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To my Grandfather and fellow traveler, Waldemar E. Pearson






The world is a book, and those who do not travel, read only a page.

 

SAINT AUGUSTINE

 

 

 

The whole object of travel is not to set foot on foreign land; it is at last to set foot on one’s own country as a foreign land.

 

G.K. CHESTERTON






INTRODUCTION

When I returned home from studying art history in Rome and backpacking, my friends asked, “How was your time in Europe?” I didn’t even know where to begin summarizing the four-months of stories and reflections that left a lasting impression on me. Since most of my friends were not interested in viewing all 2,200 of my digital photos, I ultimately chose a few must-tell stories: the Tuscan family who took me in when I got stranded in their hill town; camping overnight in the queue for the Wimbledon tennis tournament; my private tour of the Sistine Chapel; visiting the Dachau Concentration Camp; and hiking in the Swiss Alps. These life-shaping experiences helped communicate the larger story of my time abroad.

Every year, Europe draws 1.7 million Americans between ages 18 and 29, as well as hundreds of thousands of Canadians, Australians, and Britons. Whether it’s an obligatory one or two-month backpacking tour, or studying or working abroad, young people are flocking to the continent. Despite the power struggle between the European Union and the United States, Europe’s old-world charm, rich history and natural beauty still draw young adults across the political spectrum.

Europe From a Backpack collects these must-tell stories of young adults backpacking on shoestring budgets. The contributors capture life abroad: engaging in the culture, sleeping in streets and hostels, living with a host family, train-travel debacles, romance, and an outlook of taking each day as if it were the last.

This book is organized to reflect the countries most visited by young travelers: United Kingdom, Spain, France, Italy, Germany, Netherlands, Switzerland, Greece and so on. Stories range from a harrowing attack in Morocco to bribery on the Moldovan border; bicycling through Austria to running with the bulls in Spain; painting the Eiffel Tower to an awkward proposition on the train from Budapest to Vienna. Reflections on each city attempt to draw out the themes of the major cities in Europe. From a night at the Hofbräuhaus in Munich to a whirlwind tour through Berlin, one is able to recall a prior trip or get a foretaste of the adventure that awaits.

Why are so many young people going abroad? Dr. James Clowes, director of the University of Washington’s Comparative History of Ideas program, compares traveling abroad to one’s first childhood sleepover at a friend’s house. In many ways, it’s sensory overload. Not only does the sleepover family have a different set of rules (your friend can watch PG-13 movies) and values (they pray before meals), they eat strange food, the house smells funny, and they have four dogs. All that your senses recorded became clear when you returned home to what you consider “normal.” The same is true for Europe. From the absence of ice cubes to the presence of ancient ruins in the midst of modern cities, the sound of the language, the taste of the food, the smell of the hostel, the feel of a new leather jacket and the sight of a sunset will leave a lasting impression on you.

I invite the reader to travel vicariously through these stories and see how the ordinary becomes extraordinary. Travel always places one at a new point; and the result is quite often a new view. May they motivate and inspire you to travel abroad.

 

Mark Pearson
 Seattle, Washington






All during the fiesta you had the feeling, even when it was quiet, that you had to shout any remark to make it heard. It was the same feeling about any action.

 

ERNEST HEMINGWAY, The Sun Also Rises






Spain
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The Running of the Bulls: He who hesitates is lunch 


Pamplona, Spain

BILLY ANDERSON

 

“WHY AM I HERE?” THIS IS THE THOUGHT GOING THROUGH MY mind as I prepare for the encierro, the famous Running of the Bulls in Pamplona, Spain. Los Sanfermines, as the festival is known by the local Pamplonicos, has been famous ever since Ernest Hemingway described it in The Sun Also Rises. If you don’t run fast, I am told, your sun will never rise again.

For four weeks I had been backpacking around Europe, hearing stories of the infamous Running of the Bulls: a week-long extravaganza of drinking, dancing and partying, highlighted by the bull run itself — a mass of lunatics chased by six extremely large and unhappy bulls. Thus far, my European adventure had gone smoothly. I hadn’t been mugged, maimed or laid waste, and I was feeling the need for a little excitement. That cute town in the Austrian Alps suddenly seemed stale. At that moment came something I don’t normally have a surplus of: courage. I thought to myself: “I’m a pretty fast runner. I could outrun a bull or two. What the hell, let’s give it a go.”

So now, three days later on a sunny July morning, I’m standing on Santo Domingo Road in Pamplona for what could very well be the last day of my life. I wait impatiently with a few hundred adrenaline seekers, listening anxiously for the rockets signaling that the gates have opened and the bulls have been turned loose. The night before, I’d been cruising Pamplona’s bars, full of sangria-induced bravado, boasting of my upcoming adventure. Now my knees are shaking and my mouth is parched. The guy  beside me in the crowd leans over to me with a look of panic and says, “I don’t think my travel insurance covers this.”

Boom! The rockets sound and I have one sudden wish: “Beam me up Scotty!” But Scotty is obviously asleep at the Transporter switch, because I’m still standing in the cobblestone street as the crowd begins running like men possessed. I have a sudden flash of complete sobriety. Every ounce of machismo drains from my body. People are yelling and hollering; it seems I’m one of them. As I start into a full-out sprint, I have a horrifying realization: I can run only as fast as the people in front of me. At this moment, self-preservation takes over, and I switch from a running-in-sheer-terror tactic to a run-push, run-push strategy.

The buildings lining the street overflow at every orifice with spectators who are smart enough to just watch. Side streets are barricaded with fences — and the remainder of the Spanish spectators, who kindly push you back into the running throng should you attempt a quick exit. The end of the run empties into the  Plaza de Toros, or bull ring. It is at this bottleneck where most of the accidents usually take place. A fatal goring is not uncommon. I dash into the ring, the bulls’ hooves pounding toward me. I’m convinced that, out of all these people, the only target they see is my plump rear end. The red shorts might have been a bad idea.

Some of the spectators in the stands boo us as we enter the ring. We’re near the front of the running crowd, which is apparently for the wimps. It seems it’s more “honorable” if you’re at the back of the crowd, with a better chance of getting trampled. In my opinion, the wimps are the people sitting in the stands. Shouldn’t I be booing them?

The bulls charge in behind us as we position ourselves around the perimeter of the ring, simultaneously catching our breath and thanking the Lord for sparing our lives. I’d been told that once  the bulls were ushered out of the ring, mid-size bulls would be let in and we would spend the next half-hour horsing around with them, trying to keep a healthy distance. It is at this point that I get a little confused about which bulls are which. Maybe it’s the adrenaline of the run or perhaps the sleepless night and crate of sangria coursing through my veins, but I peel myself from the crowd and run up to the lead bull. Suddenly I’m not so confused anymore. I am downright petrified. I am in something like a Bugs Bunny cartoon as I stare level-eyed at this behemoth with steam pumping out his nostrils. From out of nowhere come two locals with bamboo sticks. Their job is smacking the bulls on the behind to keep them in line. But instead of hitting the bulls, they wind up like Babe Ruth and whack me in the head.

As they walk away, their sticks broken, I reach up to discover blood streaming down my face. A young Spanish boy takes me by the arm and ushers me to the infirmary under the bull ring, where I am cleaned up. I either don’t need stitches or they’re too busy to give me any, but I don’t care - I just want to get back to the ring and the excitement I had traveled three days to experience. And if my head wound turns into a scar that I can show off for the rest of my life, all the better.

Back in the ring, the crowd tries to stay away from the bulls. With so many people blocking the view, you have to watch the movement of the crowd to determine where the bulls are. If you get too focused on one bull, another can charge up from behind and flatten you like a tortilla. Suddenly the crowd parts, and there, much to my chagrin, is a bull bearing down on me. My brain is yelling, “RUN!” — but from head to toe I am frozen with fear. The bull’s head crashes into my paella-stuffed stomach, sending me through the air to land in a heap of 100% terrified tourists. Luckily it doesn’t come after me to attempt a disemboweling. I don’t feel any pain. I may have lost a few brain cells, but I’m so  scared and my heart pounding is so fast that all I can think is, “I’ve been trampled! I can’t wait to tell my friends!”

Back home, long after the event, I fondly remember my brush with death. Los Sanfermines is still as popular as ever with Spaniards and tourists alike, and when I see it on TV or in the newspaper I proudly say to those around me, “I was there, man! I did that.” I often contemplate a return to Pamplona, but … in the end, the desire to live until my midlife crisis prevails.

 

Billy Anderson’s head wound turned into a scar that now adds zest to his storytelling. In pursuit of a similar shot of adrenaline, Billy has tried bungee jumping and is a licensed skydiver. Adventures like the Running of the Bulls convinced him to leave his job in the corporate world to pursue a career in guiding trips and freelance writing. When not on the road, he lives on a lake in northern Ontario, Canada.




Camino de Santiago 


Northern Spain

HEATHER NEALE

 

WE WERE STANDING ON THE SIDE OF A DUSKY HILL IN NORTHERN Spain, about to sleep in the same tiny cabin with a handful of other international strangers. My boyfriend, Dave, and I were stopped here along an ancient pilgrim’s route we had been following for a solid two weeks. We still had roughly two more weeks to go before reaching the proverbial “pot of gold” at the end of this journey — the legendary bones of St. James, mythical or real brother of Jesus, depending who tells you the story, allegedly buried on the west coast of the country in the first century A.D.

We had chosen to walk there over a span of 30 days, give or take a few for sore feet, because it would enhance our relationship, test our strength, give us a chance to commune with the Spanish countryside and cost next to nothing. After spending some time in London, anything cheaper looked good. A lot of work to check out some bones, you say? Ah, but the destination lies in the journey.

The world-famous trek is named El Camino de Santiago, or “the way of James.” It follows the route James’ bones were carried to their burial location, and a wide cross-section of people from Europe, Australia, North and South America have been making this symbolic and prolific trip since the poor man died. Along the walk, signs mark significant points of interest, such as the stone bridge where King Ferdinand engaged in a gallant sword fight with a villainous foe, or the ornate castle fashioned out of love in Astorga by world renowned Spanish architect Antoni  Gaudi.

Seven hundred years ago, Templar Knights took it upon themselves to look out for travelers making this trip from the south of France, over the Pyrenees Mountain range out to Spain’s west coast. Now it has become a collective effort. Hospitals along the way offer free treatment to all those pilgrims suffering from tendonitis in their legs or stiffness in their lower backs. Locals set up massage tables at the higher geographical points so that after a long hill climb, one can rest and relax in the sun, and ease the pain a little.

We smiled as elderly folks in berets or aprons shouted their best wishes from small stone-village sidewalks. We inhaled freshly brewed coffee made for us by warm and friendly restaurateurs while we sat for an hour or so at a time to rest our feet. The people we passed and met along the way had great appreciation for the strength of body and mind required to complete this journey, and their support is part of what gives travelers the energy to finish. It’s a long journey by foot, but we were determined to do it. It would be a measure of our ability to endure in all aspects of our lives. So here we were, two weeks in, at a cabin in the small ruined town of Manjarin with our swollen feet.

The moment we showed up at the hostel’s small wooden door, Dave was accosted by a mammoth white goose with anger-management issues. The hostel matron, Maura, was quick to jump in, grabbing the poor web-footed foe by the neck and scolding it. We were grateful. She smiled a toothy grin and said, ‘Welcome, my friends; take off your shoes and make yourselves at home.’ Her breathy melodic voice vibrated in the room like the soothing song of a siren after a stormy battle at sea. And stormy it was. By ten in the morning, Dave and I had already reached our kilometer quota for the day and he was content to stay put and drink beer with a handful of rowdy Spaniard men in some small roadside pub. It was me that got restless.

“It’s only ten, Dave. We can get at least another twenty clicks behind us today and then go easier tomorrow — even sleep in past five a.m. for a change!” He was reluctant. I was determined. He was a compromiser, I was a totalitarian dictator. Our relationship didn’t always work this way, but this time he could see the fire in my eyes. I would jump out of my skin hanging out there all day. We continued.

Almost exactly halfway into our walk to the next hostel, the rain clouds moved in. Clad in lightweight Northface shorts and tank tops, sporting backpacks that had not yet been waterproofed, we hurriedly transformed from happy-go-lucky hikers to drowned rats with marathon-length faces. Turning the bend, I spotted a little roadside restaurant, and we ran for it.

The owner, a lone man living in a village full of broken, abandoned houses and ghosts from years past, gave us a warning. “You are planning on going to Manjarin tonight?” He smirked.

“What?” I asked him, in my best Spanish accent.

“It’s a pretty shady place you are headed for. They have no light, no water, no food, no bathrooms, and no showers, but they certainly have cucarachas….” (Cucarachas are cockroaches … I have trouble just saying it out loud.)

The man stuffed our bags full of day-old bread and chorizo, lemon Fanta drink and chocolate sugar cookies, informing us that there would be no sign of food for at least another twenty-five kilometers.

We rested for a while in the empty stone tavern, regrouping, recharging and speculating about whose turn it was to carry the heavy pack, and when we’d arrive at the hostel.

Just hours before, we had been cuddled into a cozy restaurant booth, tossing back cervezas and telling dirty jokes in broken Spanish. What the hell had I been thinking, making us plod  on ahead?

The moment we exited the restaurant, I started to cry. Dave frowned.

“What are you crying about? This was your idea.”

“I ... knnnooooooow,” I wailed like a big baby. I felt horrible that I had made such a poor decision and was forcing Dave to face its consequences too. Just then, like something out of a Hollywood film, a huge sheet of lightning split the sky and thunder cracked simultaneously.

He rolled his eyes. I looked at the ground. He stormed on ahead. I blubbered and wiped my eyes on my shirt. For the first time in our lives, we were miles from the nearest amenities, unprepared in shorts and T-shirts, and scared of what the day and the weather would bring. We kept moving forward.

When we reached the hostel in Manjarin and were introduced to Maura and the goose, and later to owner Tomas, the self-proclaimed Templar Knight, both Dave and I decided that camping out in this dark hut-like hostel with fairytale-esque characters was a great alternative to freezing out in the rain all night.

We stayed. Despite my misgivings about the place, we really enjoyed ourselves. Tomas cooked a candlelight dinner for us with the food he had carried in the week before. Maura poured the wine.

“Salud,” Tomas cried from the end of the table as he raised his wine mug high. He then muttered to himself under his breath something about God and protection and salvation. I missed the jist of it due to my limited Spanish, but it sounded very sweet.

“Salud,” we chirped in response. I love the warmth of that expression.

As it turns out, this hostel was the best experience of the whole trip. We stayed up late conversing with Tomas about the history of the Templar Knights, how they were the protectors of  Christ and his followers. When we got stuck behind language barriers, a shy blonde guy from Finland would pipe up from the darkest corner of the hut and offer us a translation. It’s as though he was mute save for the dictionary filed conveniently in his brain.

We slept in the loft, cozy in our down sleeping bags, looking down on a crackling fire pit. Cows mooed all night long in the field outside, assuring me of my safety, lulling me into a dream state. The next morning, after rolling up our sleeping bags and washing our faces in a water bowl outside, we walked off down the gravel trail. We descended through clouds onto the next small ruined village below, mildly desperate for a bathroom, having had nothing but the great outdoors to fall back on for over a day. But we were well rested and ready to take on the world. And that’s what we did.

 

Heather Neale is a Vancouver-based freelance writer with a love for travel. She has visited sixteen countries over the past ten years and is already planning her next trip. Heather received a Bachelor of Arts degree in English and Spanish literature and has now been published in Toronto’s  The Globe and Mail, The Georgia Straight, The Times Colonist, The Icelandic Canadian and The Edmonton Journal. She is currently working on a novel and several anthologies. In her spare time, she can be spotted dancing salsa.




Madrid at Midnight 


Madrid, Spain

CARA NISSMAN

 

I SPIED THE YOUNG BARTENDER MADRILEÑO THROUGH THE window, fascinated by the motions of his rippling arms as he wiped down a countertop. Then and there I decided to seek refuge from the chafing January wind.

I walked in, grabbed a stool and ordered a café con leche. He was 19 years old, his name was Borja, and he invited me to have a drink with him after he finished his shift - at 12:30 a.m. In the endless nightlife of Madrid, people generally stay out past dawn. While I never would have agreed to a date that late back home, I was studying and backpacking abroad for a year. I decided to let down my guard, accept his offer, and see where the hypnotic power of the interminable night would lead me. The bartender turned out to offer more warmth than my coffee.

When we met outside the cervecería later on, I could smell the sweet scents of chorizo and coffee in the air. Borja laid his hand on my shoulder and led me to his favorite hangout.

If ever arose the question “Where would Jesus drink?,” I have the answer:

Borja brought me to a shadowy bar decked out in red lighting and religious paraphernalia. Seated in a pew topped off with a large cross and surrounded by paintings of the man with heavenly connections, I decided to ignore the irony of getting smashed in front of Jesus — hey, I’m Jewish, so it didn’t matter, right? — and chatted with my date about favorite sports, pop-culture icons, including Robert DeNiro and Penelope Cruz, and spots in Madrid.

I remarked on my infatuation with the Museo del Prado, revealing that I had spent countless hours trolling the art museum’s halls to bask in the brilliance of painters Francisco de Goya and Diego Velásquez. I expressed my appreciation of the regal Parque del Retiro, where I often picnicked while watching niños play tag around the fountains. And I described my fondness for aimlessly wandering alone around the narrow, medieval streets of Madrid, discovering antique bookshops, quaint clothing boutiques and irresistible pastelerías, brimming with the aromas of fresh pastries.

He told me about his obsession with his moto and other Spanish youths’ love of speeding on their motorcycles, explaining why I had seen so many of Madrid’s young adults with crutches and casts. We shared a love of movies, including the film “Abre los ojos” (which unfortunately became “Vanilla Sky” in the United States). Acknowledging our spiritual setting, we talked about our values. I found it interesting that he didn’t consider himself a particularly religious person, yet he favored this bar above countless others clustered in the area of northern Madrid, saying he enjoyed talking with the other regulars there. And Borja told me that he, among many other Spaniards in their early 20s, lived at home with no eagerness to leave until he married. Madrid’s high cost of living and shortage of living spaces, he said, are partly to blame, but he also acknowledged a strong sense of tradition and familial ties.

As Borja walked me back to my apartment, he took my hand and asked if we could be novios. I laughed, considering that we had just met. He seemed sincere, so I diplomatically said that I thought we needed to know each other a little bit longer before we committed ourselves. Yet, his innocence was endearing. He hugged me and gallantly asked me for a beso goodnight. He kissed me on the cheek! After watching me struggle with my front door’s old lock and making sure I got into my apartment, he waved goodbye.

I never went out with Borja again, but stored that night deep within my heart as one of my only encounters with a genuinely sweet young man from Madrid, recognizing after traveling the city alone for nearly a year that Borja’s chivalry was the exception rather than the rule.

Indeed, a few months later, I suffered a serious wake-up call amid the shadows of Madrid’s seemingly utopian nightlife.

I had spent the last four hours saliendo de la marcha, going clubbing, with my friend Judy one night in the part of downtown Madrid known as the Puerta del Sol. This area teems with youths, who like to meet at Kilometro Cero, a symbol on the ground that marks the center of Spain’s road network, and disperse to various bars under the Great Gatsby-esque glow of the enormous neon sign for Tío Pepe sherry.

We sucked down vodka y limón (vodka mixed with lemon Fanta) and Cuba libre (rum and Coke) while swaying to Shakira, experiencing little drama, save a sneer from a bearded guy twice our age. We had been living in Madrid for five months, studying the city’s culture and customs as much as the subjects introduced in our art history and theater classes. We claimed the night as our public playground, knowing that if we didn’t take part, we would be missing the pulse of Madrid.

Parts of Madrid, we had learned, betray a struggle between tradition and modernity. Austere Internet cafes buzzing with activity share the same streets with tiny fabric shops boasting dusty bolts of lace and silk. The intellectual dramas presented at the historic Teatro Español compete with bawdy drag-queen shows down the block. And the spots where you can find trendy threads and popular music during the day often degrade into dangerous haunts for heroin addicts and raucous drunks at night. But we had grown confident about exploring the city’s hot spots on our own, feeling as if we were impervious to any evil that might have  lingered in the shadows.

Before my friend and I parted ways that night, we decided to share churros, or plain doughnuts, and chocolate, hot chocolate as thick as hot fudge (the typical Spanish post-partying indulgence) at the venerable Chocolatería San Ginés. We mooned over the muscular camarero who served us. After dancing for hours, ignoring sore feet, strained eyes and impending headaches, savoring these treats fortified us for our long walks home.

Having strolled back solo to my apartment dozens of times before without difficulty, I began my trek feeling as safe as I would walking from the laundry room to my dorm in Boston. Passing the panaderías that would soon emit scents of sourdough, I hummed a Chayanne song and turned aimlessly on to my street. At 12:30 a.m., the street was silent, save for one cervecería, at which a couple of men and women chatted casually in the cool spring breeze.

As I passed them, a gangly guy in a gray suit shouted a greeting and asked me if I’d fancy sharing a copa with him, holding up his wineglass as if he were toasting a ghostly dinner party in the dead of night.

Exhausted from dancing downtown, I acknowledged him with a tepid “Hola,” shook my head and continued on my way, feeling the warming effects of the chocolate wearing off and my eyelids drooping toward sleep with every step.

As I neared my apartment, which was then about half a mile away, I heard footsteps and turned to see the boisterous man grinning mischievously at me.

His voice stilted and hair mussed, the strange man asked me why I didn’t want to have a drink with him and implored me to accompany him back to the bar for a beer.

I chuckled nervously and again declined politely as I quickened my pace, but he continued to shadow me until he suddenly caught up with me and grabbed my right arm and purse, now  shouting about the damn drink. I swung around in shock at how rapidly everything had escalated, struggled and wrenched myself free, running and screaming in vain. There was nobody but my pursuer to hear my pleas.

Fortunately I had sobered up by that point and dashed with a fervor I would have killed for during my junior high track meets. Whizzing past my favorite coffee shop and grocery store, with colorful signs advertising comforting items such as milk and crackers, I ran past my apartment, fearing that he would catch me at the door. As I ran around the block to try to lose him, I noticed that the man’s energy persisted while my faith dwindled. I started imagining the worst scenario and tightened my grip around my keys.

Without warning, the guy tripped and a last burst of hope shot through me and carried me to my door. I fumbled with the latch as he collected himself and sprinted towards me. I leapt through the open door and locked it behind me as if a ravenous pit bull were lunging at me. Watching him wail and bang on the door, I defiantly stepped into the elevator and reclaimed the night.

 

Cara Nissman lived in Madrid and backpacked alone around Western Europe for about a year, thanks to the Boston University Madrid Internship Program and a Pamela Posen Endowed Memorial Scholarship. She is now a features reporter at The Boston Herald. She travels and writes about her experiences every chance she gets, and hopes to return to Europe soon.




My First Day in Spain 

Madrid, Spain

PETER MALCOLM

 

IT BEGAN AS THE MOST EXCITING DAY OF MY LIFE. IT ENDED AS THE most terrifying.

On the morning of Aug. 28, 2001, I arrived in Madrid, Spain, from Seattle, wide-eyed and giddy with excitement, not knowing that in 14 hours my life would be in danger.

For the moment, life was great.

I was 19 years old with a pocket full of traveler’s checks and nothing but good things on the horizon. It was the first day of four months I was to spend in Spain.

My final destination was the coastal city of Alicante, where I was going to live with a host family and attend the local university. Accompanying me on my voyage were John and Javi — my best friends from my stateside school, Western Washington University.

We weren’t due to arrive in Alicante for three days, so we had time to kill in the Spanish capital. Luckily, we had a place to go. Javi is originally from Spain, and a substantial part of his family tree is still rooted there. The plan was to find our way to his grandparents’ apartment to set up our center of operations for the next few days. We hauled our mountain of luggage through the massive Barajas terminal and found a taxi driver willing to accommodate us for a minimal extra fee.

The drive through the city was magnificent and filled with spectacular sights — the classic Spanish bull ring, the legendary Real Madrid soccer stadium and — of course — the golden arches of McDonald’s.

After a 20-minute drive we arrived at Javi’s grandparents’ house, nestled deep in a crowded residential district somewhere in the sprawling metropolis of Madrid. We received a warm greeting from the elderly Spanish couple, highlighted by the customary  dos besos, two kisses, and a barrage of seemingly friendly words I woefully didn’t understand.

After we lugged our godforsaken luggage up the five flights of stairs in the sweltering Spanish heat, we retreated into the spare room to discuss our plan for the evening.

“You guys have no idea what it’s like,” said Javi, as he went into his formulaic yet enthralling stories of Spanish nightlife. “Everybody parties till at least 7 in the morning, the music is unbelievable and the girls are out of this world.”

By now John and I were getting worked into a frenzy and we almost lost it when Javi told us that Spanish women love American guys (a statement I later found to be grossly inaccurate).

Around 8:30 p.m. the three of us hopped in a cab. Unbeknownst to us, the seemingly insignificant ride set into motion the wheels of fate, putting us on course for an encounter we would never forget.

“Can you believe 24 hours ago we were back home?” John asked me as we drove past the Spanish parliament buildings.

“Well, actually, we were on a plane, but I know what you mean,” I said, trying not to take anything away from the surreal feeling I knew we were experiencing. Soon we were let loose in the heart of the city and proceeded directly to the nearest bar.

After 30 minutes of guzzling cervezas and ogling the 50th  Penelope Cruz look-alike, I decided to make a toast and raised my pint of Heineken. “To good friends and to the first of many great nights we’ll have on this trip.”

Javi and John echoed my sentiments as we clinked our glasses.

Next on our agenda was to make our way to Club Joy, a Javidescribed “dance club utopia,” and a place where we could get in for half-price with the coupon we ripped out of some “Explore Europe” book.

We pressed our way through the densely populated Plaza del Sol, unsuccessfully searching for the club and taking in all the things that endlessly flooded our senses. The enticing smell of paella wafting out of a cafe, the obnoxious sound of mopeds careening through traffic and the awe-inspiring sight of the city skyline set against a vivid orange sunset.

Just when we thought we were lost and Javi was prepared to ask a local to point us in the right direction, a skinny, middle-aged man approached John and struck up a conversation in Dutch-accented English.

“Hey, how are you guys doing tonight?” he asked John in a friendly, interested tone.

“Not too bad, thanks,” John said. “We’re just trying to find our way to Club Joy so we can party like rock stars.”

The friendly Dutch stranger said he was headed to the same club and offered to lead us to the sacred palace of music, beer and women. We were more than happy to follow and I welcomed the chance to speak English with someone other than my travel mates.

The man, who told us his name was Carl, was friendly, no question there, but after a few blocks his topics of discussion shifted from praising Americans and congratulating us on our arrival to inner-city violence and drug dealing. Eventually I noticed we were getting farther and farther from the crowds of people and began to get leery of our guide’s intentions.

Javi and John had noticed too. Every few moments we shot looks at one another as if to say, “This guy is really sketchy. We need to get the hell out of here.”

A shadow of fear crept over me. Suddenly, a group of eight  or nine Moroccan thugs greeted our guide with high-fives. They joked and laughed at us while conversing in a foreign tongue. I noticed a patch of angry-red needle marks dotting Carl’s arm as he lead us down the increasingly isolated back roads. With each additional sign, the chances of our safe passage to the club seemed to diminish.

“We need to get our asses outta here,” John whispered, as Carl urged us along.

I noticed Carl surveying the surroundings; his scruffy, gaunt face was looking from side to side, deciding if this spot was removed enough from the bustle of the Plaza.

Suddenly, Javi decided it was time to take action.

“What the hell do you want with us?” he asked as I held my breath for fear of Carl’s response.

“To take you to the club,” he responded automatically, though the assurance with which he answered was wavering.

After a few more uneasy blocks of walking, Javi spoke again.

“Hey bro,” he stammered, “Thanks for taking us along and everything, but we really gotta go back and meet our grandparents.”

Carl must have sensed the fear and desperation in Javi’s plea, because at that moment he dropped the friendly tour-guide façade.

“I don’t give a fuck about your grandparents!” he yelled. A wave of fear coursed through my body.

Around me, everything seemed to stop. I felt as if I was in a dream — or, rather, a nightmare. The seconds passed like hours, and it wasn’t until Carl spoke again that I realized the magnitude of our situation.

“I’m not here to fuckin’ play games with you; I’m here to rob you.”

At that moment the three of us saw a ray of hope approaching in the form of five men in their 20s, talking jovially and heading straight for us. I flashed Javi a desperate look and he courageously took action.

“Ayuda me, ayuda me, help me, help me,” he pleaded as the entourage marched past us. But his calls for help were ignored, and they only managed to aggravate our already-angry acquaintance.

“That was very stupid of you; do it again and one of your friends will die.”

I was stunned. How could these people not try to help us? Our only chance of escaping the ordeal with our money had vanished; now I was concerned about escaping with my life. Carl opened his black leather fanny pack and pulled out a syringe half-filled with blood.

“This needle is filled with my own AIDS-infected blood. Give me your money or I’ll stab one of you.”

The syringe was pointed directly at my face. My back was to the brick wall of a rundown apartment complex. John was to my right and Javi to my left. Carl was directly in front of me, his eyes cold and ruthless. I was at his mercy. I thought I was going to lose control of my bladder.

“Give me everything you’ve got.”

Automatically, I reached into my pocket and pulled out my remaining 2,000 pesetas (roughly $15) and prayed that he would just take the money and leave. John and Javi did the same, handing over their wads of bills as submissively as possible.

Carl seemed extremely disappointed.

“What the fuck is this?” he asked furiously. “Where is the rest of it?’

“I’m sorry sir, that’s all we brought out with us. I’m sorry,” I stammered in a feeble attempt to pacify him.

“Do you want this,” I asked frantically, fumbling to undo the silver Swiss Army watch on my left wrist.

But Carl wasn’t interested. He didn’t take my watch, nor did he ask for John’s $5,000 Rolex, or any of the silver chains dangling from our necks. He had our money in his pocket and our lives in his hands.

Just then, Carl let out a laugh, threw the needle to the pavement and crushed it under his boot.

“You think I’m stupid enough to walk around with an AIDS needle?” he asked.

We were duped. He robbed us with a very convincing bluff. I was at a loss.

“If you want to fight, let’s go,” he said. “I’ll take on all three of you.”

I just wanted to get out of there, so I signaled John and Javi not to try any of the ideas that were undoubtedly circulating in their heads, and we began to head down the way we came — toward safety.

We hadn’t gone 20 feet before Carl called after me.

“Hey you, come here for a second.”

Every part of me said not to walk toward him, but I did. I couldn’t help it. John and Javi shot me looks that said, “What the hell are you doing?”

“Listen to me carefully,” Carl said when I was next to him, his eyes flashing dangerously. “You seem like the calm one, so tell your friends not to try anything or those Moroccans you saw will kill all of you.”

I promised I would make sure nobody would start anything and waited, praying that he would let me leave.

“One more thing,” Carl said as I turned to leave. “Can I bum a smoke?”

It was so unexpected, I was happy to comply. I gave him a cigarette from my pack of Camels and provided him with a lighter as well. What I did next still amazes me to this day. I extended  my hand to the man who had only moments ago threatened my life and robbed me. Carl grabbed it and shook it firmly for a second, then turned and fled into the night.

I’m not sure why I shook Carl’s hand, but my theory is that I was so relieved to be free that I shook it out of gratitude — thanking him for not killing me.

Whenever I tell this story to friends, their response is the same: “Why couldn’t the three of you take him on? He was only an old skinny dude with a needle that turned out to contain no life-threatening diseases.”

I respond by saying that you don’t know how to react in situations like that when pure adrenaline and fear are guiding your every decision. Yes, it is true we could have taken him in a fight, but I don’t think that would have been the smartest decision.

When we returned to Javi’s grandparent’s place and told them our account, they praised our handling of the situation and told us about a similar mugging that took place two weeks before. In that instance the Americans being mugged put up resistance and were killed — by a group of Moroccans who were lurking in the shadows.

 

Peter Malcolm is a 21-year-old journalism major at Western Washington University who is having Europe withdrawals. Traveling abroad was a great experience for him and he was ecstatic to be able to contribute a story to the readers of this collection. What he hopes people take away from this is a desire to live it up in the great cities around the world — and to come out in one piece. This is his first submission to a narrative publication. He has previously been published in his school paper and magazine.




24 Hours in Ibiza 


Ibiza, Spain

AVI VICHNIAC

 

YOU KNOW HOW IT IS WHEN YOU GO TO A PARTY AND THE PLACE IS bumping, but around 1 or 2 a.m., the party fades. A few people in the crowd are still energized, but that’s not enough to keep you going. Soon you find yourself tired and ready to call it a night. Now picture yourself in a place where everyone is that upper-echelon partier, no one wants to quit, and the music is so intense that you feel like you could keep going forever. Welcome to the Spanish island of Ibiza, a destination filled with white sandy beaches, immaculate architecture and a nightlife that never ends. If one party draws to a close, you just simply move on to the next. Take this 24-hour cycle for example:

It was Monday night, and I started off at the bars much like I would on a normal night out. The place of choice was called Base Bar, a chic spot overlooking the marina of Ibiza Town. I began the night relaxing, sipping on vodka Red Bulls along with two college buddies. We couldn’t wait for the anything-goes atmosphere of the “White Isle” to begin, and soon enough it did. By midnight, the marina air turned electric from the swarms of supermodels, disco moguls, and high-rolling backpackers, and we had prime seats. It didn’t take long to realize that in just one short hour, we had encountered a full year’s worth of beautiful women in the U.S. This is no exaggeration. Ibiza is filled with girls that no one from home would believe exist, women that put our American models and actresses to shame. If we tried to describe this scene to our friends, we know they wouldn’t believe us, because hey, we wouldn’t have either. At around 2 a.m., we  couldn’t take it anymore and it was time to hit a club called Privilege.

We rode to the club in style via the Disco Bus. Only in Ibiza would the public transportation system be fully equipped with blaring house music and route its buses specifically to the mega-clubs. They really thought of everything on this island. At about 2:30 a.m., we made it into Privilege. Look it up in the Guinness Book of World Records, this is the world’s largest club. We couldn’t believe our eyes when we walked in and saw thousands of people going mental on the dance floor. This mind-blowing complex is host to a colossal main room, giant pool, stage setup, energetic side room, chill-out dome and first-rate outdoor patio. I even found a DJ spinning in the bathroom.

Now, we knew Mondays in Ibiza were synonymous with Manumission, the craziest club night of the week, but we didn’t know exactly what that entailed. At about 4 a.m. we realized we were in a place where unconventional and outlandish behavior was the norm. On the dance floor we witnessed everything from acrobats and fire-breathers to midgets on stilts and dancers performing kinky sex acts. All around us partygoers danced the night away to the bumping beats of the famous international DJs that Ibiza always attracts. That night, it was UK legend John Kelly and Fat Boy Slim. At 6:30 a.m., the club was not dying down but was intensifying. As daylight slowly seeped in through the club, the energy of the crowd built higher and higher, and I felt like I was on top of the world. It was unbelievable. And no drugs for me — just pure adrenaline, the love of a good time, and, OK, a few sangrias and vodka tonics.

We left Privilege at 8 a.m. and the club was still going. My friends and I were left completely speechless, still in shock and disbelief about what had just occurred. Nowhere in the U.S. could one experience a venue of such unbridled debauchery! We returned to the hotel after a long bus ride, but it wasn’t time to sleep yet — it was time to go to the Manumission after-hour party at club Space. I quickly showered up, changed into more beachy attire, refueled on a sandwich and water, and was ready to go. Unfortunately, my friends were out cold and had no shot at awakening in the near future. The rational thing would have been for me to do the same, but then again, how often is one in Ibiza, right?

Walking into this legendary after-hours club at 10 a.m., I knew I was in for an all-new sort of experience. After all, Space was an Ibiza must, and everything I heard about it attested to the fact that it had reached cult status on the global dance circuit. The entrance of the club led me right into a beautiful sunny outdoor terrace. There I felt like I was at a funky beach party as I danced to the blissful Balearic grooves. I also soon discovered that the club was situated in close proximity to the airport run-way, so that the sight and sound of low-flying planes were built into the musical sets. The crowd at Space was so happy and the atmosphere was so alive, it is hard to put into words. Even though I came by myself, it was easy to mingle with the eclectic group of clubgoers that surrounded me. After about an hour, the staff started handing out random costumes to the crowd. I received giant funky sunglasses and a cool hat and soon the mass of people transformed into everything from cats and sea creatures to devils and angels. The sudden change of atmosphere really sparked the crowd, and it didn’t even occur to me that I had been partying for half a day straight now.

What made Space truly unique was that it offered two widely different dance arenas. Entering into the inner part of the club, I felt like I was in outer space, with its dark deep house music and starry indoor skyline. Once inside this black hypnotic main room, it was easy to lose track of everything else, like the time of day or  the fact that I would eventually have to leave this amazing island. At the bar, the guy next to me was handing out shots, and since there were extras, I was included. When I took a closer look at the man giving me the shot of Sambuca, I realized that it was none other then Mike Manumission himself, the main man responsible for this marathon of a fiesta that I was enduring. I thanked him for the drink and told him that I came all the way from Boston to experience Manumission. He was pleased and greeted me with open arms. A half-hour later I said basically the same thing to Fat Boy Slim, as he was trolling around the terrace.

At 3 p.m. the music came to a close and the promoters thanked everyone who was daring enough to complete the full Manumission experience. They also welcomed anyone who wanted to come into the backroom of the club for free drinks. It turned out that Garlands, a famed British club, was throwing a party that night and the cocktails were a promotion to start us off. I was so close to bailing out that last hour, but suddenly it was all worth it. In the room itself, I found two beautiful girls handing out drinks from two giant vats of alcohol. One tub contained sangria and the other Champagne and vodka, a winning combination. After downing a few of each I started chatting it up with the only other English speakers in the room, who happened to be club promoters from Dallas. I tried to tell them that it might be time to get some much-needed sleep but they persuaded me to check out the scene at the beach, and I wasn’t about to argue.

Just a short walk from club Space was the crowded beach of Playa d’en Bossa, which is the longest beach on the isle, as well as an afternoon party place. Right away I found myself at Bora Bora, the famous beach bar. Once again, I was now at a wild beach party. It was not difficult to keep going as I fed off the energy of the up-for-it crowd. And despite having its own legendary DJ, DJ Gee, the experience was free! At the beach itself, I saw more nudity than in all of the Porky’s movies combined. The only problem was the view of German and Italian tourists in Speedos!

At around 5 p.m., it was time for a quick break, and I hit the water. Swimming in the picturesque, turquoise-colored water of the Mediterranean after countless hours of partying was perhaps the most euphoric sensation I’ve ever felt. Back at Bora Bora, the foam machines were on, so I promptly jumped into the action. The day continued to roll on and I kept telling myself that it was time to go, but I just couldn’t leave. A couple of times I started walking away toward the road, but then found myself walking right back into the mix. I saw Mike M. again and said, “It never ends.” He smiled back in agreement. At 7:30 p.m., I finally left the beach.

On the road back, I waited for a bus that never seemed to come. I heard two more Americans asking around for directions to the Sunset bars. Oh man, I thought, what better way to complete the day than Sunset Strip! It wasn’t a sane decision, but then again, not much of the day was. I decided to take them under my wing and hit one last stop before sleep. After all, they were willing to split a cab with me and the bus was nowhere in sight.

We arrived at the illustrious Sunset cafes on time. Picture four beach bars and thousands of people just relaxing in anticipation of a breathtaking sunset, all to the tunes of the soft, ambient tracks that the DJs would provide. It was the ultimate chill-out. We somehow managed to acquire seats at Café Mambo, perhaps the liveliest spot on Sunset Strip. I soon learned that my two new friends had just arrived from Miami and both happened to be recently divorced, ready to live it up for the week. It didn’t take us too long to lure two young, attractive females to our table.  After all, once again, we had prime seats. The girls were recent college graduates from the New York City area and were also new to the island. We spent the next hour conversing about life and our travels. I told the group about my past day’s events and soon enough I had them all foaming at the mouth in awe of what they just heard. It’s times like these that make traveling so unique — the ease of making new friends and the instant bond you have with these people. It keeps me feeling young and alive.

It was now over an hour past sunset and the group was ready to move on to the next spot. The last discussion was about what was ahead for the night. The debate was between Pacha, the oldest and most authentically Spanish club on the isle, or Amnesia, another super-club known for its two distinctively captivating dance floors. Not me, I said, I am going to sleep. And soon enough, I finally did just that.

 

Avi Vichniac is a 2000 graduate from the University of Wisconsin - Madison, where he received a degree in economics and played lacrosse. Currently he lives in Boston and works in finance. Avi has backpacked around Europe for the past four summers and does not plan on stopping anytime soon.




Pushing the Limit 


Majorca, Spain

TYLER TOBY

 

I WAS UPSIDE DOWN, THINKING “WOW, I COULD DIE, BUT MAYBE not” — and then the car landed on all fours. Here we were, around 6 a.m., coming back from BCM, pinnacle of the club circuit on the big island of Majorca. Khan and I were enjoying life, sweating the summer away on the dance floors of Europe, always looking for action — decadence at its finest. Now, we were almost getting killed for the third time on this trip.

That was it, putting yourself on the edge of life, tempting fate, winning and making it through your 20s. Khan and I had been backpacking all over southern Europe for the past two months, with the primary goal of hitting dance club after dance club until we reached the point of exhaustion. We had become vampires of the dance floor, in search of good times and beautiful women.

BCM was a massive club situated smack dab in the middle of the British overrun town of Magaluf. Everywhere you looked you saw the British flag flying and heard the British accent floating through the air. Inside the club, fascinating laser-light shows made it look as if all three stories of the building were rocking back and forth. Our mission was to booze up on the way there and then dance all night with women from all over Europe. The music was fantastic and the good times were there for the taking. By 5 a.m., we had sweated out our last cocktail and were out of luck on the lady ticket. Though not a completely successful night, we ventured back out into the morning twilight, with visions of sleep in our heads.

We had almost made it back to the condo when our rental car decided to take a wrong turn. Actually, I was the one behind the wheel and in retrospect, the corner didn’t seem that bad at all. In fact, it was a simple curve, but my mind was still on the dance floor rather than the road. The funny thing is that I can remember every moment of the crash. I can remember missing the corner and then putting my foot on the brake just before we barreled into a very large tree. The braking saved us from the tree, but caused the car to go into a roll. It seemed like a very delicate roll; the car appeared to glide over the bushes on the side of the road. The great thing was that the rolling stopped after one turn and we landed on all four tires. The only downside was that the windshield popped out from the force of my buddy’s head slamming in to it. Once the car stopped, I looked around and realized that at first glance all was still intact. Khan had a slight bump on his head and his knee was a bit scraped up. Other than that, we were good. We jumped out of the car and started doing a dance around the car. We had tested the odds and won. We then proceeded to grab two beers out of the dumped cooler and made the toast of our lives. Little did we know that a farmer in the distance was watching our every move.

After toasting our new lease on life, we climbed back into the car and passed out. There was no way to drive away from the scene. Next thing we knew, two Spanish police officers were knocking on the roof of the car, trying to determine if we could be awakened or if we had expired. Once awake, we tried to explain to them that the turn was very sharp and we had misjudged it. They looked around for any evidence of alcohol and then took us down to the local station. In our previous moment of triumph, I had decided that stashing any evidence of booze was probably in our best interest. I had quickly collected all beer cans and the cooler and stashed them under a large rock. Thus  our butts were saved for the time being.

At the police station, we were mildly interrogated about the details of the incident. We pleaded guilty to bad driving only. The subject of alcohol was quickly passed over. With no reason to hold us, we were sent on our merry way. But in order to stay out of trouble, we had to go on a recon mission: go back to the scene of the crime and snatch our cooler. If the damn thing was found, it would unravel our whole story to the local police, and we would be up a creek without a new rental car. So as soon as we finished, we headed straight back to the spot, in our new rental. As we pulled up, we saw our old car being towed away, but no farmer. He must have been on his lunch break or enjoying siesta. We managed to dig up the cooler without anyone spotting us.

Over the next few days, we passed that very large, fateful tree, and thought about how lucky we had been that night. The fact is we were damn lucky. We could have easily rammed right into that tree, and I wouldn’t be here to write this story. I wouldn’t be here to meet my future wife, or to do anything worthwhile. I had once again escaped the dangers of my 20s, and if you can make it through your 20s, you have a good shot at making it the rest of the way. It is great to live life to the fullest, but sometimes the fullest can catch up with you when you least expect it. Luckily, it didn’t catch me that day.

 

Tyler Toby is an adjunct history professor at Emmanuel College and a marketing director for an Internet start up. Previously, he was a Boston public school teacher for four years, lived in Ireland for a year and traveled all over Europe. Toby is working on a book called Visions From A Treadmill .




Soy Escritora, Soy Pintor 


Barcelona, Spain

ROSE SKELTON

 

“SOY ESCRITORA,” I SIGHED, ANSWERING THE MAN WHO HAD TAKEN the empty chair next to mine. I sat drinking mojitos at a wobbly table, the only table left in the wee hours of an early Spanish morning at this crowded little Barcelona jazz club. I figured him for just another red-blooded Latino male, interested in listening to a female for only long as it took to get his real work with her done. So I was focused more on my distressing writer’s block than on his delicious eyes.

“Tell me,” he asked, “what are you writing now?”

This question surprised me. To a writer, it is either music or murder. Just then, I needed a sympathetic ear, and he looked ready to supply some attention. Not that that meant he really was interested, of course. I knew he wasn’t really. But I decided to tell him anyway, as a sort of punishment for his asking.

“I’m writing a love story, a story I’ve been needing to tell for three years, and I can’t finish it because I can’t find the ending,” I said. “The story is true, about lost love across continents. I thought I could make up an ending once I got there, but it still means too much to me to mess it up with fantasy. So here I am, in Barcelona in the middle of the night, getting drunk on mojitos, talking to you.”

I looked up then and found that this man was looking right into me. A tingling rose from my neck up over my jawbone, and my face flushed. I’d fixed a smile on my face to pretend this was just another story, and to divert his attention from me. But when our eyes connected, I couldn’t fool myself about the story or him.

Something about him was astonishingly beautiful: He seemed to understand and care, and in that instant, I felt that somehow things were set right.

I had been suffering over this story for some time when, in early March, I decided on a whim that I’d head for Barcelona with just the clothes I was wearing. Shortly after I arrived, I took a late-evening walk to the high arches of the Plaza Real. There, crowding voices bounced at me off the stone walls and flimsy metal chairs and tables as marauding French schoolchildren with dyed green hair hurried among waiters and tourists and large white Englishmen eating chips and calling loudly for beer. In the midst of all this, I saw a single palm tree growing out of the cracked stones. That oddly incongruous element lifted my spirits, as if I had just noticed the arrival of spring.

In my hand, I carried the address of a club that was upstairs from the plaza’s arcade. A friend had passed it to me, telling me it was too good to miss and cautioning me to keep it quiet, so that the tourists wouldn’t “discover” and ruin it. Because of that, I expected to find hundreds of people like me there, each believing they were the lucky one to have found out about this treasure.

I looked up. I could see the surrounding buildings rose another two stories above the arcade. Lights shone there in high-ceilinged rooms, and curtains blew in the breeze. It looked quiet up there; surely, eyes were meeting across those rooms, dances were being danced in dazzling dresses and starched white suits, and people were falling in love. I could hear gentle strains of music, see the black-and-white tiled floors, breathe in the jazz of those warm, human spaces.

My friend had explained that the door to the club stood next to a kebab shop off the plaza. Ringing the doorbell, I waited, and eventually a woman opened the door. Offering my thanks, I slipped through, not into the club, but into a stone hallway. I instantly  felt I was intruding, but I wasn’t going to stop now that I had begun. I climbed the stairs, nervous that I was entering someone’s private home, not a club. I had visions of bursting into a Spanish supper: a madre grande, at the head of a heaving table of guests, stopping her ladle mid-dip in the tureen, as everyone turns, conversation instantly dead, to look silently at me.

The steps were stone, and shallow wells had been worn into them by centuries of climbing and descending feet. The wooden banister along the wall was broken in places, and only bare bulbs lit my way. At a door at the top of the second flight of stairs, I knocked. A man opened it, releasing an cloud of cigarette smoke. He greeted me and asked what I wanted to drink. The place looked like his apartment, but he didn’t seem the least bit surprised to see me, and instead of rooms filed with home furnishings, I found a small club where Spaniards were drinking and chatting gently, gathered around small, low-lit, round tables, while lazy jazz played on a sound system. The music was subdued, mingling with the patrons’ murmuring. For a woman coming from England, a place famous for the drunken debauchery of its small hours clubs, I found this jazz club utterly civilized and marveled at how the Spaniards do it.

This was exactly the kind of place I had pictured from the plaza below. The low music, the couples at small tables — even the floor tiles were checkered black and white. With a mojito in hand, I made my way through the rooms, and, finding no seats free, I settled on the edge of a long table. It tipped as I put weight on it, so I adjusted myself and leaned back. Finally resting comfortably, I felt strangely and suddenly soothed.

That’s when the astonishing man joined me, and our eyes met.

“Soy pintor (I am a painter),” he told me. His name was Abel, a short form of his Moroccan name, which he had given up  as a child when his family had moved to Barcelona. He looked young, his wondrous skin dark and lucid. His black eyes, sparkling even in the dim light of the club, seemed to me like cool, clear pools of water. I felt something so profound burning inside him, I longed to touch it, and I imagined that he must be an extraordinary artist.

“I know what it feels like, Rosa; you’re not alone. You feel as if you’re the only one who understands what you’re trying to do.” Abel laughed, his head tilted backwards, and he settled back with a broad, sweet smile that remained until I was charmed out of my self-indulgent gloom. As we drank more potent mixes, I gave him a synopsis of my story, telling it much better than I had written it. He asked if, when it was finally completed, I might send it to him so that he could illustrate it with his own work. He had a studio on the other side of the Plaza, and he took me to the window so that I could see it across the gray light of the stone square. It had started to rain. We turned toward each other, standing like two dancers poised to hold one another and move, and he said, no longer smiling his perfect smile, “There is something in you, Rosa, which shines. Your story is going to be perfect.”

Outside, with day breaking, we walked in the rain to the middle of the square. “It’s my birthday today,” I told him. I had meant to spend it alone, perhaps forget it altogether, and only remembered then that it was the fifth of March. All around us were the imposing stone arcades; and above them, the secret rooms and clubs and homes in which people surely were falling in love.

“Well, señorita, in that case, you must dance. Every girl must have at least one dance on her birthday.” Abel took my hand and placed his arm around my waist. He held me to him so that our hips were touching lightly and we moved to music that he hummed softly into my ear, my cheeks sensing the warm damp  skin of his neck, as the rain fell upon us both.

I did not complete my story; Abel was never able to do illustrations for it. I stopped work on it, glad to have written as much as I had, and happy to lay it to rest. I have found a new place to write now, where I spend the odd weekend when I want to feel I am at the center of a romantic reverie. It looks down on a solitary palm tree and beer-guzzling Englishmen, and across at high-ceilinged rooms where couples dance and are surely falling in love. As the sounds of the Plaza Real drift through the open wooden shutters and into the studio, I write as Abel paints. I find my inspiration here, now.

 

Based in her hometown of London, Rose’s one constant is that of being a writer. Her work has been published in The London Sunday Times and The Independent, and she has worked in the past for Lonely Planet travel guidebooks. She is also a student of African religious culture, a specialist in Senegalese music, a bread baker, salsa dancer and cyclist. Future adventures include farming in Spain and environmental education in Guatemala, with always half an eye on the trans-Saharan route from Southern Spain to Senegal where she hopes she will finish her novel.




Hostels: The only way to stay 


Gandia, Spain

JASPER LIAO

 

BEFORE I HAD DONE ANY CONSISTENT TRAVELING, I HAD THOUGHT that youth hostels were just run-down hotels. They loom precariously beneath even the shadiest one-star hotel in any travel book, and offer suspiciously cheap prices for room and board. I remember having visions of roach motels, with a heavy emphasis on the roaches.

So that was the impression that stood out in my mind as my childhood friend Orion and I sat at the Gandia bus station, trying to figure out where to stay that night. We had flown into Madrid a week ago, managing to find reasonable pensiones in Madrid, Sevilla, and Granada. I was getting edgy, though, as my travel budget seemed to be thinning and the only hotels with vacancies in Gandia were out of my price range. Which left the dreaded youth hostel.

We decided to bite the bullet and got into a cab. With my limited Spanish capabilities, I had a short conversation with the driver, who said that the hostel was actually in a nearby town called Piles. We didn’t have much choice, and as he drove us through remote rows of citrus and olive trees my disappointment grew. I heard Orion grumbling in the back seat about staying in an abandoned farm house.

After about twenty minutes, we rolled into a ghost town. Spare, whitewashed houses lined the deserted streets, softening the sun’s glare but barren of life. Storefronts were obscured by locked sheet-metal gates, and restaurant signs lazily swayed in the sea breeze. Empty driveways lacked cars, empty sidewalks lacked pedestrians, even empty trees lacked birds. The charm of  the town hadn’t left with its inhabitants though, and its relaxed, winding alleys mellowed our minds.

A concrete driveway ramped up from the street, and our taxi driver told me that the blocky white building behind it was the hostel. Large stenciled stick figures on its walls engaged in various sports, an indication of what lay within. Orion and I collected our bags, paid the driver, and hustled up the walk.

The scent of sunscreen was the first thing I noticed upon stepping through the French doors, followed by the inevitable whiff of bathroom cleanser. A receptionist perched reading behind a white formica counter, while two flickering security monitors gave split angles of the lounge’s lone ceiling fan.

The receptionist slowly looked up with a visibly irritated glance and said curtly, “Yes?”

After digging out our money belts to pay, we were shown up to the spacious and sunny second floor, through the vacant lounge and to our shared dorm room. Wooden framed bunks were pushed up against the walls, and a few occupants were still snoring off their hangovers in the mid-afternoon doldrums. One of the chub-bier lumps stirred, sat up and grinned at us groggily.

He introduced himself as Peter while sliding on a pair of rimmed glasses. He had arrived a few days ago and was on his way up the coast to Barcelona. But as he talked in his thick Austrian accent, my attention was fully drawn to the five-pronged white mark spanning his right breast.

“What the hell is that?” I blurted, tactful as ever.

I had caught him in mid-sentence, and he jerked his head around to see what I was referring to. Orion laughed and pointed at Peter’s chest, and he covered it in mock embarrassment. Then he began:

“I vas lying on ze beach vhen I fell asleep viss my hand on my chest,” he recalled, fitting his right hand perfectly over the  blotch.

“Didn’t you wear sunscreen?” Orion asked.

“It doesn’t really matta afta three houas.”

After taking an obligatory picture with Peter and his badge, we walked downstairs, through a set of oversized glass doors — and on to one of the most beautiful expanses of shoreline I had ever seen. Sugary sand compressed under my feet and between my toes, subdued waves gently licked at the beach’s edge, and bits of sun sparkled across the sea’s heaving spine. The ambient splash and hiss of the breaking tides drowned out all other sound, except for occasional wind-carried murmurs from the few sun-baked hostelers.

We sat and talked to the diverse group for a while, trading stories of the road.

Jed was a hippie kid from Northern California who had a broken wire in his braces. He had made the mistake of play-fighting with a group of models one night at the beach in Barcelona. One of the especially attractive ones, he explained, was a female kickboxing champ. His lip was almost fully healed, but the damage to his braces was permanent. It was painful for him to smile, but he couldn’t help but laugh with us.

Then there was Sadie, a spunky blond girl from Canada. I had always pictured Canada as a snow-covered wasteland with Mounties and some decent hockey players, but Sadie made a hard case about the wildness of Canucks and their parties, and furiously cooked up more stories to one-up anyone else’s offerings.

As we sat on the stone seawall and talked, I found myself surprised at how interesting, intelligent, and open these people were. We were all in the same situation, and related to each other fully about the range of ludicrous experiences we had. As varied as our personalities were, a sturdy concept threaded us together: our love of travel and discovery.

Some discoveries were more grotesque than others. Ben was an Australian who had spent the last few months knee-deep in Southeast Asia. Apart from the expected sightseeing, he had been brought to a shooting range in Vietnam. He had spent ten U.S. dollars to fire an assault rifle at a target, an extravagant price in those parts. Then the range owners offered to up the ante.

“It sounds brutal,” said Ben, “but how many times in your life do you get the chance to fire a grenade launcher at a live cow?”

The conversation continued like this for hours, as shadows lengthened and dimmed. Hostel transients ducked in and out of our circle, tossing in morsels about other hostels, cities, restaurants, and sights. We segued to dinner, the upstairs lounge, and finally back on the sand.

Eventually it was only Jed, Sadie, Orion, and me chatting, our volume rising as bottles of sangria were passed around.

At a lull in our talk, Sadie suggested that we go for a night swim. The deserted beach was dimly lit by the lights inside the hostel, and the waves offered relief from the day’s humidity that lingered still. The four of us changed into bathing suits, and re-convened on the shore.

Sadie was an attractive, charismatic girl, and through our splashings and other flirtations in the radiant moonlight, she carefully found ways to make each one of us melt for her. I was fascinated by both her silhouette and her boisterousness, and I could tell by Jed and Orion’s glinty eyes that they were captivated, too.

When Sadie ran inside to use the bathroom, the three of us jabbered about how amazing she was and tottered in and out of the surf, tipsily throwing a frisbee. The moon hung bright and full over our heads, and we whooped in its luminous glory.

Half an hour later, the primal spirit was fading, and we wondered why Sadie was taking so long. We stumbled up the beach, through the glass doors, up the stairs, and mischievously pushed open her door.

She was gone.

It wasn’t until the following morning that Orion realized his Platinum credit card was missing from his wallet, left in his cargo shorts during our swim. We had buried our money belts in with our filthy clothes, and in those hurried 40 minutes Sadie either hadn’t had enough time to dig, or was too repulsed.

It was a small matter to cancel the card, and after a few more days of sopping up sunrays, Orion and I made on our way up the coast to Valencia, Jed tagging along to see if he could find an English-speaking dentist. We spent the train ride laughing about the characters we had met in Piles, a bit disappointed at leaving that melting pot but anxious to see what the rest of our trip would produce. My first hostel experience had been educational, to put it mildly, and I was sure I would never think about youth hostels the same way again. Or beautiful travelers.

 

A recent graduate from Rutgers University, Jasper Liao is an aspiring writer with a degree in journalism. Increasingly nomadic, he has lived in Europe and South America, and recently taught ESL in China. Jasper plans to establish a base in Boston, but will never stop long enough for his passport to get dusty.




The Bullfight 


Seville, Spain

SARAH SPRADLING

 

I FOUND SEVILLE VERY MUCH LIKE MADRID. IT DIDN’T HAVE THE hilltop charm of Toledo; it lacked the heavy Moorish influence of Cordoba. It was a city of traffic and nightclubs. The modern world had taken over; the city oozed university students and seeped elderly tourists.

My alarm woke me early to a dreary morning that day, where scattered gray clouds ever so often sprinkled rain. The one thing that made today different was that today, I was going to witness an exciting event, a tradition of which only Spain could profess ownership: a bullfight.

My friends and I consumed our “continental” breakfast of coffee, jam and bread, and trooped out into the city’s intertwining streets. Those of us attending the fight retrieved our maps and began to study them. The bullring was — as every city attraction in Spain — hidden deep within a maze of avenues and alleys, so as each of us deciphered a route, we announced conflicting directions, yet miraculously managed to find it. The ring was a round building among square block buildings, a symbol of tradition in a world of modernization.

By the time we reached our destination, the clouds had been whisked away and the sun was beating down on our backs. I began to wonder if the sunscreen I’d slathered on that morning would be enough to hold me over throughout the day.

Looking up at the towering ring before me, I realized how beautiful it was. It called to mind ladies drowning in lace, with great decorative combs on their heads, parading under the arched  walkways. The ever-present vendors were posted at various spots around the ring, offering posters and dolls, refreshments and trinkets. Women selling flowers forced them into our hands, then demanded pay. It was tiring.

After we had purchased our tickets, killed a few hours, and endured lunch at a TexMex restaurant where the guacamole was certainly nothing I recognized as guacamole, we returned to the bullring, enthusiastic and impatient. We immediately joined the forming crowd.

Once inside the ring, I was reminded of Rome’s Coliseum. There were no plastic chairs, only stone benches. In the center, below the slanted rows of seats, was the grand circle of earth on which the performance would take place. The dirt was wide, smooth, and a glorious orange color. I felt exhilarated just looking at it and wondering what sort of show lay ahead, and we sat and waited in hyper-anticipation. The sun was bearing down in all its merciless strength, and I was momentarily worried about my skin burning once again.

Then it began.

A cluster of brass instruments burst into the traditional Spanish fanfare recognized worldwide as the introduction to a bullfight. They announced the entrance of several staunch looking, costumed men riding brightly decorated horses, who all paraded around and around the ring, glittering like jewels under the sun. After they made several circuits around the ring, it was time for the matador to march out, dressed in satiny, pale blue pants and top, covered in gold fringes and buttons. His trousers were tight and ended at his knees; his calves were covered in white silk stockings tucked into shiny leather shoes. The wide black hat on his head resembled mouse ears. I was intrigued and thrilled to see this living definition of Spain right before my eyes.

As the horses cleared the ring, the crowds around us cheered.

They had made way for the other star of this cultural show: the bull. He bounded out, kicking up the dirt, and his sleek, dark coat shimmered. He was a beautiful animal, full of energy and animation. The matador addressed the bull then, but not alone. Other costumed men stood waiting at different stations around the ring. I discovered their purpose after the bull had charged and the matador had swept his classic red cloak before the fuming animal several times. I wasn’t able to tell what their cue was, but throughout the fight, the men would rush into the ring with flowery spears in their hands. One by one, they stabbed their weapons deep into the bull’s back. Soon the beast was dripping blood along with his sweat.

Never had I seen an animal more tireless. With as much pain as he must have been in, the bull kept trying, kept charging, kept attacking. The matador was young. Glancing at my program, I realized he was only 17 . More than once, he was close to being gored or trampled. I feared for him. He was too young to be taunting such a beast. Not only was the matador in danger, but the animal was suffering right before my eyes. There was some irony about it. I was no animal activist, but to see such a beautiful creature teased into his death by so inexperienced a boy was no longer enticing - it was revolting.

The oddity of what was happening sank into me. Throughout the bullring, onlookers were cheering at each gain, gasping at each loss. They were a mass of emotion, writhing with every twist of the matador’s cape. Enveloped in this blanket of “ole’s” and “oohs” and “aahs,” I thought of the bullring itself - a leftover of times past amidst all the angular, up-to-date structures of modern-day Seville. It occurred to me that I, along with my group (who were likely feeling the same things I was) did not belong in the ring. We were the square blocks thrown in with the circular ones. We would have been more comfortable in our angled  restaurants, watching our angled programs, attending our angled sporting events.

As the bull began to grow tired, his effect on the crowds wore thin. He was no longer a massive animal filled with fiery rage and life; he was a tired old creature. He had aged in minutes, and I felt as though I had too. Withdrawing a blade, the matador gave the beast before him one final blow. The bull fell to the ground and dusty orange clouds billowed around him. His body baked in the sun. With a resounding cheer, the ring burst back to life. Flowers fell onto the dirt as the matador took his bows. Horses came out, hooked the bull to them, and dragged him around the ring several times before finally taking the humiliated thing away. I didn’t want to look at it.

When we left the ring that afternoon, I heard that the bull’s ears were cut off and given to the matador as a trophy. I found myself wondering what they did with the ears after they began to pile up in the display case. Although I hadn’t noticed my appetite previously, I found myself suddenly hungry as we passed a tapas bar. Upon entering the restaurant, I noticed under the lights that my skin was bright pink. During our meal, I could only complain about the burn I’d tried so hard to protect myself from that day.

 

Sarah Spradling is a 2003 graduate from the University of Missouri in St. Louis. She received a degree in middle-school education and is currently teaching 6th-grade communication arts at a school in St. Louis. She has been to numerous parts of Europe, including the British Isles, the Iberian Peninsula, and the majority of the mainland, and she plans on heading back as soon as time allows.

Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.

 

 

MARK TWAIN
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