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nowhere, a man with fantastic English asks 
us where we want to go. Lumut. No bus to 
Lumut, he says, but he has a friend with a taxi 
who’ll take us all the way for 100 ringgits. 
That’s about 30 dollars. We start following 
him toward a payphone, where he will call 
his friend.

“Wait a second,” I say. “Did you happen 
to see where this guy came from?”

“Nuuurrrh,” Amy says.
“I mean, he just appeared out of nowhere, 

right? Nothing is this easy.”
Indeed, the story changes when the driver 

arrives. “One hundred Ringgits is too cheap,” 
he says. “This will cost 200.” He tells me that 
he’s not likely to find a return passenger in 
Lumut, that he’ll have to drive the car back 
empty. In India, my standard response to this 
type of situation was to throw my hands up 
and walk away or to stare back blankly, like I 
didn’t understand. I decide to try something 
new here.

“But Lumut is a busy port town with lots 
of people,” I say. “You’ll have no trouble find-
ing another passenger.” His easy laugh tells 
me that this is in fact a game, that we’re both 
meant to be having fun. He says something 
about bad traffic. I counter that it’s 7 a.m. on 
a Sunday.

I’m readying a flotilla of comebacks when 
he looks at Amy, who is slumped over the 
trunk of his car and belying our desperation. 
“I cannot take you for less than 150 ringgits,” 
he says. “This is the price you must pay, because 
the scenery on this drive is very boring.”

And, I have to say, he was absolutely 
right.

Slow and Unsteady
This Chinese train station has fallen into 
chaos. 

The train will be stopped here for less 
than five minutes, and there are too many 
anxious people on the platform. Three of 
us—Amy, me and Kirk, a friend from home 
who has joined us—begin to elbow and shove 
our way on board. It is immediately apparent 
that not only are there no seats available, there 
is little space not already occupied by another 
body. It’s likely that this train traveled several 
days before stopping here. The air smells old, 
thick with the odor of unwashed travelers, 
spilled noodle soup and cigarettes.

“Where does it give our seat number?” 
is what I asked a black-marketeer named Wei 
two days ago, when he found these scarce tick-
ets for us. He laughed when I asked this.

“You see this?” he asks, pointing at two 
small Chinese characters in the middle of the 
ticket. “It says ‘no seat.’ You have no seat!”

So now we writhe. We are halfway down 
the aisle when progress is halted by the crush 
of passengers also without seats. Large fami-
lies are already camped out in every seat, five 
on benches meant for two. They are fatigued. 
They’ve likely been here for 20 hours, tire-
lessly defending their inches. Everyone stand-
ing in the aisle, including us, wants what they 
have.

The train car is loaded beyond capacity 
in every way. The luggage racks are bulging 
with oversized bundles. Every body is pressed 
against four others. In the small open space at 
the end of the car, between the malfunction-
ing toilets and the next car, groups of men 

are squatting, smoking, playing card games 
and passing around cheap bottles of rice wine 
liquor. 

We are standing conspicuously tall, blond 
and freckled in the aisle, sweating, panting, 
relentlessly stared at by a hundred astonished 
Chinese eyes. My backpack suddenly feels 
enormous. I am clutching tightly everything 
I own, utterly without the words to express 
what I am feeling at this moment. 

And then the train starts moving. Nine-
teen hours to go.

There is a commotion at the far end of the 
car, moving toward us, a slow-turning tornado 
of human hubbub. People are holding bags 
over their heads, climbing onto seat backs and 
hanging from luggage racks, because there is a 
train employee who is casually pushing a cart 
full of hot food and tea down the middle of 
the crowded aisle. I know instinctively that 
these carts will continue to roll through the 
car, at 15-minute intervals, forever.

China was closed to foreign visitors for so 
many generations that the sight of a western 
traveler in a common train car is startling. 
Every Chinese passenger in the car is wait-
ing patiently for us to do something. To do 
anything. But we stand in silence, staring 
straight ahead, waiting in a line that could 
move at any moment but will not. Slowly, the 
shock of these passengers begins to give way 
to amusement, curiosity, pity. 

“Xie xie” are the first words I speak on 
this train, to thank a seated family for allow-
ing me to climb onto their laps while evading 
one of the food carts. I have done this four 
times now, and they have accommodated me 
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each time without protest. There is no per-
sonal space in these situations. No matter 
how uncomfortable they may be, this family 
accommodates me as they would expect to be 
accommodated themselves. All of us, foreign 
and local, are sharing in the same miserable 
condition. And when I finally speak, they are 
so entertained by the novelty of these Chinese 
words coming from my mouth that they insist 
on holding my backpack for me.

Another commotion begins. A middle-
aged man has noticed us and is waving, push-
ing his way toward us. He barks in rapid Man-
darin at a teenage boy seated nearby, and the 
boy reluctantly stands, offering me his seat. 
I decline, but the older man, who has desig-
nated himself our ambassador, insists. I offer 
it instead to Amy, and he’s pleased with the 
chivalry.

The ambassador turns his attention to 
Kirk, who speaks a little Mandarin to him. 
This little bit of Mandarin sends him into a 
fever, and he’s shouting, “This man speaks 
Chinese!” for the benefit of the other pas-
sengers. 

“This man is very happy to see you,” a 
new voice says to me in English. There is a 
shy college freshman beside me, on his first-
ever trip away from home, and he is now our 
translator. “This man, he is saying ‘Welcome 
to China, welcome to China, I will be your 
number-one Chinese friend forever!’” 

Flash bulbs start popping everywhere. 
The ambassador is conducting a photo shoot 
with Kirk, who is being directed to strike 
poses like “Sunglasses On” and “Now Take 
Sunglasses Off” and finally, “Put Sunglasses 
Back on Again.” 

The entire car is in hysterics. Everyone 
with a camera is taking pictures of the am-
bassador taking pictures of Kirk taking his 
sunglasses on and off. Forget what you know 
about the old China; the new China’s children 
can all speak English, and they all want to 
know what you think of California, Chinese 
food and Yao Ming.

They are also riding on this train without 
seats for many more hours than us. We are only 
without seats for five hours, because Wei has 
provided us with a second set of tickets that 
promise sleeper beds, on the same train, before 
the sun slips behind the Tian Shan Mountains. 
When it’s time to change cars, handshakes, 
back pats and awkward hugs envelop us. In 
seconds, we’re running down the platform, 
bags in tow, jumping into a sleeper car. 

The berths assigned by our tickets are 
already occupied. When they see us, they say 
nothing but begin to hold their ground. Shoes 
are taken off. Blankets are pulled up. Railings 
are grasped.

Chinese conductors are vigilant, and the 
conductor of this car is upon us in seconds. 
Reading our tickets, then the tickets of those 
people already in “our” beds, he holds a fast 
discussion in Mandarin that includes every-
one but us. 

“There are duplicate tickets for these 
beds,” he says to the people who have dug in. 

“We bought our tickets at the station, 
last week,” these people say. The conductor 
looks at our tickets more carefully now. We 
are the source of the problem.

“I believe their tickets are counterfeit,” 
he says to them.

“Counterfeit,” these people repeat in a 
chorus of judgment. We have been duped. 
Were we Chinese citizens in this moment, I’m 
certain we would be thrown off the train. 

But this conductor is in a bind, caught 
somewhere between the kindness of a gracious 
host and the shame of failure. He does not ex-
pect us, with limited knowledge of Chinese 
custom and language, to know the difference 
between counterfeit and legitimate tickets. 
And to expel us from the train is to admit to 
the outside world that the Chinese system has 
somehow failed, that the Communist govern-
ment could not protect us from black market 
capitalists. Incredibly, his solution is to apolo-
gize profusely, sending a porter to find bed space 
for us in the crew’s car. Fourteen hours to go.
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Letting Go, Hanging On
Everything feels easy after the swirl of human-
ity in India and China. In Cambodia, in the 
rambling jungle capital of Phnom Penh, local 
transportation feels effortless. Standing on the 
corner, we’re talking about what to do with 
our day. We decide on the central market, 
which is too far for walking. 

But as it happens in the relaxed metropo-
lises of Southeast Asia, in the moment that 

we finally decide where we’d like to go, there 
appears a man with a motorcycle, smiling and 
delivering a yawning sales pitch. In the next 
minute, the streetscape of Phnom Penh is 
scrolling easily by from the slender perch of 
the motorcycle’s pillion. At first glance, this 
seat looks too small for the two of us. But 
we have been here long enough to see entire 
families riding this way, four people on one 
motorbike, one of them invariably carrying a 
basket of laundry or an old television. 

“I’m riding this one sidesaddle, like a 
local girl,” Amy says as she hops on behind 
the driver.

And as far as Phnom Penh is concerned, 
she is a local girl. This is how we fall in love 

with the mad dash through town, not for 
the thrill of the wind in our hair but for the 
rare opportunity to slip into anonymity, to 
look at strange worlds without them looking 
back at us. In regions where the color of our 
skin, our eyes, our hair, our shoes instantly 
makes us flashing beacons of western oddity, 
this ride offers an invisibility that isn’t pos-
sible while walking down the street. So for 
too short a time, we revel in it. Everything 

that makes Phnom Penh tick—its frenzied 
markets, crumbling edifices, young monks, 
tottering elders—whirls around us like the 
most exotic zoetrope.  

Somehow, the Motor Starts Again
A rumble runs through the wooden planks 
beneath us. 

And a puff of blue smoke rises from 
the engine of the leaky Filipino outrigger. 
We’re moving again. We were idle for only 
10 minutes, but the boat drifted noticeably 
off course. The motor is also quieter now, 
sluggish, which means it will take longer to 
get to our destination. Slow travel like this 
is a gift. It is as much a time for reflection 

and discovery as that precious moment spent 
within the temples or on the beaches that 
we’re perpetually traveling toward.

“Is this what you expected?” I ask Amy. 
We ask this of each other almost every day. 

“Yes. Although I’m surprised it took us 
this long to end up in a sinking boat.”

The boatman is nursing the throttle, try-
ing to hear what we’re discussing, when the 
engine goes dead again. 

“When do you want to go home?” he 
asks, and I realize that we’re gliding toward 
the deserted beach, the unspoiled, coral-
fringed island he has promised me every 
morning after bailing out his boat. There is 
a perfect moment of silence just before the 
boat nuzzles the sand. The sound of arrival. 

I can’t wait to get back on that boat.   w 




