avocado trees in the back; the land of redwoods and palms and palm readings down
the road, mountains almost everywhere and a twelve-hundred-mile view of the sea. It’s the land
of Tom Waits drinking tea in a backwoods café. I saw him once. He ordered the tea with his
gravelly voice and when he got up to leave, he turned around to smile at me as if we were in one
of his songs.California, I’ve wanted you all my life. You’re almost on the horizon, although I can
still see my hometown of Guelph, Ontario, Canada in the rearview mirror and California is 2,500
miles west of here.I’m driving a blue, beat-up mini Ford Bronco that I’ve decided to call Marcia, in
honour of Marcia Clark, the prosecuting attorney in the O. J. Simpson trial. I didn’t want the



Bronco to remind me of O. J. Simpson who tried to escape down the LA freeway in a Ford
Bronco with a disguise, ten thousand dollars and a pistol to his head. Next to me sits a woman
I’ve decided to call Morticia, although I call her that only in my mind. She’s wearing a black
polyester dress draping down to her ankles on one of the hottest days of the year and her long
hair is dyed the colour of slick tar. Enough black make-up is painted around her eyes to frighten
small children and her face is unnaturally pale. Her real name is Debbie. I’ve just learned
Morticia is 28, which seems a little old to be decked out in this sort of Goth get-up, or whatever
they call it, especially when we’re about to cross the border from Canada into the U.S. and I can’t
imagine the American border patrols will take kindly to her freakish attire.Morticia is with me
because she read the notice I placed on the University of Guelph ride board:CALIFORNIA OR
BUST. LEAVING NEXT WEEK.CALL IF YOU WANT TO COME ALONG ANDSHARE DRIVING
AND GAS.Debbie was the first reasonable person to call, or so she sounded on the phone.
Before that, I’d had a variety of calls, all sounding like potential nutcases, although the seventeen
year old named Jason who wanted to move to the desert and start his own band could have
been inspiring. The middle-aged Polish woman who was escaping her husband would have
been trouble and the student who said he’d never consider sleeping anywhere but in a hotel was
a definite no. Hadn’t he ever slept in his car even once? Thrown his sleeping bag on the ground
in a field under the stars one night? What was wrong with twenty-two year olds these days?I
liked Debbie right away. She sounded fun. Debbie said she was a grad student and she wanted
a ride to St. Louis, Missouri, where her boyfriend lived. St. Louis is only twelve hours from
Guelph, not even a third of the way to California, but she sounded so high-spirited and
levelheaded on the phone, I said yes. We spoke over the phone again a few times to make
arrangements but we didn’t meet in person until today when I picked her up at her place in one
of the student housing areas of town, a neighbourhood of tall trees, large old houses in varying
stages of disrepair, and dented cars parked on the road with bumper stickers saying things like
Think Globally, Act Locally and Mean People Suck and Think Whirled Peas! The woman who
answered the door seemed to be dressed for Hallowe’en even though this is June.‘Is Debbie
here? We’re driving to St. Louis.’‘That’s me. I’m almost done packing. Hold on. Oh, nice to meet
you.’I waited on her front porch under the scorching sun while she disappeared into the
darkness of the house. I heard laughter inside but couldn’t see any faces through the screen
door. From somewhere in the back of the house a male voice said, ‘Are you really taking that
thing, Deb? Hot damn!’ When she reappeared on the porch carrying a knapsack, a black leather
case and a rolled-up army sleeping bag I couldn’t help noticing she was beautiful. She thrust her
hand out to shake mine, the normalcy of the gesture taking me by surprise. Under the layers of
black fabric she seemed to carry herself with the grace of someone with long slender limbs and
a slow gait. Her eyes, beneath the metallic layers of eye shadow, were large and green and of an
uncommon clarity, almost childlike, as if they were focused at a wider angle than most, allowing
more of the world inside. Although her straight hair was dyed black from her ears down, its roots
were shades of mahogany and red like tones of polished wood. Her skin looked as if it had never



been touched by the sun, the colour of cream, and although some sun would have given it a
cherry glow, she hadn’t a single line or wrinkle.As we walked toward my car she struggled with
the zipper of her leather case which wouldn’t close because it was bulging full of clothes. When I
helped her hold the case while she pulled the zipper, I noticed that on top of some folded black
jeans, a long strip of leather was coiled around itself like a black snake. ‘Looks like a belt, doesn’t
it?’ she said.‘I guess. Is it?’‘It’s a whip!’ she said as she yanked the zipper across the top. She
tossed the case and sleeping bag into the back of my car, hopped in the front seat, waved out
the window and shouted goodbye at the house. As we drove off, she chuckled to herself, as if
she knew something I didn’t. Terrific, I thought. I’ll tell the American border guards she’s a
hitchhiker and I’m dropping her off at the Beat Me in St. Louis S&M convention. I should have
gone for the Polish woman with the mean husband.Morticia and I have been trying to have a
conversation but I think her outfit is getting in the way. It’s as if we’re from different countries and
we don’t know the right questions to ask. Already I can tell we’re both the sort who prefer asking
questions rather than answering them. This conversation is like a game we’re playing, tossing a
hot potato back and forth as fast as we can so we don’t have to think things through, so it
doesn’t burn us.‘So how long are you going to St. Louis for?’ I lean toward the open window to let
the wind cool my face.‘Don’t know yet. I have to wait and see how I like it. Why are you going to
California?’ Her feet on the dash. She’s wearing army boots. The heat, I keep thinking. I’m in
sandals and even they seem too hot today.‘I love California. I’ve been there lots of times. Hot day
for a drive. Too bad I don’t have air conditioning. So you’re visiting your boyfriend in St.
Louis?’‘Yep. Can’t wait. What’s so great about California?’ she asks.I turn to look at her eyes
again, and this time I don’t notice their clarity, but how they’re expertly rimmed with smooth black
eyeliner that grows gradually thicker from the inside until it reaches the iris and then tapers
dramatically to a feathery tail just beyond the corner of her eye. I’m wearing cut-off shorts, a
cotton sleeveless top and no make-up. Suddenly I feel very unfashionable. ‘Lots of things. The
coast for one thing. Most of the California coast is rugged and undeveloped. People don’t realise
that. They associate California with L.A. But so much of the state is wilderness. It’s full of scenic
beauty. So what are you studying?’‘Physics. And some other stuff. What are the people like
there?’‘Physics?’ I look over to see she hasn’t rolled down her window at all.‘I’ll probably do a
post-doc in physics. The Californians – what are they like?’‘I guess you find all types there,’ I tell
her. ‘The place is full of variety. People actually from the state and all kinds of people who’ve left
winter and pollution and their old lives somewhere else. California’s very progressive, lots of
environmentalists, social activists. No smoking allowed in public in the whole state, not in bars,
restaurants. They don’t even allow it in outdoor cafés out there. But it doesn’t seem to matter
much because hardly anyone seems to smoke there any more. They talk about it as if it’s kind of
a quaint and embarrassing idea from the past.’ I pass a slow-moving RV. ‘Where are you
from?’‘Toronto originally.’ She picks up her knapsack and begins rifling through it. ‘You?’‘Guelph.
I was born in the States but grew up in Guelph mostly.’ She’s looking intently for something.
Cigarettes perhaps.‘I have way too much stuff in this thing. So how long are you going to



California for?’ She’s emptying the knapsack’s contents onto her lap. One by one the items
tumble out – a giant hairbrush, a clear plastic make-up bag, two tattered paperbacks, comic
books that appear to feature leather-clad women in black masks holding whips, an electric
toothbrush…‘For the summer,’ I tell her, although it could be much longer. I might actually be
moving there for good. I might actually be leaving my entire life behind. Everything. I might be
leaving my nice boyfriend and a hundred other friends, work, maple trees, streets where people
know my name, a hometown where every block contains a memory. ‘Hey, comics. I used to love
Archie comics,’ I say. ‘Betty and Veronica was my favourite.’‘No way. Me too.’ For a second her
eyes flash wide. ‘They’re worth a lot, if you have the right ones and they’re in good shape.’‘There
must be five hundred Archies in my parents’ basement,’ I tell her. Maple forests stretch back from
both sides of the highway, occasionally interrupted by a dairy or cattle farm. I look at the
collection of odds and ends piled on the black clingy nylon of Morticia’s lap. She must be boiling
in those clothes but she’s not even sweating. She actually seems cool. I keep thinking she’ll
explain something about herself, like her appearance, but after over an hour’s drive it doesn’t
seem she will. Couldn’t she have ditched the costume just for today? We’re about to cross an
international border.‘Is that rain?’ she asks. Big drops are starting to spatter the windshield. The
sky has become suddenly leaden.‘Yeah, rain will be nice. Cool things down. I love summer
rains.’‘Me too,’ she says. ‘I love how rain smells.’ She takes a deep breath and closes her eyes.
We’re discussing the weather. She’s dressed as a witch for Christ’s sake. Is her appearance
supposed to pass without comment? ‘Smells like dust rising,’ she adds.Dust rising? I’d expect
someone so urban-looking, dressed as if she prefers the night and all its dark offerings, midnight
taxi rides and full moon coven get-togethers for instance, wouldn’t care or even know about the
smell of summer rain showers. Yet she does. She tells me how as a kid she’d run into the street
during thunderstorms, how her mother hated it, how she loved to feel drenched. Our
conversation turns to Lewis Carroll, whom she loves. The rain is pounding harder, instantly
cooling the air like a gift. Cars have switched on their headlights and I can hardly see the
highway. Morticia and I discuss European medieval history and poetry. She likes T. S. Eliot and
Emily Dickinson. Me too. This is wonderful. Morticia is thoughtful and self-possessed, a bright
mind with a youthful confidence, happy even. I wonder why she’s showing the world this dark
image of herself. Is it a reflection of a personal tragedy she’s projecting? Perhaps it’s more
subtle, something fragile and vulnerable deep within her that’s not apparent by anything other
than the way she presents herself, this physical fact of her black outfit. Maybe it’s fashion,
something she and her friends can wear to be distinguished in a crowd, to pretend they’re
different, more interesting than the rest of us, possessors of a secret knowledge. I can’t fathom
what it could be but perhaps that’s what separates the young from the rest of us. The young,
anyone under thirty, are still open to the world, still believe it can be new, offer fresh ideas. Those
of us over thirty, even by a few years like myself, have started shutting the door on anything new.
We’ve grown suspicious, weary. We’ve already allowed enough of the world in to last us a
lifetime. Anything new would be confusing.‘So are you excited about seeing your



boyfriend?’‘God yes.’ She peers in her knapsack again and looks up, puzzled, as if she can’t
remember if she brought something.‘So how long have you known him?’ The rain is splashing
the side of my face and feels so good I leave the window open.‘Over a year now.’‘How did you
meet him?’‘On the Net. There it is! It was in the pocket!’ She holds out a Kit Kat chocolate bar in
front of her with both hands.

Chapter 1June 20, 1998Ijust left my life behind and am heading to the other side of it. The other
side of it is called California, the land of iced organic defatted decaf soy mochas at every small
town street corner, T-shirts any day of the year, taco stands in the desert, orange trees on front
lawns and avocado trees in the back; the land of redwoods and palms and palm readings down
the road, mountains almost everywhere and a twelve-hundred-mile view of the sea. It’s the land
of Tom Waits drinking tea in a backwoods café. I saw him once. He ordered the tea with his
gravelly voice and when he got up to leave, he turned around to smile at me as if we were in one
of his songs.California, I’ve wanted you all my life. You’re almost on the horizon, although I can
still see my hometown of Guelph, Ontario, Canada in the rearview mirror and California is 2,500
miles west of here.I’m driving a blue, beat-up mini Ford Bronco that I’ve decided to call Marcia, in
honour of Marcia Clark, the prosecuting attorney in the O. J. Simpson trial. I didn’t want the
Bronco to remind me of O. J. Simpson who tried to escape down the LA freeway in a Ford
Bronco with a disguise, ten thousand dollars and a pistol to his head. Next to me sits a woman
I’ve decided to call Morticia, although I call her that only in my mind. She’s wearing a black
polyester dress draping down to her ankles on one of the hottest days of the year and her long
hair is dyed the colour of slick tar. Enough black make-up is painted around her eyes to frighten
small children and her face is unnaturally pale. Her real name is Debbie. I’ve just learned
Morticia is 28, which seems a little old to be decked out in this sort of Goth get-up, or whatever
they call it, especially when we’re about to cross the border from Canada into the U.S. and I can’t
imagine the American border patrols will take kindly to her freakish attire.Morticia is with me
because she read the notice I placed on the University of Guelph ride board:CALIFORNIA OR
BUST. LEAVING NEXT WEEK.CALL IF YOU WANT TO COME ALONG ANDSHARE DRIVING
AND GAS.Debbie was the first reasonable person to call, or so she sounded on the phone.
Before that, I’d had a variety of calls, all sounding like potential nutcases, although the seventeen
year old named Jason who wanted to move to the desert and start his own band could have
been inspiring. The middle-aged Polish woman who was escaping her husband would have
been trouble and the student who said he’d never consider sleeping anywhere but in a hotel was
a definite no. Hadn’t he ever slept in his car even once? Thrown his sleeping bag on the ground
in a field under the stars one night? What was wrong with twenty-two year olds these days?I
liked Debbie right away. She sounded fun. Debbie said she was a grad student and she wanted
a ride to St. Louis, Missouri, where her boyfriend lived. St. Louis is only twelve hours from
Guelph, not even a third of the way to California, but she sounded so high-spirited and
levelheaded on the phone, I said yes. We spoke over the phone again a few times to make



arrangements but we didn’t meet in person until today when I picked her up at her place in one
of the student housing areas of town, a neighbourhood of tall trees, large old houses in varying
stages of disrepair, and dented cars parked on the road with bumper stickers saying things like
Think Globally, Act Locally and Mean People Suck and Think Whirled Peas! The woman who
answered the door seemed to be dressed for Hallowe’en even though this is June.‘Is Debbie
here? We’re driving to St. Louis.’‘That’s me. I’m almost done packing. Hold on. Oh, nice to meet
you.’I waited on her front porch under the scorching sun while she disappeared into the
darkness of the house. I heard laughter inside but couldn’t see any faces through the screen
door. From somewhere in the back of the house a male voice said, ‘Are you really taking that
thing, Deb? Hot damn!’ When she reappeared on the porch carrying a knapsack, a black leather
case and a rolled-up army sleeping bag I couldn’t help noticing she was beautiful. She thrust her
hand out to shake mine, the normalcy of the gesture taking me by surprise. Under the layers of
black fabric she seemed to carry herself with the grace of someone with long slender limbs and
a slow gait. Her eyes, beneath the metallic layers of eye shadow, were large and green and of an
uncommon clarity, almost childlike, as if they were focused at a wider angle than most, allowing
more of the world inside. Although her straight hair was dyed black from her ears down, its roots
were shades of mahogany and red like tones of polished wood. Her skin looked as if it had never
been touched by the sun, the colour of cream, and although some sun would have given it a
cherry glow, she hadn’t a single line or wrinkle.As we walked toward my car she struggled with
the zipper of her leather case which wouldn’t close because it was bulging full of clothes. When I
helped her hold the case while she pulled the zipper, I noticed that on top of some folded black
jeans, a long strip of leather was coiled around itself like a black snake. ‘Looks like a belt, doesn’t
it?’ she said.‘I guess. Is it?’‘It’s a whip!’ she said as she yanked the zipper across the top. She
tossed the case and sleeping bag into the back of my car, hopped in the front seat, waved out
the window and shouted goodbye at the house. As we drove off, she chuckled to herself, as if
she knew something I didn’t. Terrific, I thought. I’ll tell the American border guards she’s a
hitchhiker and I’m dropping her off at the Beat Me in St. Louis S&M convention. I should have
gone for the Polish woman with the mean husband.Morticia and I have been trying to have a
conversation but I think her outfit is getting in the way. It’s as if we’re from different countries and
we don’t know the right questions to ask. Already I can tell we’re both the sort who prefer asking
questions rather than answering them. This conversation is like a game we’re playing, tossing a
hot potato back and forth as fast as we can so we don’t have to think things through, so it
doesn’t burn us.‘So how long are you going to St. Louis for?’ I lean toward the open window to let
the wind cool my face.‘Don’t know yet. I have to wait and see how I like it. Why are you going to
California?’ Her feet on the dash. She’s wearing army boots. The heat, I keep thinking. I’m in
sandals and even they seem too hot today.‘I love California. I’ve been there lots of times. Hot day
for a drive. Too bad I don’t have air conditioning. So you’re visiting your boyfriend in St.
Louis?’‘Yep. Can’t wait. What’s so great about California?’ she asks.I turn to look at her eyes
again, and this time I don’t notice their clarity, but how they’re expertly rimmed with smooth black



eyeliner that grows gradually thicker from the inside until it reaches the iris and then tapers
dramatically to a feathery tail just beyond the corner of her eye. I’m wearing cut-off shorts, a
cotton sleeveless top and no make-up. Suddenly I feel very unfashionable. ‘Lots of things. The
coast for one thing. Most of the California coast is rugged and undeveloped. People don’t realise
that. They associate California with L.A. But so much of the state is wilderness. It’s full of scenic
beauty. So what are you studying?’‘Physics. And some other stuff. What are the people like
there?’‘Physics?’ I look over to see she hasn’t rolled down her window at all.‘I’ll probably do a
post-doc in physics. The Californians – what are they like?’‘I guess you find all types there,’ I tell
her. ‘The place is full of variety. People actually from the state and all kinds of people who’ve left
winter and pollution and their old lives somewhere else. California’s very progressive, lots of
environmentalists, social activists. No smoking allowed in public in the whole state, not in bars,
restaurants. They don’t even allow it in outdoor cafés out there. But it doesn’t seem to matter
much because hardly anyone seems to smoke there any more. They talk about it as if it’s kind of
a quaint and embarrassing idea from the past.’ I pass a slow-moving RV. ‘Where are you
from?’‘Toronto originally.’ She picks up her knapsack and begins rifling through it. ‘You?’‘Guelph.
I was born in the States but grew up in Guelph mostly.’ She’s looking intently for something.
Cigarettes perhaps.‘I have way too much stuff in this thing. So how long are you going to
California for?’ She’s emptying the knapsack’s contents onto her lap. One by one the items
tumble out – a giant hairbrush, a clear plastic make-up bag, two tattered paperbacks, comic
books that appear to feature leather-clad women in black masks holding whips, an electric
toothbrush…‘For the summer,’ I tell her, although it could be much longer. I might actually be
moving there for good. I might actually be leaving my entire life behind. Everything. I might be
leaving my nice boyfriend and a hundred other friends, work, maple trees, streets where people
know my name, a hometown where every block contains a memory. ‘Hey, comics. I used to love
Archie comics,’ I say. ‘Betty and Veronica was my favourite.’‘No way. Me too.’ For a second her
eyes flash wide. ‘They’re worth a lot, if you have the right ones and they’re in good shape.’‘There
must be five hundred Archies in my parents’ basement,’ I tell her. Maple forests stretch back from
both sides of the highway, occasionally interrupted by a dairy or cattle farm. I look at the
collection of odds and ends piled on the black clingy nylon of Morticia’s lap. She must be boiling
in those clothes but she’s not even sweating. She actually seems cool. I keep thinking she’ll
explain something about herself, like her appearance, but after over an hour’s drive it doesn’t
seem she will. Couldn’t she have ditched the costume just for today? We’re about to cross an
international border.‘Is that rain?’ she asks. Big drops are starting to spatter the windshield. The
sky has become suddenly leaden.‘Yeah, rain will be nice. Cool things down. I love summer
rains.’‘Me too,’ she says. ‘I love how rain smells.’ She takes a deep breath and closes her eyes.
We’re discussing the weather. She’s dressed as a witch for Christ’s sake. Is her appearance
supposed to pass without comment? ‘Smells like dust rising,’ she adds.Dust rising? I’d expect
someone so urban-looking, dressed as if she prefers the night and all its dark offerings, midnight
taxi rides and full moon coven get-togethers for instance, wouldn’t care or even know about the



smell of summer rain showers. Yet she does. She tells me how as a kid she’d run into the street
during thunderstorms, how her mother hated it, how she loved to feel drenched. Our
conversation turns to Lewis Carroll, whom she loves. The rain is pounding harder, instantly
cooling the air like a gift. Cars have switched on their headlights and I can hardly see the
highway. Morticia and I discuss European medieval history and poetry. She likes T. S. Eliot and
Emily Dickinson. Me too. This is wonderful. Morticia is thoughtful and self-possessed, a bright
mind with a youthful confidence, happy even. I wonder why she’s showing the world this dark
image of herself. Is it a reflection of a personal tragedy she’s projecting? Perhaps it’s more
subtle, something fragile and vulnerable deep within her that’s not apparent by anything other
than the way she presents herself, this physical fact of her black outfit. Maybe it’s fashion,
something she and her friends can wear to be distinguished in a crowd, to pretend they’re
different, more interesting than the rest of us, possessors of a secret knowledge. I can’t fathom
what it could be but perhaps that’s what separates the young from the rest of us. The young,
anyone under thirty, are still open to the world, still believe it can be new, offer fresh ideas. Those
of us over thirty, even by a few years like myself, have started shutting the door on anything new.
We’ve grown suspicious, weary. We’ve already allowed enough of the world in to last us a
lifetime. Anything new would be confusing.‘So are you excited about seeing your
boyfriend?’‘God yes.’ She peers in her knapsack again and looks up, puzzled, as if she can’t
remember if she brought something.‘So how long have you known him?’ The rain is splashing
the side of my face and feels so good I leave the window open.‘Over a year now.’‘How did you
meet him?’‘On the Net. There it is! It was in the pocket!’ She holds out a Kit Kat chocolate bar in
front of her with both hands.‘I didn’t know they still made Kit Kats. No kidding, the Net? In a chat
room or something?’ I glance over to see she’s still holding the chocolate bar up to the
windshield like a trophy. Somehow this lightens my heart. ‘Remember Bar Six? You can’t get Bar
Sixes any more. Or Pixie Stix either. So, a chat line?’‘We like the same music, Alex and I, that’s
his name. Kind of a music chat line.’‘Really? What’s he like?’‘He’s funny. Super intelligent, a little
out there. Lives in his head, one of those types. Pretty cute too, sounds like.’ She offers me two
sticks of the Kit Kat, half of it.‘Thanks. Sounds like? Sounds like what?’ I bite into the melted
chocolate.She takes a bite and chews slowly, contemplating; then, scrunching up the red
wrapper she says suddenly, ‘Like he’s cute, not that he’s actually said that about himself, but I
can tell a lot about him by the way he writes. I know more about him than I do about my own
brother. It’s amazing what you can learn about a person you’ve never seen.’‘You’ve never seen
him?’ I keep my eyes on the road but say it cheerily, so she’ll go on.‘No. That’s why I’m going to
St. Louis, to see him.’‘Oh… right.’ I swallow the last of my Kit Kat. The rain has stopped as
suddenly as it arrived and already the sky is brightening. Ahead is a sign saying, ‘Bridge to the
United States.’ We pay a toll fee and cross the half-mile expanse over the St. Clair River where it
flows out of Lake Huron. The view from the bridge is a glorious surprise. The sun has escaped
from the rapidly moving clouds and its reflection on the water is blinding. A rainbow enlivens the
sky and far below sailboats emerge looking like toys. At the end of the bridge we drive straight up



to the immigration booth without having to wait in a line. I say hello and smile at the white-haired
man behind the glass. He slides open his little window.‘Nationality?’‘Canadians.’‘Purpose of
visit?’‘Vacation.’‘Where are you going?’‘I’m going to California and she’s going to St. Louis.’The
man leans out the window to get a closer look. Morticia twists her wrist up to give him a wave. He
takes a deep uncompassionate breath. ‘Yeah, right, and I was born yesterday.’‘Excuse
me?’‘Would you mind telling me where you’re really going?’I repeat what I just told him.‘Look
ladies. I don’t have time for this. Where are you going today?’‘Why wouldn’t we be going to
California and St. Louis?’ Don’t people go to those places? We have to go somewhere. I look
over at Morticia. She shrugs. Maybe he thinks someone who looks like Morticia wouldn’t be
caught dead in the Bible-belted flatness of the Midwest. I turn back to the border guard. ‘Would it
make a difference if I said Chicago? Nevada? … South Dakota?’Ignoring me, he writes
something on a little piece of paper. ‘Pull your vehicle over there and step inside the main
building.’ The man hands me the piece of paper and with no warmth in his voice whatsoever
says, ‘Think about telling the truth once you’re inside.’We pull into the mostly empty parking lot
and stop the car. Morticia says to me quickly, almost under her breath, ‘Let’s just say we’re both
going to California.’‘But why?’ I ask, incredulous.‘Because it sounds weird to say we’re going to
two different places.’‘Why? We have nothing to hide. We just tell them the truth. If we lie they’ll
trip us up. There’s no point. Let’s just tell them the exact truth. We’re not doing anything
illegal.’‘But they don’t trust the Internet. Don’t tell them I met Alex on the Internet.’‘OK. I doubt
they’ll ask that anyway. This should be over in five minutes.’ As I open the car door I glance into
the back seat at my pile of things. It’s true. I have nothing to hide. When they search the car
they’ll see my tent, my camping gear, my books, my maps of the Rockies, maps of California, my
hiking guides, Morticia’s whip. What’s the big deal? I begin to feel my pumping heart as we walk
to the inspection station.The spacious, air-conditioned U.S. immigration building, impeccably
clean with freshly painted white walls, is a far cry from the bleak and grey immigration offices I’ve
seen in developing countries. Those offices usually have peeling paint, cheap fluorescent lights,
too few windows and men standing around holding unreasonably large guns. Sometimes, giant
warning signs declare, ‘Anyone Caught With Drugs Will Be Hung.’ Things never seem on the up
and up in those offices.Another white-haired man is waiting for us, although this one’s hair
shoots up in mean military spikes like a bristle brush, perfectly flat on top. Pallid blue eyes
narrow to slits as he watches us take the long walk up to his counter. He taps his fingers. Four or
five people behind him sit at computer screens in a brightly-lit office. When we arrive at the
counter he doesn’t say anything at first but continues tapping his fingers, eyeing us, and then,
‘Your story?’‘For some reason the guy out there didn’t believe us.’ I hand him the piece of paper
that seems to be written in scrawl, perhaps in code. ‘I’m going to California and I’m dropping her
off in St. Louis.’‘Aha,’ he says, ‘and why should he believe you?’ He’s still tapping his
fingers.‘Because it’s the truth. Don’t people go to California any more? Do you want to see my
maps of California? Addresses of friends I have there? What can I show you?’‘Some I.D. for
starters.’ His tongue is perched on the side of his mouth as if that’s its usual resting place. He



has a crowded bulldog face.I fish through my bag and produce a driver’s license, a library card,
and some other photo I.D. Canadians and Americans aren’t usually required to show a passport
when crossing each other’s borders so I never take mine with me when entering the
States.‘What do you do for a living?’‘I’m a teacher.’ I don’t tell him I’m also a writer. That sounds
suspicious to people like this.‘Teacher?’ He turns around to the people behind him at the
computer screens and shouts, ‘She’s trying to tell me she’s a teacher!’ A few of them look up
from their screens, not particularly interested.‘Why wouldn’t I be a teacher?’‘You don’t look like a
teacher to me.’ Again, that narrowing of his eyes set back in his hardened face.‘Why not?’ Does
he think all teachers wear hair spray, navy suits and sensible shoes?‘So if you’re a teacher
you’re really smart. You should know all the capital cities.’‘I know capital cities. Try me.’His eyes
are barely visible now, mere cracks of watery blue. For some reason he doesn’t want to play this
geography game after all.‘What do you teach?’ He turns around. ‘Listen to this, guys.’ The office
people don’t seem to be listening.‘Lots of different things. High school English, E.S.L., adult
education. I used to teach...’‘Prove you’re a teacher.’In my wallet I find my teacher identification
card, something I acquired ages ago, after teacher’s college, to give me discounts at museums
and on trains overseas. It never worked very well for discounts, although once it was enough to
get me a teaching job in Fiji. He takes the card, holds it at arm’s length for a better view of my
photo, as if he’s farsighted.‘That you? Your hair’s different here.’ I lean over and we both look at
the picture together, trying to discern how different my hair was. Morticia looks also.‘Not really,’ I
say. ‘Hardly at all. My hair was a little longer then maybe.’ Morticia agrees.‘Well, this could be
forged.’ He tosses the card onto the counter. I notice the skin around his jowls hangs in
unpleasant folds.‘Forged? Why would I forge this?’‘Why would I forge this?’ he mocks, in an
unnecessarily prissy version of my voice. My face is starting to get hot. I hate this man. There’s
definitely something wrong with him. ‘How much money are you taking into my country?’ He
emphasises the ‘my’ by drawing it out with an exaggerated southern accent. ‘Hey, guys! This
should be good!’ He says this loudly enough for his co-workers to hear but this time doesn’t
bother turning around so it’s as if he’s shouting this at us.‘Well, I have lots of money in my bank
account and I’ll be using this ATM card and my credit card. I could also show you...’‘Did you guys
catch that?’ he barks, still facing us.‘I could also show you my bank book. It’s in the car.’ I pass
him two bank cards.He looks at each of the cards, turns them over, holds them at arm’s length.
Then, with an alarmingly vicious twist of his mouth, he says, ‘Oh, excuse me, I think these are
plastic. Do these pieces of plastic look like money to you?’ He pauses, waiting for an answer,
and proceeds to do something bordering on the unforgivable. He tosses my two plastic cards up
above the counter so they do little flips in the air, bounce down, and land on the floor.‘Of course
they’re plastic.’ I’d like this man to suffer a massive cardiac arrest, right here and now, I think as I
bend down to retrieve my cards. ‘Haven’t you seen credit cards before? What do you want?
Traveller’s cheques? People don’t need to use those any more, not with bank machines
everywhere, with ATMs. Do you want me to carry American cash across the border? What’s the
point of that when I can get it in five minutes at the nearest ATM around here? That’s what



everybody does.’‘That’s what everybody does,’ he repeats. He’s smiling. ‘Did you guys hear
that?’ One of his co-workers seems to be taking a passing interest in this exchange. I look to this
other man, exasperated, in hopes he’ll add some sanity to the situation. He smiles slightly,
shakes his head, and looks back to his computer screen. What’s going on here? Why is this man
not believing a word I say? Do I look like a criminal? And why is he picking on me alone while
Morticia over here looks as if she’s on her way to a satanic cult meeting? This guy’s a complete
bastard, an American Border Bastard. Mr Border Bastard sighs deeply and says sternly, ‘I don’t
want you going into my country and running out of money. I don’t want you on the street, young
lady.’‘On the street? What do I look like? A bum? A bag lady?’ I take a step back, hold out my
arms, look down at my shorts, purple top and sandals. I don’t think I look like a bum, not at all. In
fact I look like Mary Tyler Moore dressed for a summer day. ‘Do I? Do I look like a bum?’ Both Mr
Border Bastard and Morticia look me over and seem to consider this. Despite Morticia’s obvious
sense of good fashion, she shakes her head. No, she doesn’t think I look like a bum either. Is this
man deranged? I want to ask him if he gets paid to be a jackass, if it’s part of the job description.
He’s just waiting for me to blow up at him. I can feel it. He wants that. I decide to change tactics. I
step back to the counter. ‘Would it make a difference if I told you I’m American?’My words drop
like lead. Mr Border Bastard’s face empties of expression. ‘Excuse me?’ He cocks his head as if
he didn’t hear me right.‘I was born in the United States, in Madison, Wisconsin. I have dual
citizenship.’ I cringe when I say ‘dual citizenship’ because from past experience at American
borders I’ve learned they don’t take kindly to that term.The contours of his face begin to change.
‘Oh is that so? Is that so? Prove it.’ He folds his arms and stands up straight but this time doesn’t
shout anything back to the others.I look through my wallet and hand him my birth certificate. He
takes it without removing his eyes from mine. At first he just fingers it before taking a look, as if
he knows the feel of counterfeit, then he turns it over, holds it at arm’s length to read every word
with his beady rat eyes. He frowns. He’s unnerved, disarmed, furious.‘Why did you
lie?’‘When?’‘You said you were Canadian. Did you not say you were Canadian?’
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Story Circle Book Reviews, “An Intrepid Traveller. Laurie Gough is an intrepid traveller with a
youthful exuberance for adventure. I realize, though, that no matter what one's age, some people
are born with wanderlust and have a need to travel the world. The interesting thing is, travellers
always return home. That's what Gough does. She's been to thirty countries, hitchhiking
thousands of miles by herself though fourteen of them. But she always returns to her hometown
of Guelph, Ontario in Canada.At the beginning of Kiss the Sunset Pig, Gough sets off for
California from Guelph in a "blue, beat-up mini Ford Bronco" she calls Marcia. To help with
driving and expenses, she picks up a travelling companion named Debbie, whom she has met
through an ad and, before the trip begins, has only spoken to on the phone. Debbie gets
dropped off in St. Louis, Missouri, at the home of a boyfriend she has never met face to
face."Sometimes I think I'm still looking for an axis," Gough writes early on in her journey. After
reading her book, I think the axis may be the wanderlust. It's who she is. For a person with
wanderlust, there is no perfect place to live. A place may seem ideal, for a time, but really it's just
a base at which to prepare oneself for the next adventure.Reading about her encounters with
strange and wonderful people is frightening at times (for the reader and for her), but I realize
travelling with a companion or in a group, as I usually do, one is not open to the same exciting
possibilities. Travelling solo, Gough finds herself talking to strangers more readily as she's more
open and more herself. "That's the thing about travelling: it's like peeling away a layer of yourself,
exposing yourself to the world so it can expose itself to you".The structure of the book is an
interesting one that works extremely well. (She did the same in her first book, Kite Strings of the
Southern Cross, which I highly recommend.) Rather than write a book of travel stories in
chronological order, Gough reflects on previous journeys as she drives across the United States
in a car that needs lots of garage visits along the way.One of those reflections is the Greek island
of Naxos. There Gough created a temporary home under a small bamboo wind shelter on the
beach. Her backpack went missing for a time and to ease her panic, she looked at the
"dependable milky rock" of the moon. Gough realized things like that didn't matter "in the great
scheme of the universe" (she had her passport and money), and I realize too, as a traveller, one
needs to practice non-attachment. Gough describes Greece beautifully as a "land where myth
and reality swirl around each other in a luminous haze." Yet she needed to move on, "to see the
rest of the world."One summer, Gough hitchhiked to the Yukon, 3,000 miles from Guelph. She
says hitchhiking is "always a surprise study of human beings." Her travelling companion Kevin
told her of his own world adventures. His advice was "You have no idea what's in store for you,
but if you let yourself go along with the flow of the unknown and accept whatever happens,
things seem to work out".The "exotic detours" of which Gough writes don't all have happy
endings. Her teaching job in Kashechewan in Canada's sub-Arctic ended after only three
months with Gough defeated and exhausted by the chaos of a third-grade class. A trip to
Jamaica with her sister ended quickly, as Gough likes to stay with locals while her sister prefers



fancy hotels.Gough is full of questions about where she belongs. Those questions don't at all
detract from the book; they help us relate. After all, travel is about looking for oneself, and as
travel-book readers, we get to reflect on similar questions.On her trip to California, Gough plays
Joni Mitchell's "California" that includes the phrase "kiss the sunset pig." She carries a tattered
notebook called "Cave Journal" and would like to find that cave on the Pacific again, where she
spent some time thirteen years previously. Along with her questions and her longing, Gough has
a healthy sense of humour about her encounters along the way. She describes a town on the
Great Plains called Grainfield as the "size of a bath mat."At an earlier age, Gough described
herself as "still on my way to everywhere." She has learned that travel can mean "hours, even
days of despair, rain, heatwaves, snow, mosquitoes, late trains, no trains, followed by a single
moment of dazzling elation. It was those single moments one tended to recall." Gough makes
some realizations at the end of her California trip that I don't want to reveal here. But I would say,
even though she is older and perhaps wiser, I still see her as on her way to everywhere.Gough
has married since the stories written about in her book and has a baby son. They divide their
time between a farmhouse outside of Guelph, Ontario, and a Quebec village. Seventeen of her
stories have been anthologised in various literary travel books, including Salon.com's
Wanderlust: Real-Life Tales of Adventure and Romance and Sand in My Bra: Funny Women
Write from the Road. She has written for the Los Angeles Times, the Globe and Mail, the
National Post, Outpost, Canadian Geographic and numerous literary journals.by Mary Ann
Moorefor Story Circle Book Reviews[...]reviewing books by, for, and about women”

seagypsy, “I Could Relate. As a young female traveler, Laurie has a unique perspective. I felt like
I was reading a letter from my best friend. Adventure and girl talk. Being attracted to a cute guy
until he reprograms your car radio to country music. Fights with your sister who doesn't
understand you and makes a lot more money than you do. Asking yourself why you are travelling
in the middle of nowhere while everyone else has stable lives. Taking jobs, traveling to Jamaica
at the drop of a hat, camping in a cave along the beach. Thinking, writing, dreaming. Searching
for something. Seeing great beauty in nature. Taking chances and living life deeply. Not many
people can write like that.”

Patricia A. Vicino, “An Inspiring and Thought-Provoking Journey. If you enjoyed Kite Strings of
the Southern Cross, or even if you were not lucky enough to read it, Laurie Gough's second
book offers the same magical combination of beautiful, descriptive travel writing and soul-
searching that never comes across as self-involved or forced. Starting in Canada, Gough takes
the reader along on her road trip to rediscover a special cave she once stayed in along the
California coast - and how she has evolved since that memorable sojourn. Interspersed
throughout the narrative are chapters on some of Gough's other international adventures to such
exotic locales as Sumatra and Seoul, South Korea (a place that comes across as utterly
unappealing).Much of the beauty in Gough's writing comes not just from her memorable



descriptions of the people, places, and things she encounters and learns from (especially those
harrowing Indonesian bus and ferry rides and Marcia, her struggling car), but also from her
brutal honesty about some of the low points she struggled through along the way. By the end of
the book, the reader truly roots for Gough to find her cave so the journey can go full-
circle.Despite an unexpected outcome, Gough manages to discover the meaning and convey
the depth of her experience in a way that never seems heavy-handed or cliched. This is a
beautiful and inspiring piece of travel writing that offers many riches for fellow travelers, those
who enjoy strong writing, and anyone who has ever considered his or her place and purpose in
the universe.”

Mireia, “Five Stars. Amazing writer, great book”

Mohammad Ashfaq, “Great. Nice book”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Good stuff. Great condition, as explained. Timely shipping. Good all
around”

Ebook Tops Reader, “I loved it!. I received and read this book YEARS AGO. I loved it!”

The book by Laurie Gough has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 15 people have provided feedback.
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