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“Full of heart and insight… Paige is the modern-day princess and dragon slayer—full of grit, guts and grace.”

—Jaelle Ang, entrepeneur and CEO of The Great Room

 

“A charming, engaging memoir that’s hard to put down, with pages of insightful gems about womanhood, motherhood and staying true to one’s inner calling.”

—Dolores Au, CEO and co-founder of Mummyfique 

 

“For those who thrive by saying yes, who keep their eyes open to all that life has to offer, this book is a wake-up call…”

—Geoffrey Kent, author of Safari: A Memoir of a Worldwide Travel Pioneer and founder of Abercrombie & Kent 

 

“A fascinating peek into the extraordinary world of Paige Parker (wife, mother, feminist), this memoir is like no other round-the-world journal.” 

—Dr Jade Kua, president of the Association of Women Doctors (Singapore)

 

“Proof that just like books, we can never judge the kind of experiences a person has had and how it can come to define them.”

—Tracy Phillips, director of Ppurpose

 

“A truly inspiring read. I can only hope that my two girls will grow up with the same thirst for adventure and excitement as Paige has.”

—Charmaine Seah-Ong, co-founder of Elementary

 

“Paige’s brave and soulful stories are much more than a whirlwind traveller’s tale; they are a reminder of the sometimes harsh truth about this world we live in.”

—Pocket Sun, co-founder and managing partner of SoGal Ventures 

 

“An engaging tale filled with laughter, tears and the forthright observations we wish our own mothers might have had the temerity to fill us in on.”

—Su-Lyn Tan, co-founder and CEO of The Ate Group

 

“Intimately written and beautifully crafted… This is a story to inspire legions of women and men to take that plunge and go forth into the unknown.”

—Su Shan Tan, group head of wealth management and consumer banking at DBS

 

“Wisdom so insightful, prose so simply beautiful, her memoir will leave every reader with indelible memories.”

—Lynn Yeow-de Vito, co-founder of Loop PR and Sassy Mama Singapore


 

For my daughters, Happy and Bee, and for yours, and for the countless drifters and dreamers who will slay many dragons on the road to self-fulfilment, equality and independence.


 

“Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotryand narrow-mindedness.”

—Mark Twain, The Innocents Abroad

 

“Everyone thinks of changing the world 

but no one thinks of changing himself.”

—Leo Tolstoy


Prologue

 

I meet a lot of people in my life. As a wife, a mother and an active participant in a slew of initiatives from local arts to global causes, I’m always out there. 

If people were to judge me by my Instagram feed, they’d assume my life was all galas and openings, balls and benefits. And they wouldn’t be totally wrong. I can’t deny that I live a privileged life. I admit to loving pretty clothes and shiny bling—especially with so many talented designers all around me, right here in Singapore. 

Some who make my acquaintance may call me a Tiger Mom. I can’t really deny that either. After all, my children’s education was the reason I moved to Singapore in the first place. I take my daughters’ schooling and extracurricular activities very, very seriously. 

Others I meet may simply regard me as “Jim Rogers’ wife”. And, of course, they’d be right about that as well. Although there are many times when it pains me to be overshadowed by his notoriety, or made invisible by his imposing personality, I’m proud to be married to a man whose hard work and brilliant mind gave him the opportunity to retire from a career as a Wall Street hedge-fund heavy at 37 to pursue his passions, a man whose energy and curiosity outshine that of men half his age.

So yes, I am all of those things. But I am also Paige Parker. Not the Paige Parker I was before 29 December 1998, when I embarked on an adventure that changed me forever—a three-year journey to the ends of the earth and back with my maybe-soon-to-be husband.

The “before” Paige Parker was a small-town girl from the all-American city of Rocky Mount, North Carolina. Smack dab between New York and Florida, Rocky Mount—population 50,000—was known as a pit stop for those driving up or down the East Coast. It was a place where dining on ethnic food meant eating pizza. Where going to the theatre meant seeing a double feature matinee. It was a place built on cotton mills and tobacco and apple brandy, brought to life in the mid-1800s by the railroad that arrived to connect Rocky Mount to the outside worlds both north and south, where the Raleigh–Tarboro stagecoach stopped to carry debarking travellers wanting to continue east or west. Rocky Mount was a place for people looking to go elsewhere. No wonder I did what I did. It was in my DNA. 

I was happy in Rocky Mount, a well-adjusted kid who fit in with the rest. I was a dancer, cheerleader, oratorical contest winner, Junior Miss. But I was always a dreamer. Back then, my dreams were just that—dreams. It was from Beverly Cleary and Judy Blume that I learned about the virtues of spunk and self-reliance. Nancy Drew became my role model as a strong, adventuresome woman, one who always remained cool under fire. Disney World’s Epcot Center opened my 13-year-old eyes to faraway lands and the wonders of other cultures. 

In reality, I remained untouched by the outside world. Those who knew me during those years would never have imagined me, in real life, actually battling sand storms and blistering heat, outrunning armed insurgents and civil wars, confronting corrupt officials, fighting off gropers and grifters, and learning to skilfully deal with malaria, filth and enough red tape to wrap an elephant. 

I’ve no doubt there are plenty of acquaintances since who cannot imagine this either. Because my journey didn’t affect me in any way that would be obvious to outsiders. I didn’t come home with blue skin or a new accent, or rings through my cheeks. But I had changed. And what I see now is just how much the experiences during my incredible trip around the world have informed the way I live my life, every minute of every day. 

I started to write about my adventure the minute I set foot on US soil again. Then life got in the way—two daughters, a handful of a husband and a move halfway across the globe. I kept at it whenever I had the chance, hoping to leave a chronicle for my children, wanting them to know all I had seen and done in my life before they came along. Jim, being Jim, wrote and published his own book within just over a year of our return. But when I read Adventure Capitalist, I knew it wasn’t my story. Were we even in the same car together? It amazed me just how different two people’s takes on a shared experience could be.

Now, after turning fifty, I realise that it’s not just for my daughters that this story needs to be told. It’s for all the women who are finding their own way in this big, wide world. Those who will thrive by saying yes, by keeping their eyes and their hearts open to all that life has to offer. Those who are tempted to push boundaries, to dare to do the unexpected.

It’s also for all those women I met, from Azerbaijan to Zimbabwe, who taught me about ambition and strength and resourcefulness, and the courage it takes to navigate a world driven by men. The women I saw who would do anything for the sake, or even the survival, of their children. The women who showed me what it means not to be a quitter. Theirs are the timeless stories that need to be told.

The world has changed since the years I spent on the road, and will continue to change. But what remains constant is our desire to pave the way for better lives for our own daughters. To make sure they have choices, and to make sure they recognise those choices even when they aren’t obvious. To encourage them to embrace life and stare down whatever obstacles dare to get in their way. And to set an example by living our own lives that way. 

So this story is also for me, the “me” I am today, as my shoutout to anyone who’s thinking of stepping outside the lines to wander away from their comfort zone. It is a big, wide world. Get out there and grab it by the wheels. 
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Rocky Mount to NYC
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“You’re what?” My childhood friend Pamela pulled up the straps of her one-piece and sat up straight in the plastic lounge chair, her hand shading her eyes as she looked up into my face. Around us, the squeals of children freshly liberated from stifling classroom walls pierced the thick North Carolina air. I let my eyes wander around the familiar grounds of the local swim club before I responded. How many hours had I spent here as a kid, daydreaming with my eyes shut against the summer sun, imagining myself as a famous ballerina flitting across a stage, a tough lawyer ruling the world, a beautiful princess in the arms of my handsome prince with all eyes upon me?

“I said I’m driving around the world. Leaving end of the year. That’s why I’m here—to say goodbye to my folks.” I nodded towards my parents who were standing at the concession stand waiting for lemonade. 

“Wait. What? Driving around the world? Like in a car? Have you lost your marbles, girl? Must be all that New York craziness getting to you. Time to come back home.” 

“Nope, that’s what I said. Driving around the world. In a car.” I pulled up a chair and sat.

Pamela laughed dismissively as she wrapped a towel around her toddler’s damp, shivering body. “How can you even do that? You and I both learned in third grade that 70 per cent of the earth is water. Or were you absent that day?”

I must confess that I wasn’t too serious of a student, preferring dance classes and cheerleading, until probably my last two years in college, but I was well aware of the oceans’ expanse. And though I’d never admit it to Pamela, when the idea of the trip was initially proposed to me, my first reaction was identical to hers. Instead I told her, “That’s what cargo ships are for.” 

Pamela simply nodded, a faraway look in her eyes.

“We’re going for the Guinness Book of Records,” I added. “For ‘the most countries visited in a continuous journey by car’.”

“Why? And we? Who is we?”

Now it was my turn to laugh. How could I ever explain to Pamela how I got swept up in Jim’s boundless ambition, his over-the-top craving to attempt the impossible and succeed at any cost? Would she ever understand how it fed into my own lifelong restlessness, the ache that had developed during all those long afternoons by this very pool and that I carried with me to this day? The escape to New York had been a Band-Aid, but its power to heal my yearning for adventure was wearing thin. There was no way to explain it, so I simply responded, “Why? Because. And who? It’s Jim. I’m going with Jim.”

“Jim,” Pamela repeated, silently flipping through the names of my old boyfriends she must have had filed away in her brain. “Jim?”

“Yes, Jim. The man I met while I was working as a fundraiser in Charlotte. He was speaking. The investor.”

“You mean Jim Jim? The one you were seeing when you first moved up north? You’re still dating him? The old guy?”

“He’s not old! Well, maybe he is a little old, but he acts younger than anyone we know.”

“What, he leaves his dirty clothes on the floor and drinks his milk straight from the carton?” Pamela wiped her son’s nose with a corner of the towel. 

“No,” I laughed. “I mean his attitude. I’ve never met anyone like him. He’s got more enthusiasm and curiosity than people half his age.”

“You mean like you?” Pamela teased.

“Very funny. And his energy! Do you know he rides a bike to get everywhere he goes, all over the city? And he insists on working out every day, no matter what.” In fact, I had some serious doubts about my ability to keep up with Jim, day after day on the road. Sometimes he could be exhausting. 

“Okay,” Pamela continued, “so let me get this straight. You’re driving around the world, in a car, with some old guy you’re not even married to, just to get your name on a page in some book?”

“It’s more than that, Pam. And Jim isn’t just ‘some old guy’. I’m a little head over heels for him, if you want to know the truth.” 
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The truth was that, for both of us, it had been love at first sight. A coup de foudre, as the French say. A lightning bolt. I felt the hairs on my arms stand on end when we were first introduced at the fundraiser, just after I’d seen Jim give a wildly entertaining presentation about his 161,000-kilometre motorcycle journey through six continents. “I’ve always wanted to drive cross-country,” I mumbled idiotically as he shook my damp palm. 

“So what’s stopping you?” he replied in a soft Southern accent that melted my heart.

“Cash flow,” I snapped back.

Jim had laughed. 

Less than 24 hours later, I had three voicemails from him and I thought I was hallucinating. Meeting you was magic, he had said. I hit replay and listened again. And again. Even though I was cautious enough, and wise enough after 26 years on earth, to wonder how many other women he’d used that line on, the relentlessly naïve part of me still hoped that my dreams of Prince Charming might actually be coming true. 

Our first real date in New York did nothing to dispel my fantasies. The stars of the Paris Opera Ballet leapt and whirled around the stage in a frenzy at Lincoln Center, carrying me back to my own ballerina dreams. I found myself chassé-ing and jeté-ing halfway up our forty-block trek to a six-storey Beaux-Arts townhouse overlooking the Hudson River. 

“Welcome to my home,” Jim said as he held open the ornately gated doors. With my chin nearly touching the floor, I stood silent in the foyer under the rainbow glow from a Tiffany skylight. From behind an ancient silk screen, Jim rolled out a bicycle built for two. “Hop on,” he insisted. “We’re going to dinner.” I tugged self-consciously at my short red knit dress. “What’s the problem?” he chided. “Never ridden a bike before?”

The leaves rustled in the evening breeze as we crossed Central Park. Rowboats skimmed across the glassy surface of an emerald green lake as we coasted past flocks of joggers out for their evening run. Dogs sniffed at the trunks of the fat chestnut trees lining the path, and in the distance, the New York skyline was beginning to twinkle against a cobalt sky. 

I was barely aware of the food we ate or the wine we drank at dinner that night. We seemed to have so much to talk about. All I remember is the warmth in Jim’s crinkly blue eyes, and his graciousness as he gently blotted up the puddle from my overturned glass without missing a beat in the conversation. “You know,” he whispered as he dabbed at the red stain spreading across the crisp white tablecloth, “there’s something I want to tell you that I haven’t told a soul.”

I pulled my chair closer, eager to hear whatever intimate confidence he seemed willing to share, and held my breath as he reached for my hand.

“I’m thinking of going around the world again. You wanna come along?”

The air came rushing out of me like a sudden gust off the Outer Banks. “I’m in,” I said with a laugh, feeling as though I could follow this man anywhere, yet never truly believing that such a crazy idea would ever see the light of day, or that any relationship with a man like this—who had been married twice before, by the way—would last longer than a popsicle on a hot sidewalk. 

Yet we continued to see each other, almost every weekend. And when Jim suggested flying down from New York to North Carolina to meet my parents, I thought I was going to die. No, it wasn’t from the thrill of such a seemingly serious step on his part, it was just that I hadn’t told my parents everything there was to know about Jim. 

Hungry for new people and places, he was every bit the gypsy. He’d worked like a maniac on Wall Street, co-founding one of the first hedge funds, until the age of 37, when he retired “with more money than I thought I’d have in a lifetime, but it wasn’t very much”, he now admits. He’d wanted to retire young to do other things, like become a professor at Columbia Business School, and a business and political commentator on TV shows, travel extensively, write for several publications and publish more than a handful of books. 

What would my parents, two hardworking people, think about a guy who had retired so young? Worse, they had no idea how old Jim actually was. He was 54. Me, 26. Here I was, their only child, betting my future on a man almost as old as they were. And I just prayed that Jim wouldn’t bring up the trip. 
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Sitting by the pool that day with Pamela, I had to smile as I watched my parents cross the lawn with their drinks, remembering how Jim, at that first dinner at Rocky Mount’s finest steakhouse—where I had waitressed some summers before—pulled out all the stops and let his Southern charm wash over Mom and Dad like honey from a spigot. 

“So how long are you two going to be gone?” Pamela asked, her brows furrowing into one straight line.

I took a deep breath before answering. “He estimates three years.”

“What the hell, Paige! Three years with a guy you hardly know? What are you thinking?”

“I know him well enough,” I protested. “We see each other every day now that I live up in New York.” 

Jim and I had courted long distance for 16 months. I accrued more miles heading to New York than he did going south, but I never minded since the big city and Jim continued to be magical, opening my eyes beyond the small world of mine. Yet the realist in me knew that absence makes the heart grow fonder, and living in the same place and seeing each other regularly would be a genuine test of our relationship. So, with a heavy heart, I left my job heading major gifts at Queens University in Charlotte, North Carolina, to work in the for-profit sector in NYC. I would not move in with Jim, and needed to pay the hefty rent for my one-bedroom apartment in a sexy IM Pei building, only a few blocks from the marketing agency where I headed business development. The first day on the job, my boss quit. Although I was a nervous wreck, I eventually took on his position, and held my own. It was, to say the least, an exciting time. The crazy, manic city nourished me, as it had countless others, but insecurities festered. 

 Although I was as confident as a fireman in my small hometown of 50,000 people, the Big Apple, where even six-year-olds sipped lattes and every bright man and woman had at least one Ivy League degree, made me feel like an absolute simpleton. When I was a teenager, I used to say “She fell off the turnip truck” about anyone I deemed a hick or know-nothing. 

“I feel like a turnip,” I admitted to Jim one evening as we snuggled on the sofa in front of the glowing fireplace. 

“I was the exact same,” he laughed, before consoling me. “This can be a tough town. When I first arrived at Yale and visited a classmate’s home on Park Avenue, I nearly choked on a martini. I’d never had gin before!” 

With a bit of time, I began to understand that there were more people in New York like me than not. Still, how to explain all of this to Pamela? 

“Yes, but have you lived with him?” she asked. “Trust me, living with them is a whole different ballgame. It’s like all of a sudden, once you share a roof, you start seeing all these things in the other person that you could have sworn weren’t there before. It’s as though being married unlocks some secret door or something. It’s not easy. And you guys aren’t even married!”

“Yes, but we are engaged.” I flashed the engagement ring Jim had surprised me with right after he crossed the finish line of the New York City Marathon. I was high on endorphins. Didn’t know what I was doing, he liked to tell anyone who would listen. I had to wonder if the proposal was simply Jim’s way of cementing my agreement (and my parents’ approval) to go with him on the trip. 

Not-so-deep down I knew Pamela had a point. I had never lived with a man before. And we weren’t going to just be living together, we’d be sharing the front seat of a little sports car, all 1.7 metres of it, for the better part of a thousand or so days. Better men—and women—have buckled under less duress than that.

There was something else I was keeping totally to myself. I wasn’t a hundred per cent sure I even wanted to marry Jim. When one night, out of the blue over after-dinner drinks, Jim declared that we’d wait until we’d been on the road for a year before tying the knot, I was pissed upon realising he wanted to use the road trip as a test of our relationship. “Lots of couples do just fine under one roof, but you put them in a car from New York to California and one of them will inevitably want to kill the other by Missouri,” he laughed. I opened my mouth to protest, but quickly closed it. I had figured Jim wasn’t too eager to get married again, with those two divorces in his past. And he’d been single now for over twenty years. But I knew he was right about this. I also knew that although another divorce might not be a huge deal for him, I was determined never to go down that road. Me, I was planning to marry once, and forever. Unless, or until, he was sure, this was not going to happen. And what better way to be sure than to put a relationship through this, the ultimate test?

I peppered him relentlessly with questions about the trip, and what I should expect. Unlike Jim, my travel experience had been somewhat limited, with only a few college weeks spent in London and a short backpacking trip through Austria and Germany under my belt. “So where’s the itinerary?” was my first and most obvious request. “What’s the plan? I want to share it with my parents.”

“Plan?” he replied. “Here’s the plan. We’re gonna do our best to avoid wars, plagues and impassable roads whenever possible. And we will also avoid Siberia in the winter.” His repeated warnings about other likely scenarios—lack of food, monsoons, questionable or nonexistent lodgings, corrupt officials, endless border delays, bandits—made me wonder if he was perhaps trying to talk me out of going. It was hard for me to actually picture any of that happening. Instead, my imagination wandered to visions of Shinto shrines, ancient mosques, cliff-side monasteries, the mysteries of King Tut’s tomb, the treasures of the Sistine Chapel, the snowy peaks of Mount Fuji, the shifting sands of the Sahara. 

“But where we will start?” I asked seriously, knowing my daydreaming would lead us nowhere.

“Iceland, I think.” 

“Why Iceland?” 

“We have to start somewhere,” Jim replied smugly before describing the North American and European tectonic plates meeting there, allowing us on Day One to drive from one continent to another. 

When I wasn’t working, I pored over maps of Europe and Scandinavia, dreaming of a stop at every tourist spot. But it wasn’t until we picked up the canary yellow coupe and matching trailer in California on my thirtieth birthday, 10 November 1998, that our epic trip became real. 

Upon seeing the car, my home for the next three years, I almost cried. 

“It’s so small!” I grumbled. “We’ll kill each other!” 

Jim laughed. 

I was serious. 

Sure, I knew it wouldn’t be easy—that much closeness for all that time—but I wanted to see the world. I wanted to be with Jim. I was in love. And he was going to leave with or without me. 

So that is how I found myself in Reykjavik after New Year’s, stumbling out of a half-buried Mercedes into a two-metre snowdrift on the side of an isolated road in the middle of the worst storm in the history of Iceland, and shouting at my fiancé over a biting wind as a tear slid halfway down my cheek, and then froze.


 

 

End of preview. 
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