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CHAPTER ONE

AS FAR AWAY FROM HOME AS YOU CAN BE
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Well hello, T thought, here I am again, bug-eyed and
wide awake in the middle of the night, this time
somewhere in QOuter Mongolia, trying not to think
about things that make me sad. As I huddled in my
down-lined, yak-skin sleeping bag on the floor of the
ger—the nomadic equivalent of ‘home’—I wondered if,
after yet another totally unappetising meal of boiled
mutton, I would ever be able to fall asleep. Shivering in
my thermal underwear, wearing three pairs of woollen
socks, two pairs of leggings, three thick jumpers, a scarf,
woolly hat and gloves, I was obsessing about a dinner
plate piled high with succulent pink lamb, crispy roasted
rosemary potatoes and lashings of mint sauce.

Never mind that my real dinner was repeating on me
and I was busting to relieve myself. The thought of
leaving my tent in the freezing cold was bad enough, but
the idea of squatting outdoors with wolves prowling
about was enough to turn my stomach to steel.

Not a peep was coming from my friend Melon’s
sleeping bag and I felt a twinge of envy. How did she
manage to sleep with a draft whistling around us,
slipping beneath the felt walls of the ger and enveloping
us in its icy fingers? Temperatures during the day here
were bad enough, about 0°C to —10°C, but at night they
dropped to —30°C. My bones felt so tense from the cold
I sometimes thought they might shatter.

Sleep without vodka was proving elusive. Not so the
night before in the free-flowing town of Olgii, where
we’d been amazed to wake, still groggy, to discover that



we had survived one of the biggest earthquakes to hit
the USSR in decades. In that snowy town on the
Kazakhstan border we had been only 100 kilometres
from the quake’s epicentre, but the first Melon and 1
registered of the calamity was when someone banged
on our hotel room door in the early hours. Rising to
investigate, thinking it was our driver waking us
prematurely, we were almost trampled by huge Russian
men in large Y-fronts, passports in hand, running in
panic. What next? I thought, as I lay in the ger, safe
if not snug, blowing little puffs of white cloud to
amuse myself.

In the tent with us, on beds perched high on wooden
frames, various members of our Kazakh host family
snuffled, snored or wheezed gently as they slept. As I
dozed, I heard almost imperceptible shuffles and raised
my head to peer into the semi-darkness. In a corner of
the ger, the grandfather of the family was rocking on his
knees and chanting softly. Of course! It was time—the
early hour notwithstanding—to pay homage to Allzh in
Mecca. I resigned myself to staying awake as I listened
to the whispered prayers.

Only ten days before, Melon and I had criss-crossed
the Gobi desert by jeep with our new nomad friends,
Erdenbillag and Pooroosarung, occasionally stopping
the vehicle to ride our horses, to hunt deer, milk camels
or decamp a ger from a summer to a winter site. With the
nomadic couple boasting a vocabulary of precisely five
English words—Libby, Melon, Camel, Horse and
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Goodl—and Melon and [ speaking virtually no
Mongolian, communication was higgledy-piggledy and
usually comical.

"The Gobi had been relentlessly flat and treeless, with
almost nothing to scc except the camels, sheep, goats
and horses we were herding along to the next stop. Early
cach evening we would huddle around the potbelly stove
in scarch of warmth, piling the firc incessantly with yak
dung beforc slinking off to bed, feral and sweaty in
layers of clothing we never shed except to attend to a
call of nature.

Occasionally, we would burst out laughing when we
found ourselves reaching with relish for another draught
of fermented mare’s milk (girag) around the ger stove at
night. But we hadn’t yet been tempted to completely
ditch our stash of Snickers bars or condensed milk for
the local food. Decply impressed by these Wesicrn
confections that we shared with them, our Mongolian
friends suggested we include some in our ‘dowry’
package when they tried to marry us off to two of their
compatriots. In retrospect, Mclon and I had been lucky
to escape the Gobi as unmarried women.

I had been in Mongolia for almost two months now
and Melon for about a month, but we were alrcady
behaving like locals. That is, smelling like the horses and
sheep! Likc me, Mclon wasn’t the sort to say no to any
adventure or challenge. In fact, she’d scek out any
chance to sing, dance, laugh or have fun—she’d cven

joined in a hair-raising gallop across the desert despite



her lack of riding expericnce. Here though, the sheer
cold was testing us both. Even during the day the sun
sccmed to want to slink off somewhere warmer.

Who needed sleep anyway? T thought, inching my way
closer to the potbelly stove and the little warmth it gave
off. I'd been running away from my life long enough. By
now, therc were two years of mcmories sandwiched
between me and that awful day in December 2001 when
the telephone in my Melbourne office rang and a
New Zealand policeman asked, ‘Is that Miss Elizabeth
Southwell?”. I still cringed at the memory, despite the
passage of time. But I didn’t want to dwell on that
sorrow now—if I had to lay awake then I’d rather
remember the good times.

Lying in the ger, listening to Mclon and our hosts
breathing around me, I recalled vividly onc of the
happiest moments of my life—the first time that Justin
told me he loved me. After years as close buddies, he'd
taken my face in his hands, planted a passionate kiss on
my lips and looked me in the eyes. ‘Libby,’ he had said,
his nose millimetres from mine, ‘I love, love, love, love
you.” It was almost as if he was daring me to disagree
with him.

It was 4 o’clock in the morning in my cottage in
Melbourne when he had first made this declaration.
Justin had flown down from Sydney for a party I was
hosting and my girlfriends had swooned collectively
when they finally met the colleague about whom I had
talked for so long. Untl that moment our five-ycar
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friendship had been platonic, but on that night
everything changed. Eyes ablaze, he pulled me towards
him and kissed me. ‘Libby, I can’t hide it anymore. I love
you and I want to be with you,’

I was flabbergasted. “What do you mean? I'd
squeaked, rubbing my bruised lips in dishelief. *You’re
my friend Juz, what are you talking about?’

Without waiting for an answer Id turned tail and run
into my bedroom, unsure of how I was feeling and the
implications that this kind of declaration might have on
our friendship. It had taken me a while to come round
to the idea, but when [ got over the shock 1 realised I felt
Just as passionately about Justin as he did about me.

Once we had finally admitted our love for one another
we'd called each other ‘Mon Amour’ all the time. It was
deliciously sensual and amorous and exciting ... just like
our love affair. And it was also #és French, which is how
Justin and T both liked it. We loved toute la belle France
and it seemed apt, having met the person with whom
each of us wanted to spend the rest of our lives, that we
should whisper endearments in the language of Frangoise
Hardy and Edith Piaf.

All through my travels across Asia, from the jungles of
Nepal to the pine forests of Siberian Mengolia, with all
the amazing things I had seen and done, the refrain was
always the same. | still longed to share everything with
him. Whenever 1 felt lonely and sad, or desperate and
stressed, I also felt I could turn to Justin—he was a

constant presence during my waking moments,



‘Mon Amour, the world has changed for me and 1 can't
go back,” he had written to me in one email. ‘Pure love is
my new world ... a world where I can give all of myself
and still be who T am. It is beyond what I dreamed was
possible for me. I didn’t believe it was possible to have this
and still be me.” Now all that was gone.

As the early dawn light crept in through the ger flaps, 1
sighed with longing and let the memory of his
impassioned words wash over me. I’d never known such
love, never felt such joyful yearning for another person.
When I was with Justin, I was happy, safe, and warm.
Now, as much as T tried to hold that feeling close,
Mon Amour had never seemed so far away.
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