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It’s all the same, said Jon Bon Jovi, only the names are changed. So too with this book, which recounts what went on before and during this sprawling journey. Inevitably, though, a few liberties have been taken, names changed and events rearranged. Such are the vagaries of storytelling and privacy protection.
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The next generation of world travelers.
It’s my very last morning with a liver in one piece.
Bradley, my partner of almost three years, stirs next to me in bed in the predawn darkness. His body is warm—too warm with a mild fever. His normally pinkish, pale skin is jaundiced and sallow, contrasting strangely with his deep brown eyes and dyed black hair. It may be five in the morning but it’s time for us to get up—though if all goes well we won’t be conscious for too long.
“How you doing, sweetie?” I ask him that a lot. More than most people would deem necessary—but then, Bradley isn’t most people.
“Okay, I guess,” he replies, kissing me good morning. Par for the course, I inwardly sigh. Even on what’s probably the biggest day of his life he projects bland neutrality. But I know what lies deeper: a soulful depth, a warm intensity that’s entranced me, kept me close, even in moments of conflict or doubt that haunt the best relationships. We’re eleven years apart in age and in some respects come from different galaxies, but on a fundamental level we connect. And on another level, too: even in this condition his lanky, broad frame stirs my passions. I know he feels the same about me.
Knock knock. “Boys, we’d better get a move on,” I hear my mother’s voice through the white hardwood door. My parents have driven the five hours south to Boston specially for this day. In the cozy living room of my South End apartment my father sits in a plushy red-leather armchair watching the Weather Channel.
“It’s going to be nice. Almost sixty degrees,” he says, though the statement is superfluous: the brightening skies say it all. Besides, none of us plans on spending much time outdoors.
“Come Lee, we have to leave.” My mother, ever the organizer. He gets up with a creak—he’s recovering from a number of surgeries of his own, on his back and knee. We thunk-thunk down my building’s squeaky wooden stairway and emerge into the still morning. Bradley fusses with luggage as my parents pile into his aging plum-colored Infiniti. We hum down a deserted Storrow Drive, the stately brick townhomes of Back Bay glowing orange in the morning sun. To our left the Charles River Basin shimmers, its surface glassy and calm.
At Massachusetts General Hospital we rendezvous with Bradley’s parents—graying, heavyset, always primly attired. Appropriate for a boy who used to help pick out his mother’s dresses. George and Mary are smiles and friendliness as always, but I sense a bit of nerves. His mother, from whom Bradley gets his square-jawed face and dark hair, talks a mile a minute—though she’s an intelligent woman and her observations are apt. She’s got a medical background and explains to my slightly befuddled father how it’s set to go down.
“They start with David then move on to Bradley,” she says. “But Bradley’s operation’s going to go a lot longer. About seven or eight hours.”
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We’re in the reception area of the transplant surgery room, where a chatty African-American nurse hands us a number. Like a deli, I chuckle inwardly, noting the tear-off ticketing roll. I’m not nervous—at least not overtly. I’ve researched and contemplated and ruminated about this moment for months. Now it all moves forward, full speed ahead.
I’m the first to be seen by the anesthesiologist, a slim, dark-haired woman with a cool, rote demeanor. After a hurried goodbye to everyone I hear the words “I’m going to give you a little sedation.” After that, lights out. I don’t even make it long enough to hear the countdown.
Biliary atresia is extremely rare. Bradley was born with it, emerging from the womb without a bile duct. Over the years of our relationship I learned a lot about this seemingly mundane yet crucial bit of tubing: it connects the liver to the small intestine, enabling food to be digested. At one month of age Bradley’s skin turned brown and he nearly died. Only a then-pioneering emergency procedure, developed in Japan, saved him from becoming an infant-mortality statistic. But jury-rigged plumbing inevitably calls for a permanent fix, and in cases like his that means a liver transplant. He made it longer than anyone imagined without one. When he graduated high school his mother wrote to thank the doctor who’d saved him as a baby—“did a Hail Mary,” she termed it. It was only a couple of years into our relationship that his sporadic health problems became acute. He needed a liver soon.
Cadaveric livers are near-impossible to come by these days, but there was hope in a new procedure—living donation. The liver is the only organ in the human body (other than skin) that regenerates, making it possible to chop a healthy liver in two and have it grow to full size in both donor and recipient, like amoeba in biology class. Family members across the country began lining up to be tested…only to discover they didn’t match for one reason or another. After months of watching this state of affairs, I agreed to undergo the same testing—and, amazingly, was declared the only match around.
I’ll be honest: I didn’t want to do it. It’s a four-hour operation, a major incision, a big scar. Precisely timed with procedures on the recipient, living liver donation is the moon shoot of surgeries. But in interviewing other donors—including those who endured complications—I came to realize that this was a risk I was ready to take. I wasn’t going to let my lover die on me if I could help.
That said, my other niggling worry was our future together. A lifetime of illness breeds caution, rootedness—and endless frustration. Bradley hails from a family who’ve lived for generations in New England. As a pediatric patient he’s been told his whole life the things he could not do—and as the only child of doting, well-to-do Boston-area parents he’d skirted many of the rites of young-adult independence. From the day we met he was a curious creation, a man-child who’s had to look death in the face but never finished college. Sometimes he would get reckless, partying with his youthful peers, occasionally binge drinking and taking days to recover. Up until the surgery my impression of him was of one in limbo. Waiting for an absolution, a life-giving change, a second chance. I hoped this would be it.
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I awaken in intensive care, my stomach stiff but in surprisingly little pain. I’m not sure where Bradley is or how he’s doing. My only discomfort comes from the tube in my mouth going down my throat; I max out my morphine drip to blur that sensation but my body’s not having it: soon my gag reflex kicks in and I puke it up.
“It’s okay,” the nurse says as she rushes in to clean me up. “That’s how some patients tell us they’re done with it.”
Just then the two mothers walk in. Bradley’s doing fine, though his surgery was longer and more complex than they’d anticipated. Recovery for him will be slow. I’m out of the hospital in three days and he follows not too long after. I’m up and walking within a few days, he within a few weeks. His skin is flushed and rosy once more and his liver numbers are stellar. By the end of the summer we’re mostly back to normal.
Not so our future together: like a couple thinking a baby will make everything right, I fancied this event papering over the chasms between us. My life lay in a different sort of limbo, a lingering byproduct of the dot-com crash earlier in the decade: a home and boyfriend in Boston, and a software consulting job that tossed me around the American expanse like seeds off a farmer’s hand. I wanted out of this craziness once and for all—and Bradley did as well. Our relationship had become de facto long-distance, with endless arrival delays at Logan Airport our typical Friday night ritual.
California offered an answer: although there were tech jobs closer to home, to be sure, all the best work for my subspecialty lay across the continent. San Francisco was one former hometown and a coterie of friends out there worked hard to lure me back. Bradley was at first unsure—he worried about losing his health insurance and about a reprise of his last out-of-town foray: incipient illness saw his schooling in a Midwestern college town abruptly cut short. As the months passed, however, and he grew stronger, he warmed to the idea of life on the other coast. He wanted to return to school and the notion of doing it out there seemed appealing. Okay, then. I put my Boston place up for sale and began planning our next steps, a shared life in a new town.
Then it all went up in flames.
A preliminary scouting trip west proved the career possibilities real…but also turned Bradley’s mind around. He embroiled himself in a bitter fight with an old friend of mine. Oh, melodrama. I didn’t think much of it but Bradley did: in a series of ever-degenerating squabbles our own relationship began to founder. When my condo back home finally did sell he panicked, did an about-face, announced he wouldn’t be joining me on my move west. Not long after, he jumped into a relationship with someone else.
Four years—the longest I’d ever been coupled. Half my thirties. I packed up my life and headed off alone into the western sky, Elphaba-like from Wicked, to start everything anew.
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Bradley and I had talked of traveling overseas, but health and timing precluded such ambitions. For me this was nothing new: immigration and limited finances had confined me to North America my entire adult life. I could find my way around airline hubs like Chicago O’Hare airport blindfolded (best burritos: terminal 3 food court), but knew little of the world beyond: the museums of Paris, the traffic in Mumbai, the beaches of Thailand, the ruins of Machu Picchu and Angkor Wat…all little more than abstractions, places other people see and explore.
It wasn’t always so, at least not for my forebears: in the early twentieth century two different sets of great-grandparents left their homelands in the Russian Pale of Settlement for the New World. A generation later my father’s parents eloped to the Far East where they lived opulent lifestyles in the shadow of a World War. And just one generation ago my mother moved two continents and five thousand miles to marry a man she’d met only once. As a boy, a National Geographic map hung above my bed; I would sleep and wake beneath the semicolon-shaped islands of New Zealand and the purple-blue depths of Antarctica’s Weddell Sea.
I may have suppressed it, but wanderlust runs in my blood.
The old/new hometown, meanwhile, failed to deliver a fresh start. Although the professional side of things went well, the personal grew worse: lingering fallout from the fight between Bradley and my friend Steve continued. Steve grew angry at me too, our own efforts to work through emotional turmoil culminating in a nasty fight. I want to run away again. Really away. Right about then I spotted another article about round-the-world journeys, this one in the New York Times.
I must admit, I’ve never been big on “the healing powers of travel.” In my youth this often seemed to mean well-off kids slumming it in youth hostels around Europe, mistaking shots of Ouzo in Corfu for an enlarged outlook on life. And I hated squalor: Generation X author Douglas Coupland’s “Sheraton Enzyme,” which supposedly kicks in during the later-twenties, for me kicked in at age five. Dirty bathrooms and crowded dorms were never my thing. Nor was my family, past explorations notwithstanding, all that inclined or financially able to take grand journeys. And we weren’t the campervan or trips-to-Africa-to-build-schools sort of clan either.
But now everything’s changed. I’m through the looking-glass. Only a very few can claim to have led an extraordinary life; mine feels more like an improbable one. Addressing its turmoil calls for something audacious, something I never would have otherwise considered in ten million zillion years.
Don’t just go away. Go everywhere.
This first impulse is followed closely by a second.
Come on. That’s fucking crazy.
In addition to the obvious reasons—I’m too old, I have practically zero overseas travel experience, I hanker for comfort—there’s the deeper question: what will a journey like this accomplish?
I’m not sure yet. On one level, maybe it’ll help me forget, drown out my angst in a sea of new experiences. More profoundly, maybe it’ll help me answer the question: why does this keep happening? Oh sure, having your lover break up with you and hop into another relationship after you’ve donated sixty-five percent of your liver to him might seem unique…but the pattern isn’t. In every one of the places I’ve called home since striking out from my birthplace it’s been the same cycle, again and again: anticipation, hope, optimism, a new circle of friends, a new job, sometimes a new mate. And then…disappointment. Discord. Heartbreak. And the cycle begins anew.
Travel may not be the answer, but at least it grants a different approach to the question. Perhaps this ultimate form of nomadism will cure me of this uneasy wanderlust that’s plagued me my entire adult life, a rootlessness all too familiar to the American professional class. Up front I decide this will not be a voyage of asceticism, of self-denial. Perhaps that’s a reaction to a closeted youth that went on longer than it should, but I’ve never found I garnered much insight from asceticism—another reason I think purity pledges are bullshit. Instead, my journey will be the opposite. Not the deranged antithesis of restraint, overindulgence. But rather a kaleidoscope, a chromatic dazzle, a Dorothy-stepping into Munchkinland Technicolor adventure.
I sit down and do some math—the genesis of so many things—and discover I can do this not in luxury but with a modicum of style. “Flashpacking,” the British call it. I’d just been granted U.S. citizenship, a tether for some but in practical fact a get-out-of-jail-free card for the incipient national—it’s easier, as a citizen, to leave the country and return after a long trip. The pile of frequent flyer miles I’d been amassing for Bradley and me to use will now finally be spent. Seven months sounds about right—almost exactly the span of the 1872 Thomas Cook itinerary that once inspired Jules Verne. Though the way I’m feeling now, there’s a lingering notion I might not return, become one of those “professional vagabonds” Internetting in from Papua New Guinea or wherever for years on end.
We’ll see. For now, I just want—need—to leave.
We’re coming down from an Ecstasy high on an unseasonably warm September morning in San Francisco. Ryan’s beat-up Honda Civic pulls out of the Embarcadero Center garage in downtown San Francisco and heads east, across the Bay Bridge to Oakland Airport.
Ryan and I met just after my life went sideways. A twenty-six-year-old wholesome-looking swimming instructor from the eastern reaches of the San Francisco Bay Area, his blue eyes, pug nose, and towhead boy-next-door haircut conceal a wild side. We’ve managed to sustain a surprisingly solid romance over the past months. In his no-nonsense way he’s been a stabilizing force amid all the melodrama. This final weekend together is our send-off, the first push eastward on my globe-circling odyssey.
At this point, though, it doesn’t feel so auspicious. Arriving at the long-term lot at Oakland Airport, we haul our bags out of the Civic and await the shuttle bus in the blazing heat. Ryan is uncharacteristically quiet and isn’t looking so great. Checked in and at the gate for our flight, he dashes off.
“Be right back.”
They’re starting to board but hey, business is business: in the bathroom, he throws up. Maybe those pills weren’t MDMA after all. Meanwhile, I’m getting antsy as Group One disappears through the jetway onto the canvas-colored Southwest Airlines jet. Finally he reappears and we clamber aboard. The flight is half empty, almost as unusual these days as a hot morning in San Francisco. As we climb skyward and turn east I catch a glimpse of the city’s downtown in the hazy distance. Hard to believe I’ve only been back on the West Coast a year. Events have made it feel like ten.
Arrival. The usual drill for we seasoned domestic travelers: rental car, drive to downtown, check in at hotel. I may be on the holiday of my life but my brain still isn’t, as I clumsily and inadvertently cut off a father and young son before hopping on our rental car shuttle. The city’s just coming off the Democratic National Convention a couple of weeks before, and sports a freshly scrubbed, slightly weary vibe.
“Nice!” I exclaim as we plop down our bags in our room in one of Denver’s more elegant downtown hotels. The room sports a king-sized bed with linens crisply matching walls done up in cream and chocolate brown.
“Yeah, whatever. This isn’t even anything special for me,” Ryan replies. Okay, that was a tad bitchy. I chalk it up to morning-after recovery, though I sense something deeper. Ryan found this deal for us on Priceline—amid my skepticism—and his remark has I told you so written all over it.
No time to discuss it now: we pick up Eric, my long-distance friend-with-benefits going back several years. A slender, tall, good-looking mixed-race guy about Ryan’s age, he describes himself as the love child of Johnny Depp and Leonardo DiCaprio—if such offspring had become an aspiring gay punk rocker. He points us northwest to the one town in the region I’ve been long overdue to visit.
I’m a big-city boy, but have always been fascinated by unusually cosmopolitan smaller centers. I call it the Northern Exposure effect, after the show and its offbeat center of culture and smarts, Cicely, Alaska. In real-life America it’s typically college towns that pull this off—the Ann Arbors; the Madison, Wisconsins; the Burlington, Vermonts. I’ve been out to Colorado many times—the snowsports enthusiast in me craves big mountains—but this is my first time visiting its entrant into collegiate sophistication: Boulder.
“Dude, we have to try the Dushanbe Teahouse,” Eric offers. He’s right: a small pavilion straight out of Central Asia with elaborate wood-carved ceiling; a dizzying array of infusions black, green, and herbal; and equally diverse range of snacks. We feast on a mélange of scones and chicken curry wraps. Afterward, we stroll the downtown pedestrian mall festooned with post-convention Obama paraphernalia. An Art Deco courthouse façade feels straight out of a 1930s painting. Eric stops in at his favorite anime and comic-book store, which bears an array of works from Japan ranging from the cutesy to the edgy.
Seems that even here, at the base of the Rockies, the rest of the world is calling.
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The following day we pick up the partying again. That’s the thing about hanging with twentysomethings: there’s always another opportunity to get shitfaced. We start things off at a divey gay bar hosting an afternoon beer bust; I’m not much of a drinker—a tendency the liver donation only amplified—so Eric and Ryan leave me in the dust. My substance of choice beckons at our next stop, a house party at one of Eric’s friends: Denver, almost as much as San Francisco, is something of a haven for cannabis fans. I get pleasantly stoned and enjoy earnest conversations with the straight female roommate while the boys pound back shot after shot.
Heading down the elevator of the mid-rise apartment building, Eric pulls us in for a three-way kiss. Now that’s what I was hoping for: that these two fetching lads would hit if off more than socially. Eric breaks the kiss and smiles guiltily at Ryan.
“I’m way too punk-rock for you.”
“Oh, you’d be surprised.” They start sharing some of their more sordid sexual adventures. Okay, you’ve lost me, boys. Dominance and bondage aren’t my thing. Though if there’s one thing I’ve learned to appreciate about the gay lifestyle, it’s the receptive attitude toward all kinds of sexual practices. To wit: Eric wants to up the ante even more. He hauls us to a nearby nightspot to see if we’ll fancy the couple who’d gang-banged him the night previous.
The couple seem friendly at first, but as they get drunker I get more and more put off: one of them, a pint-sized fellow with beaky nose, starts bossing me around.
“Dance like this,” he says, pulling me in. Obviously he was a good fit for Eric’s submissiveness but it’s not flying with me. He tries kissing me but I’m not feeling it.
“Use your tongue!” he barks. Okay, that’s enough.
“You need to back off,” I say. Actually, it’s not just him: Eric’s gotten too drunk and segued from lively to maudlin. He starts to cry.
“I thought my life would end up like a Disney movie,” he chokes. He’s one of the few adults I know who’s got a diorama model of a fairy castle at home. “I’m always gonna be single.” Like lots of gay guys he vacillates between committed relationships and slutsville, never fully comfortable in either. I turn to Ryan.
“It’s time to go home.”
He’s mad at me again, says I’m being a buzzkill—though he soon relents and comes with me. Back at the hotel, he lets it all out.
“You act like you always know everything,” he says. “Did you see that father’s face when you cut in front of him at the airport?” He reiterates how he’s feeling condescended-to about my doubting his Priceline find. He’s equally unhappy about how I handled the evening: he didn’t notice Eric’s friend’s agro vibe.
I sense what this is really about: our impending parting of the ways. Will we really stay in touch for seven months? Will we pick up again after I return—if I return? This relationship is in a sense totemic of my headspace as I head off: lots of unfinished business about to go into a deep freeze. We reconcile, however, before falling asleep. The mantra is right-on: never go to bed angry.
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Back to the airport the next morning for a hurried check-in on two different flights: for Ryan, it’s back to the grind in California; for me, onward to the east. I want to scream at my Air Canada agent, a cranky middle-aged woman with a clipped Franco-Canadian accent.
“You’re late,” she says, glancing at the time: a mere hour before the flight. “You’re gonna have to run,” she exclaims, again and again like a schoolmarm. We reach my gate in plenty of time in spite of her panic.
“Let it go,” Ryan admonishes, sensing my annoyance. I always have a hard time hearing that statement, though this time it’s probably good advice.
“We’ll stay in touch?” I say, only half a question. I bought a Skype headset partly for that purpose. He nods.
“I can’t get excited. I don’t even know if you’re coming back.”
We agree to set each other free, allow ourselves to remain open to whatever odysseys, romantic or otherwise, might present themselves in the months we’re apart. It’s an odd quasi-non-breakup, mirroring the equally ambivalent goodbye I bid to the U.S.A., my adopted homeland for more than a dozen years.
All nomads have a point of origin, in my case this cold-weather metropolis tucked into Canada’s east.
My parents and two out of three sisters still reside here and keep me coming back. Well, not entirely: it’s the little ones who do it, my nieces and nephews. Five of them, to be exact, aged one-and-a-half through six. In spite of the continent that divides us I’ve managed to keep alive a closeness. Practically all the friends of my youth are long gone—a holdover from the bad old days of Quebec secessionism a decade or two back. The upside: my Montréal visits are a concentrated yet enchanting dose of the familial.
To keep things fair to the kids I alternate where I stay on each successive visit and this go-round it’s my sister Tamara’s turn; her younger son, Jacob, celebrates his third birthday during my time here. Like his athletic father—and unlike klutzy Uncle David—Jacob displays a passion for golf. He takes a fancy to the toy plastic putter I buy him for his birthday—so much that my sister and brother-in-law consign his swinging to the backyard to avoid a lot of shattered glass.
All those platitudes about living vicariously through the eyes of a child truly hit home at this time of year. I still vividly recall when the cycle of seasons was measured from September to September: the welter of anticipation, the smell of new markers and pencils, the fall jackets donned for daily commutes to brick schoolhouses. Montréal’s northerly clime is such that even now the chill begins to assert itself. On a rainy, cool morning Jacob’s big sister, Lola, age five, starts kindergarten. Her cousin Jackson, meanwhile, oldest of the brood, begins first grade. Some years ago, immediately following Jackson’s arrival, I composed a “birth letter” to him. In it I prophesied how, one day, we adults would be engaged in our grown-up activities, attending meetings or fiddling with retirement portfolios (traveling around the world or donating organs hadn’t occurred to me yet) while he was trundling home from grade school.
It looks like that day has finally come.
My sisters inhabit lives very different from mine yet it’s safe to say we’ve never been closer. These brief visits serve as concentrated catch-ups on goings-on in our lives: Tamara’s job has been an unrelenting misery so she’s returning to a previous employer; my other sister Naomi and her husband are in the middle of the high-wire act of selling one home and buying another. All those mortgage complexities leave their nights sleepless. Clearly life in one’s thirties, either as a footloose-and-fancy-free American urbanite or as a parent of young children, does not signal the end of change, transition, or uncertainty. This was a conceit of our twenties.
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It’s good to be surrounded by loved ones right now, as the tumult I’ve pledged to forget comes lunging back like tentacles in a monster film.
In the middle of a small bon voyage gathering my family throws in my honor, I spot a blinking e-mail notification for me on my mom’s computer. It’s from Steve, my estranged friend. With he in the midst of some minor foot surgery and I in the middle of prepping for this trip we reached something of an entente cordial to leave things for stabler times. Or so I thought.
“What we have is not a friendship,” he admonishes in a hostile screed. He’s done this before—waited until an impending departure to drop a bomb. Always impersonally, always via e-mail. “Try to be intellectually honest,” he adds. He demands closure for the events of this past summer. Now. Immediately. The night before I’m set to fly off.
Why? Why? Last time he did this he was in the throes of drug addiction. But he’s been clean now for years. One of my sisters walks in and sees the missive. She puts her arm on my shoulder.
“Don’t respond. This isn’t the time.”
So much for trying to forget. I try to push it all away, but it casts a gloom over what should be a celebratory time—my maiden voyage across the Atlantic as an adult. Bidding the little ones goodbye the following evening, I hoist my eighty-liter backpack over my shoulders and strap on a money belt for the first time. Weird. I used to snicker at backpackers in my days of wheelie-bag travel. Off to the airport, down the jetway onto a cavernous British Airways triple-seven. The flight’s barely longer than a transcontinental red-eye and as passengers settle in, doesn’t feel all that different either. That is, until the effortlessly polite, British-accented voice floats dreamily over the PA.
“Please be suhe to store youh possessions in the ovuhead storage lockuh.”
Benadryl makes possible a couple hours of fitful sleep. Awakening somewhere over Galway, I work to stuff the past away in a storage locker in my brain and anticipate the magnitude of what’s ahead: over half a year bashing around Planet Earth with a single bag hanging off my back. How will I take to it after a life spent in offices and classrooms, never away from home for more than a week at a time? Will this offer distraction, consolation, perspective, or just seven more months of reminders and angst?
Another announcement over the PA. London calling. We land in less than an hour—my old life, America, Montréal, and the waters of the North Atlantic at our backs.
I pour down the jetway into a cloudy London morning filtering through windows of a building under renovation. A mess of exposed ceilings and faded, half-torn-out 1980s décor is my hello to the U.K. Heathrow’s Terminal Four is in use beyond its expected lifespan while kinks are ironed out at the flashy yet troubled new Terminal Five.
The building may reflect my unsettled mood, but not to worry: London serves as almost as good a refuge for me as Montréal, filled with close family friends and other chums.
“Seven months? Think you might consider going for longer?” asks Joy, an old family friend who’s come to “collect” me from the airport, as the British put it. I’m sitting in what should be the driver’s seat of her black Volkswagen Polo as we make our way to northwest London. Over a rolling sea of townhomes I spot the new Wembley Stadium, hulking and colossal.
“Maybe,” I reply. Like forever, even. I listen up as she plies me with suggestions: like many Brits, Joy’s been all over. Once they colonized the world; nowadays they’re among the planet’s most intrepid travelers. The concepts of Gap Year and flashpacking originated in this island nation. Though Joy, more of an earthy type, tends to do things less princess-fashion than I’m intending.
“I never travel First Class,” she says. The expense normally precludes that for me too…but this trip sees me gifted with mileage upgrades. My so-so sleep last night on the plane is already making me salivate over those flat-bed seats.
I’m out walking with Bertie, Joy’s soft-spoken husband, to pick up Caribbean food (“take-away”) on Willesden’s curvy main high street dotted with little eateries. Three-story brick structures press close against the pavement while iconic red double-decker buses roar past at improbable speed. Harry Potter’s magical wizard bus wasn’t far off the mark.
At last, I’m elsewhere. Mentally and physically alike. I’ve been waiting for it to hit me—that delightful culture shock sensation when all those elements of the unfamiliar reach critical mass. The feeling helps ease nerves still jangled by recent events.
So too does the food: the jerk chicken’s delightful, at once cementing that London’s boiled-cabbage days are long past; the city is as aflame with culinary diversity as any other major world center.
“Ooh, trendy,” Joy coos when I tell her and some friends where I’m headed for the evening. But the vibe is gentle, as are this crowd of convivial Brits. I sit with Joy, Bertie and some of their friends in the intimate, high-ceilinged living room in their little house off Willesden’s high street. Our conversation blends introductions and reminiscences: at fortysomething Joy’s the youngest of a clan whose rapport with my family goes back generations. Last time I was here—London’s one of a handful of international spots I’ve visited before—I was a closeted, fretful young teen and she a twentyish party girl.
“I fell asleep in Cats,” she recounts. My parents had scored us tickets and she used the opportunity to sleep off a big night. This time the tables are turned: she and Bertie are parents of an adorable three-year-old and their sleepless nights, like those of my sibs in Montréal, now revolve around sippy-cups and storytime.
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“Bring jetlag, thirst, and dancing shoes,” reads the e-mail from a friend of my sister’s who’s set to be my London nightlife guide. A handsome curly-haired fellow with a silken accent and a name taken from one of the painters of the Renaissance, he meets me at one of the nine entrances to the Old Street tube station. Londoners may grouse about their Underground, but they probably haven’t seen the farce of public transit that is San Francisco: halfway across town with two train transfers on a Saturday night takes barely thirty minutes.
Renaissance Man’s flat in Shoreditch is trendy indeed: a sliding steel doorway opens onto a quiet courtyard; his two-bedroom is a mess of exposed brick and photography gear belonging to his roommate, a chatty bespectacled gal from the American Midwest. I’m handed a “spliff,” cannabis Euro-style, a joint blended with tobacco. Then it’s off for the evening.
“See that?” Renaissance Man points to some artfully styled shape graffiti-ed in white paint on a wall outside his place. “He’s a well-known artist.”
Shoreditch is a cauldron of activity, a once-dangerous stretch of inner-city transformed into a trendy fantasia of bars, fusion restaurants, and flats for office workers who want to live walking distance from the square-mile financial district known as the City. My habitually flawless gaydar pings uselessly—it’s near-impossible to tell the hets from the homos here. Renaissance Man, straight himself but with a friend circle that takes all comers, explains.
“We call this district ‘post-gay.’”
Indeed, members of all persuasions commingle more freely here than back home. Tippling too spills out onto the street, a phenomenon confined to only two cities I know of Stateside, Vegas and the Big Easy. It’s a good thing too, since frequent venue changes are mandatory to keep the buzz going: “pubs” close early, as they did in olden times; “bars” close later; and “clubs” stay open all night long.
There’s more than just drink to be had: all manner of substances flow as openly in this town as sexuality. From some known street vendors Renaissance Man scores some cocaine and powdered MDMA—stuff that hasn’t been readily available in America for years. I’m not one for snorting, but a dab on the tongue renders my mouth pleasantly numb and my psyche ready for what’s next.
Off to Heaven. The club, that is—a huge disco under the Charing Cross train station. Lots of cute boys but I’m not really in pick-up mode. Instead I sit with Renaissance Man in a cave-like chill-out space and compare life stories. His is pretty compelling: one of eleven children of a family of Italian peasant hippie Christians, he grew up all over the world before ending up in the U.K. working in West End London theatre. Now that’s not a bio you hear every day.
Ecstasy often serves as truth serum, which for me would normally mean retelling my recent melodrama in full. But not now, not this time. I shorthand it some, still trying to push it away. Renaissance Man picks up on that and gives me a brotherly pat.
“Let’s see if we can cheer you up.”
He puts on his wingman hat, trying to hook me up with a cute Italian boy from Torino sitting on the concrete outside the club: dark hair, pale skin, pupils the size of UFOs. Renaissance Man chats with him in Italian but the guy’s too cracked out, gnashing on a stir-stick to a plasticky pulp. No action for me—and Renaissance Man’s got a girlfriend—so it’s home by five a.m. The taxi ride to Willesden is glorious, passing Marble Arch and the elegantly lit-up buildings of the West End. The price tag is equally rich: for a five-mile trip it’s £30, which doing the math comes to…US$50. Ouch.
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Times have changed since I was here last. The pigeons and their droppings have vanished from Trafalgar Square. Odd-shaped skyrises of steel and glass crowd beside stone façades in the City—the gherkin’s my personal favorite, an ovoid sausage some forty stories tall. The once-forlorn Underground trains are a cheery blue, red, and white hurtling through century-old tunnels.
Nevertheless, some things resonate: the bored-looking young woman in the Manet painting at the Courtauld Collection. The chiseled lettering on the Rosetta Stone at the British Museum. But now I actually give a shit. As a lad it felt like a chore, a duty, to see Sights of Great Importance. Now appreciation and interest flow effortlessly.
Joy’s parents, Sidney and Ray, hold mystical import in my family: my sisters and I owe them our very existence. Decades ago they cajoled my then-hesitant mother to call back the fellow with the unpronounceable name when both were here on a visit from opposite sides of the world. To commemorate the occasion I meet the elder pair at Fortnum & Mason, a three-hundred-year-old department store whose top-floor St. James Restaurant has to be the best place to enjoy afternoon “cream tea”: a long, classically done-up chamber in a pastiche of blues and satin-white moldings. A grand piano provides the finishing touch. The tea and melt-in-your-mouth scones deliver the goods—as does the clotted cream, a buttery-looking but impossibly light concoction that lesser establishments try to substitute with the plain old whipped variety.
Sidney and Ray make me reflect on how people age—something I think about more and more as the sun begins to set on my thirties. Fair-skinned Sidney is as chipper, jovial, and sharp as he was two decades ago: he segues from bad puns to discussions of computer software as effortlessly as I spread cream on my scones. His wife, Ray, a heavyset, olive-skinned woman whose jet-black hair has gone gray, is not so fortunate: her once sharp wit has turned hazy; a diagnosis made not long after my visit reveals she’s in the earliest stages of Alzheimer’s.
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Back at Renaissance Man’s place, he’s cooking up a fabulous pasta. At the table are his roommate Esther, his girlfriend Tanya, and Tanya’s tall, slender, long-fingered blonde roommate—a shy, sweet New Zealand gay boy named Sam. Alas, my near-instant crush on him isn’t reciprocated. In fact he looks almost uncomfortable in his alluring bit of gay getup: day-glo Converse and lurid-hued denim pants (“trousers, trousers”—“pants” are undergarments this side of the Atlantic).
We chug down more cocaine and weed—this time I get the gang to dig up a bong and smoke it unadulterated, the way the California cannabis gods intended. Then off for more carousing.
Soho, London’s gay district, is dizzying even for me who’s seen it all Stateside: hordes of people spilling in and out of dozens of bars, discos, and everything in between. We end up at a more gender-blender spot, Circus. Sam gets into dancing like a pro—though later Tanya lets on it’s one of a very few times he’s been out on the town. His aloof demeanor is really just fear and inexperience. I can relate: that was me once upon a time, though Lord knows I didn’t dress nearly as well.
Late that night, back at Renaissance Man’s pad, I make a call.
“Hey baby.”
“How are you?” says Ryan in that polished, courteous tone honed from years of speaking to swimmer-kids’ parents. It’s our first call using Skype.
He’s keeping busy, but I can tell he’s a bit down.
“I want to keep a weekly phone date,” he says, “but I can’t do ‘hey baby’ for seven months. I don’t think I can handle that.”
Fair enough. I agree. No terms of endearment. Our conversation feels good, something of a smoothing out after the bumpy, conflicted farewell back in Denver. I’m not sure if we’re being unrealistic, trying to keep this pilot light going for all these months, but somehow it feels right: even in my desire to put the recent past in the rearview mirror, I relish the opportunity to glance occasionally back at the good parts. We’ll see how long that lasts.
![]()
London suburbs give way to iridescent rural green. The train tilts and glides north from Euston Station, up through the spine of England and into northern Wales. Fittingly, I see poxy white dots of grazing sheep in the field, and, farther on, hollowed-out ruins of ancient stone castles. I half-expect a gaggle of Monty Pythoners to turn up, on the run from airborne cows or killer bunnies.
We arrive under slate-gray skies at the ferryport in Holyhead, Wales. It’s pretty quiet; my guess is Tuesday in late September isn’t exactly peak season to cross the Irish Sea.
The term “ferry”—conjuring up in my memory those modest vessels across Lake Champlain in Vermont—almost seems like an insult to this behemoth. At around 600 feet long and over 20,000 tons displacement, this ship is the size of ocean liners of yore. Much of its space is reserved for vehicles, but there’s still ample room in the three or so passenger decks—which include three restaurants, two movie theatres, a deluxe “club lounge,” and a currency-exchange office—to spread out. I explore the vessel’s nooks and crannies and catch a nap on one of the leather sofas. A couple of hours later and we arrive in Dublin. My first-ever passport stamp in the European Union.
Ireland’s done well in the EU. This is immediately apparent on the taxi ride along the riverbank into the central city: gleaming new office towers, upscale shops, gossamer-light metal footbridges traversing the river. The heavy gloss of prosperity.
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“Why are you still in the room?”
It’s my first stay in a hostel and my abrupt intro to budget accommodation. This one’s got private rooms and I book myself into one, but on day two I’m told I need to switch rooms. It’s 10:30 and guests need to be out of the rooms by ten—and that’s not a suggestion as the burly middle-aged lady sent to tidy my room makes clear.
It’s also not the most congenial place. Its mezzanine-level common room is mostly empty; scattered individuals making use of free Wi-Fi sit in plushy armchairs. Looks like I may need to take matters into my own hands if I want to meet people. Not a problem: I long ago outgrew my fear of going out alone, a practice that holds far less stigma in gayland anyway.
As a mid-sized city (population a million-and-a-half or so) in a traditionally Catholic nation, Dublin’s reputedly a modest gay center. And it’s midweek—not exactly party time. Still, the pub-besotted town has become a drinking destination for Brits—stag and “hen” (as they call bachelorette) parties flit through the city’s raft of bars as I chow down on arguably the priciest burger I’ve ever eaten at a joint in Temple Bar, the city’s medieval-core-cum-tourist-mecca.
The gay scene consists of a scattering of pubs nearby…though what’s supposed to be the biggest of these isn’t promising: The George looks like one of those dumpy gay bars from decades past. Small, dank, mostly empty. But wait—that’s just the antechamber. A much larger space hides upstairs, a glitzy multi-level affair replete with a dance-floor, a stage, and—soon after I arrive—a drag show. Not bad for a Wednesday night. Even the, uhm, ladies put out enough garishness and over-the-top humor to pass muster back home.
The crowd, meanwhile, is friendly and cute.
“How old are you?” asks one tallish dark-haired fellow with pale skin, an echo of Ryan the swimmer but for his inky-brown eyes and hair. I tell him and he nearly keels over.
“Christ, I’m twenty!” he says. This city’s a big university town and bereft of America’s twenty-one-and-over drinking restrictions. The guy doesn’t blow me off altogether, amiably tapping me as he passes throughout the night. Meanwhile, on the dance floor, a waifish, fair-featured boy eyes me more eagerly. We dance, closer and closer, moving to embrace and eventually to making out. Then we introduce ourselves.
“I’m Michael,” he says. He’s even younger than the last one—nineteen—a science student from County Wexford attending Trinity College. I pegged him for a science geek. Coyly fetching in size twenty-eight jeans, he’s the sort who’s too cute to be a nerd in real life but might be cast as one in some romantic comedy.
We walk hand in hand, past the elegantly lit-up shops of Grafton Street, across the banks of the River Liffey to my hostel. Good thing I scored that private room, I consider, as we make for the bed in passionate liplock. He stays the night, and on top of the usual bedroom activities—kudos to youthful libido—we end up chatting till dawn.
“So did you see Far & Away?” I ask. I’m always curious to know how locals feel about Hollywood depictions of their homeland.
“Yes,” he replies, eyes rolling. Hardly necessary, but he confirms Tom Cruise’s Irish brogue is pitiable. He may not know it yet but he’s a charmer, this boy—and not just thanks to his near-perpetual, beefy erection that literally lasts all night. I tell him he’s cute and he shakes his head, bashful, mouthing, “I’m not.”
I’m such a sucker for modesty.
![]()
As I stop for breakfast the small voice in my head returns: should you really be hooking up now? It could be called fucking my way into distraction. Or maybe not: at this point the companionship of others, however temporary, feels right. Part of the journey, I guess.
Meanwhile, on to daytime activities: sitting in a bagel joint in Temple Bar begins to rev up my curiosity machine. How did it get that way? The neighborhood, not the bagel place. It’s the question that nags constantly for the curious, history-minded traveler—this one at least—that is, whenever nightlife and tumescent nineteen-year-olds aren’t keeping me otherwise distracted.
A few plaques on buildings reveal that Temple Bar is not named for its present-day use as sousing central (though of course there is a bar called the Temple Bar…that turn of phrase was too good to pass up). Wandering its narrow laneways lined with townhomes in the sober light of day, I learn it’s named for the riverbank on which it sits. Nearby is an equally misnamed relic, a sprawl of mismatched structures. Dublin Castle.
English, Irish, whatever: I knew about the I.R.A. and Home Rule and all that, but in North America it’s a blurry distinction, Celt from Briton. Well, not here: the English controlled Ireland for eight hundred years, and the center of their power was this sprawling complex with an Anglo-Norman tower—okay, this part looks like a castle—at its heart.
Another icon looms not far away. My first church in the Old World, I muse while ambling into soaring St. Patrick’s Cathedral. Probably not the last is the thought that immediately follows. Still, this place provokes a tremble: it’s the St. Patrick’s. Built on the spot where the man himself began Christianizing the Irish circa 500 AD.
Confession: religion isn’t my thing. Not even my own. Not even the innocuous-seeming Eastern faiths popular back home. All those praying practitioners reciting lurid tales of the fantastical beyond—“fairy tales,” cynics like comedian Bill Maher call it; all those rituals that captivate many but feel empty to me…I just don’t get it. Sure, I wonder about what’s out there and hold an Einsteinian fascination with the grandeur of creation. I’m just left blank at humankind’s attempts to express such things through organized faith. “Retail religion,” I call it. The events of last summer didn’t help: part of my falling out with my friend Steve had to do with his newfound sense of spirituality, the Northern California variant of religious awakening.
But enough of that. Sitting in a pew beneath the tall stone walls and vaulted ceiling it’s hard not to be enthralled by the artistry primed by faith. I consider, much like that scene in Richard Linklater’s Before Sunrise, how inspiring this place must have been to those sad, lonely souls seeking solace and comfort. Never mind the supernatural: for me the edifice itself holds the power to uplift.
Some organ music plays, brooding and rich, for a quarter-hour or so. Walking around, I discover this was the very place where Handel’s Messiah was first performed in 1742. Around the same time, Jonathan Swift was Dean.
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And now for something completely different.
On the taxi ride into town a couple of days earlier I spotted a number of signs advertising adventure-style boating excursions—“Sea Safaris”—heading out on the river into Dublin Bay. At first I’m skeptical. Too touristy. But it’s a five-minute walk from the hostel. Plus, it’s as good an opportunity as any to test out that quick-drying clothing all those backpacking books cajoled me to buy.
“There’s a crowd of twenty or so coming,” indicates the fellow running the place out of a waterfront booth. Almost as soon as he says it, they materialize: chatty, amiable, all business-casual khakis and button-down shirts. A gang of office workers from one of the glassy waterfront buildings nearby. AIB to be exact, Allied Irish Bank (no relation to the troubled AIG back home) out on a “team-building exercise”—something I’ve done myself more than once in my career as a corporate grunt. As we head down the Liffey, past derelict industrial buildings and out toward open water, we compare notes on cities and workplace cultures. As I suspected: techie Ireland is a lot like San Francisco.
We pick up speed once out on the Bay. The boats engage in a bit of a splashing and 180-degree spins in the water.
“I’m drenched!” screams a blonde lady sitting at the prow. Glad I plunked myself in the spongy middle of the boat, ensuring my camera will live to photograph another day. We rumble past rocky islands dotted with abandoned stone forts and old lighthouses.
“See that water,” our guide says, pointing to the surface. A layer of liquid is peeling back like a bedsheet. “That’s the tide going out.” I’m told this is the sunniest day in Dublin in weeks, and we’re all a bit warm out on the water in musty-smelling orange life preservers.
We return to the dock exhilarated. Valuable Lesson for me, the diligent planner: stick my nose out of the guidebook or Wikitravel page and just go with the flow sometimes.
A final spin through the city schools me in more history: from the National Museum, located in an austere old army barracks just west of the center, I learn about the 1916 Easter Rising that led directly to Irish independence in 1922. A stroll back along the Liffey leads me to broad O’Connell Street, where a new monument—the Dublin Spire—has been erected at its center. The term “erected” is apt for this long, slender needle of skinny brushed metal. Still, it manages to harmonize with the lumbering stone structures around it.
Okay, this worked. My first-ever outing as a solo backpacker. My first fling on European soil. Some success distracting myself from past events. Granted, it was gentle terrain: aside from the Gaelic on street signs Dublin could be any funky mid-sized city back home. But it casts the die for what’s to come: discover a new place, find new friends (occasionally with benefits), reconnect with old ones (where they exist). Shake, stir, reflect as needed. The moody, rainy British Isles did the trick: I leave with spirits lifted, new chums acquired, old connections rekindled…not to mention a newfound appreciation for the boys of Dublin.
“It’s about as exciting as riding BART to Oakland.”
That was one friend’s take on the Eurostar trip beneath the English Channel. But nay, I refuse, refuse, to be so blasé about the engineering triumph of the late-twentieth century. When I heard of the completion of the EuroTunnel—the rail tube running between Britain and mainland Europe—I vowed to make it my first Channel crossing. In spite of cost overruns, initially low ridership, and—only a few weeks before I board—a fire in the tunnel that reduces service, nothing stands in my way of crossing this body of water without leaving terra firma—or, for that matter, my seat.
The escalator offers a slow-motion reveal of the long, sleek, blue-yellow-and-white tube of wheeled steel. Even though I’m in First Class, my plushy gray seat is a bit worn—a reminder that all this is business-as-usual travel in these parts.
The Brits recently—and at long last—completed their high-speed rail link from the tunnel opening near Dover right into the heart of London. To go with it, they remodeled St. Pancras railway station, a soaring masterpiece of red-brick Victorian gothic revival. So grand was this station that it stood in for neighboring Kings Cross in the Harry Potter films; before boarding I spot a luggage trolley embedded into a brick wall below a sign for “PLATFORM 9 ¾.”
As we glide out of the station on time, a voice comes over the intercom indicating that service will be slower due to the fire. Uh-oh. I envision hours-long delays, like those at U.S. airports during thunderstorm season. The conductor, in English and French, obligingly details the delay to profuse apology.
“We’ll be arriving in Brussels nine minutes behind schedule.”
Tragedy.
High-speed rail lines are purpose built: their solid welded tracks, curved embankments to handle centrifugal forces, and grade-separated construction (no street-level crossings) facilitate speeds in excess of 150 miles an hour. To enable such velocity, these trainsets—using the same TGV technology as those in France—are known as “EMU.” Not after the animal, but short for “Electric Multiple Unit.” Each train car is a locomotive in and of itself. As we leave suburban London and reach the countryside around Kent, I spot cars on the freeway traveling at half our speed.
Soon after—black. Yes, twenty-some minutes inside a tunnel should be as exciting as watching grass grow, but it’s the idea of it—the dream of centuries, confounding Napoleon and scores of others with conquest or connectedness on the brain. Now it’s the province of bored Euro-commuters who are unwittingly transforming the London-Paris-Brussels-Amsterdam nexus into one West European mega-center. Some may cringe but for me it’s a delight.
We emerge on the other side and on the surface, nothing’s changed: more rolling green fields, more country roads, a smattering of cars. But look closer: the signage is French, the cars right-hand drive. The Continent awaits!
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Brussels is boring. Or so they say. I don’t bother finding out as I’m more interested in one of Belgium’s smaller centers. Sleepy and forgotten for centuries, nowadays it’s hot on the tourist map—at least if the plethora of guidebook sales is to be believed. It was even the star of a recent indie crime thriller: In Bruges.
Bruges is perhaps the ideal spot to indulge anyone’s “how did it get that way?” fixation. It was, by my estimation, the New York City of the 1200s: a Middle Ages trading powerhouse equivalent to the London of the day. But times and the city’s fortune changed: West Flanders declined in power and importance, and the city’s river silted in, leaving Bruges cut off from the sea. (A latter-day nearby port, Zeebrugge, retains some importance.)
An early-evening reconnoiter reveals few cars but lots of bicycles speeding along the narrow, curving streets. I’m nearly jingle-belled to death, a fate I suspect the Brugians enjoy inflicting on the hordes of tourists passing through their burg. I reach Markt, the main town square, shrouded in the moody mist. It’s adorably lined with upscale touristy eateries and stairstep-gabled roofs. With lights aglow and horses atrot on the cobbles, it’s hard not to feel overcome with nostalgia and romance and think…
Wow, it feels just like Disneyland.
There’s more to that sentiment than dumb Americana: Walt and his team of “imagineers,” in re-enacting medieval town centers with toy-like precision, were actually on to something that town planners of the 1950s utterly failed to appreciate. People enjoy spaces like these for their scale, their accessibility, their mix of residence and commerce, church and hearth. It was only decades later when urban gentrification took root that architects and city officials paid heed; nowadays everyplace wants to be Bruges, or Bruges-esque.
That’s not English they’re speaking. Glottal Flemish carries on the soggy breeze. So what? I grew up in a city where English was the minority, and that’s partly why this pricks up my ears. Secessionist-era Quebec wasn’t exactly the friendliest to Anglophones. Aside from my hometown, I haven’t visited a non-English-speaking place in decades, and perhaps the stale memory of that tense time partly accounts for that. Still, Flemish and English share common roots, as evidenced by looking around: a sign over a local pub bears a polished black wood-carved feline with wording above that reads “DE KAT.”
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“They’re called ‘smartshops.’”
So says a hefty Canadian guy. He and five of his friends—two others guys and two girls—are sitting in a circle drinking beer in my hostel’s chandelier-draped common room. They’ve just come from Amsterdam, and, like all independent travelers this side of northwestern Europe, they’re eager to share the lowdown on substances elsewhere illicit.
In this case, psilocybin, magic mushrooms. The fungal-based hallucinogen is, in addition to cannabis, available at retail outlets in Holland, though only at specific establishments. Everyone’s got a specialty. Mushrooms have been on my to-do list for a number of years, so this whets my curiosity.
For now, however, I must address my real substance abuse problem. I cannot for the life of me understand the dismissal, by certain U.S. officials, of Belgium and France as “chocolate-making countries.” Uhm, this is a bad thing? Screw the museums and architecture…this is why we come to Europe, at least this part of it.
I hold—with what some dismiss as religious fervor, but what do they know?—that chocolate is best served with…more chocolate. None of this jellied fruit crap they keep trying to stick inside otherwise-respectable devil’s food cake. Though the odd fresh strawberry makes for a nice accompaniment, and banana even better. But best of all…oh yeah, there it is, sold here on pushcarts on the street: a waffle. Calling it “Belgian” would be redundant.
Since I’ve never seen it back home, I try the denser, chewier “Liege-style” variety…drizzled with chocolate syrup, of course. Oh sure, it’s touristy: I’m guessing not one of this vendor’s clientele is local. But really, so what?
More awaits in a nearby shop window: all manner of cacaoy bon bons, including a bunch done up as women’s breasts—ah, Europe! I resist the pull, however, and offer up a pledge to keep my girlish—uhm, boyish—waistline. Looking up at the church tower looming over Markt, I offer up a mantra to the gods of vanity and good health: I shall climb every major church steeple or cathedral tower.
Here in Bruges, that translates into 353 steps. Hardly a challenge for those in decent shape…well, okay, something of a challenge: huffing and puffing a bit in the rarified air up top, I take in the sweeping view. Aside from the odd steeple everything’s a couple of stories tall, a prairie of humble roofs. All cities looked like this once, before the advent of structural steel and reinforced concrete
To polish off Bruges, I discover—what else?—the town’s Chocolate Museum. More than cutesy displays hosted by cartoon elves, this place edifies: Belgium’s reputation as a confectionary powerhouse emerged through dominance of cacao-producing regions of Southeast Asia—though the bean itself emerged in Mesoamerica, in the New World.
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A surly ticket agent and two more train rides and I’m in Noord-Holland, in Amsterdam. Ditching the hostel scene for a spell, I find a reasonably priced, stylish, newly opened boutique hotel in a flat-façaded four-story townhome on Amsterdam’s Rodeo Drive, Pieter Cornelius Hoofstraat. Actually, make that five stories: the little top-floor room they give me feels just like an artist’s garret, complete with dormer window. It’s close enough to the Rijksmuseum that I hear its carillon chiming on the quarter-hour.
Like every bud-fiend passing through these parts I beeline it to a coffeeshop. John Travolta’s character from Pulp Fiction had it right: cannabis is legal but it ain’t a hundred percent legal. The shops cannot advertise what they’re selling, and lighting up on the street is verboten. Interestingly, Dutch use of the stuff actually is lower than in many other countries; the coffeeshop contains mostly foreigners, though this is one time I’m happy to have the brand “tourist” stamped on my forehead. On the recommendation of some friends I stop in at Grey Area, a tiny establishment run by some expat Americans—the mellowest ones I’ve seen. The joint (pun intended) is festooned with colorful signs and bumper stickers; what is it with cannabis culture and the overuse of goofy signage?
A friendly trio from Chicago, meanwhile, sits at a tiny round table, perplexed. They turn to me.
“Do you know how to use this thing?”
They’re trying to make head-or-tail of the Volcano, a vaporizer parked on the table surface. Its polished conical surface terminates in an inflatable clear-plastic enclosure, a mini hot-air balloon. This is the healthy way to smoke pot—by not smoking it at all. Instead a heating element deep inside this mini eruption coaxes “vapors” out of hashish. We soon figure it out: the balloon inflates with cannabis-infused air, and we take turns emptying it. Soon we’re all feeling quite pleasant.
Sightseeing in this state is a new experience—though I doubt I’m the first visitor to do so. I nearly bump into a stern elderly Dutch woman who stares disapprovingly. I check out the Van Gogh Museum and wonder if Vincent also partook—no, he was just crazy. One factoid about the guy coaxes a chill: he painted for only eleven years, dying younger than I am today.
Across the broad grassy park of Museumplein is the Rijksmuseum. Too much to tackle in this addled state…but thankfully most of it’s under renovation. Ever since my days as a wannabe filmmaker Rembrandt and Vermeer have captivated: they were really, really into light—or rather, where it comes from. Shafts of sun pour through windowsills while domes of illumination issue weakly from candles.
Nighttime. Amsterdam needs no introduction as a gay mecca, its other lifestyle bona-fide on top of the almost legal weed. I stride down pub-saturated streets, anticipating the grandest gay nightlife scene the world has to offer…
Wait, where is it?
A couple of places in and around the tongue-twistingly named Regulierdrawsstrat look promising: ultramodern furniture, fruity drinks, backlit bars. But they’re half-empty, and remain so as the evening gets later and later…even though it should be a busy weekend night in late September.
“Where is everybody?” I ask a classically Dutch fellow from Leiden, tall, long blonde hair, blue eyes.
“This is it.”
The subdued bars are no random slow night, he offers. “Better if you’re kinky,” he adds, wrinkling his nose at one place I’m thinking of visiting. If you’re into leather, bondage, big hairy “bears,” this is your town. Not so much for those, like me, into pretty boys. The hordes I’ve been seeing on the streets are (mostly) straight. Leiden boy, meanwhile, has a boyfriend and leaves soon after.
So much for post-gay. I wonder: as Western societies become more open, does the underground allure, the need to push the envelope, commensurately dissipate? Consider the film Party Monster, which chronicles the travails of New York City club kids of the 1980s: fleeing repressive small-town America, they congregate in the Big Apple to do drugs, wear outlandish outfits, embark on radical self-expression. But what if they had nothing to flee from? Gazing at the glitzy yet deserted nightspots, I wonder whether Amsterdam can claim to have lost something in its pragmatic policy of acceptance.
Or perhaps my disappointment has an ulterior motive. I’d hoped to make this stop my Rome à la Fellini Satyricon: willful indulgence as part of my bid to clean the mental slate. Perhaps this is a herald from the travel gods: try as one might, destinations are what they are, anticipation and expectation be damned.
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Maybe the city’s other reputed vice will do the trick: testing out my Bruges hostel-mates’ theory, I happen upon one of those smartshops—oh, who am I kidding, I looked it up online—where magic mushrooms are clinically displayed in small illuminated acrylic cases.
“You probably want to start with something not too strong,” says the elderly lady behind the counter. “Like these.”
She pulls out a set of little fungal balls. The crisp white label reads “PHILOSOPHERS STONES.” I head back to my garret: a safe, comfortable place is a key component of any hallucinogen trip. I’m a bit nervous as I’m without a “trip guide”—a sober friend to ensure nothing untoward happens—and my mental state is still on shaky ground. But I feel the need to have this experience partly for those reasons.
It takes a while, but the Stones do start me up: lying in bed, I stare at my arm and find its fine, dark hairs twirling into spiderlike shapes—and in spite of being a mild arachnophobe, I don’t find this disturbing or upsetting. Meanwhile, running my hand along the wall almost feels as if I’m coalescing into the plaster.
But it’s the mental trip that does it: I daydream I’m at a big gathering, a barbecue or some such, with anyone who I’ve ever endured conflict, distancing, falling out. Only here everyone’s congenial. A mantra echoes, again and again: “We can all be friends.” The carillon of the Rijksmuseum chimes every so often, clanging accompaniment to the reverie. It’s cathartic, an aspirational dream of what could be, somewhere, sometime. I now understand why ancient pagan faiths included hallucinogens in their religious rites, and wonder if this is what’s missing from religion nowadays.
Hours pass. As reality begins to reassert itself, I feel the need to wander the city in the lurid night. I stroll through the red-light district—obviously I’m not its target market but the place captivates for another reason: it’s the oldest part of town, its streetscapes narrow as any in Bruges, though with a lot more neon and crowds. Crossing over the canals I come upon a building that looks oddly familiar: an incongruously modern-looking edifice trying to fit into the cityscape, brick walls and angular bay windows straddling a many-arched concrete base.
I’ve been here before.
In my childhood mind’s eye, I remember it resembled one of my grandmother’s nightstands. On a layover to Canada from the Middle East sometime in the seventies my family stayed here overnight. But in this altered state, that otherwise-banal recollection takes on phantasmagorical significance: a marker stone in my nomadic life. I find myself overcome with gratitude at this welcoming, sheltering city that housed my clan of errant travelers, long, long ago.
So much for willful debauchery. Here in Europe’s pleasure capital the fates spur me toward deeper experiences. Even—especially—those chemically enhanced.
Even with a Eurail Pass, this train commands a burly surcharge. But it’s so worth it: curtained windows and plush appointments all in burgundy. The whole train is painted burgundy, in fact, livery of the super-express Thalys line that makes the run between Amsterdam and Paris. We rocket into France at 300 kilometers per hour, the wheat fields and trees out the window blurring into impressionistic stop motion. I’m served a lunch of cold fish—doesn’t sound so appetizing but surprisingly is. Most scintillating of all: Wi-Fi Internet access on board. Oh, I really don’t need to surf the web, and all those travel homilies about unplugging from the grid are not misplaced…but it’s just way too cool to avoid entirely.
I’m not sure what I will think of Gay Paree. On the one hand, I adore cities, and Paris is perhaps the Platonic ideal of one. On the other, I’m somewhat blasé about the whole French thing after a childhood lived in the world’s second-biggest franco-town.
Arrival at Gare du Nord, a couple of metro rides, and I emerge on a street near Place de la Bastille and all misgivings evaporate.
Wow, it’s beautiful.
It’s just a random long, straight Parisian thoroughfare: five-ish-story apartment blocks of almond and cream, wrought-iron curlicued balconies, black mansard rooflines. Neon-lit green crosses denote local pharmacies offering a bewildering array of beauty products. A gas station blends perfectly into the fabric, a tiny curbside affair with a couple of pumps. Everything’s so well-proportioned, so harmonious, so Paris. I pull out my iPod and put on the slo-mo thump of MC Solaar’s “Le Belle et le Bad Boy” to complete the effect.
Dinnertime. To heck with guidebook recommendations: I speak the language and want to test out the city’s foodie rep. I’ll pick a place more-or-less at random. I wander, partly aimlessly, westward from the sprawling traffic circle of Place de la Bastille. Its gold-leaf angel monument prances skyward in the dusky light while serpentine Art Nouveau metro signs beckon away from the street. But I stay aboveground, on foot, reaching the Seine and one of its islands, Île St-Louis. Settling in as a brasserie (or is it a bistrot?), I order a plate of grilled duck and cross my fingers as it arrives.
Magnifique! Succulent and flavorful, arguably one of the best preparations of the dish I’ve had. I now comprehend Julia Child’s religious conversion over sole meunière.
Lightning strikes again the next morning: seeking a place to go online (my somewhat fleabaggy hotel is not so endowed), I pop into a neighborhood brasserie and order a dish in a hurry. Smoked salmon, poached eggs and cream, all in an ice-cream-sundae-style cup…impossibly delicious.
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Focus on the unexpected. That’s my mantra in a city of clichés. At the Musée d’Orsay I spy a more obscure bit of pointillism: Les Îles d’Or, the golden islands, by Henri-Edmond Cross. Simple, Rothko-like sea-and-sky blues, a dreamlike hazy blur.
Never mind the Eiffel Tower: nearby and uncrowded, the Arc de Triomphe is climbable…though at 200 or so steps, probably a feeble effort to burn off calories earned in this town. Still, a view beguiling in its symmetry in the blue haze: in one direction, the super-broadness of the Champs-Élysées; in the other, the Grande Arche of La Défense—a supersized hollowed-out cube of steel that presides at the center of the city’s skyscraper district. A city core as perfectly wrought as this chose a generation or two ago to relegate its modern towers of business to the outskirts. This could be brave urban planning or museumification. I’m not sure which…but then, what part of this place would you tear down to build taller?
Back on the ground and back to matters gastronomic. The waiter spots my English-language guidebook, hears my respectable French and inquires sunnily, “Canadien?” So far I’ve encountered none of the reputed snobbery against Quebecois French. And my pizza is as delightful as any local cuisine: I try a four-cheese impregnated with full-on slices of brie and crumbles of blue cheese. Formidable. I wonder if the Italians will be able to top it.
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“All it is is a bunch of people pushing and shoving and there’s so many better things to see in that museum.”
So offers Ryan during our weekly chat. Paris is the one city in Europe he’s visited, and like most everyone else I’ve spoken to over the years, he echoes the received opinion of the “Mona Lisa”: underwhelming. I could be mistaken, but I also sense he’s eager to offer up this point: see, I’ve traveled too.
As I enter the Louvre through the iconic glass pyramid, I plan on spending maybe three minutes gazing upon Mona, like that scene in Fiddler on the Roof where paterfamilias Tevye, after ranting and raving about the urgent need to see his granddaughter, waltzes into his daughter’s home, glances at the newborn, then turns and marches out. Mission accomplished.
I snag a haute technologie multimedia guide; the world’s biggest art museum has embraced the future, replacing those tinny canned-audio devices with handheld touch screens. Makes Mona that much easier to find. Not that I’d need much help: entering the long gallery, I see them, the ever-present beehive of amateur photographers fawning over the art world’s red-carpet celebrity. No velvet ropes, however; instead, a wooden railing extending a dozen feet in a semicircle around the painting. The work itself is covered by glass and flanked by two security guards, just as everyone’s said.
And yet…I gaze at the art world’s biggest superstar and she coolly gazes back. Even some distance away the effect is hypnotic. I can’t take my eyes off it. It’s inscrutable, confounding, serene. I feel—wait for it—a tremble. Yes, the work is gloomy—due to dirt no one dare remove for fear of disturbing the paint—lending it a foreboding that clashes perfectly with its luminous play of light.
Downstairs, another marquee work fascinates: I never got what was so special about the “Venus de Milo”, parodied endlessly on T-shirts and souvenir mugs. It’s the arms, stupid. Or rather, the absence of them: nobody knows what they looked like. The stumps provide glorious incompleteness, perpetual embrace by invisible limbs.
The museum’s too big to see in a day, and probably a week—but the multimedia guide has a solution: compact, self-guided walking tours. Here again, I want to know how this place became what it is. Ah, perfect: an architectural history walk.
The Louvre wasn’t always a museum; instead, I discover, it was the original royal palace, the home of French rulership until Louis XIV decamped for Versailles in the 1700s. Consequently, the place is a hodgepodge of periods and styles; the pyramid, alternately reviled and revered—thank you, Dan Brown—is but the latest addition. Building this newest bit unveiled the oldest: the foundations of the original castle were then discovered. The guide’s digital screen walks me down to the lowest levels where smooth walls and round medieval turrets of stone are backlit by halogen lights.
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I always thought of Paris as a sunny counterpoint to gloomy London, but the two cities actually share similar climates. A raw October wind blows drizzle as I cross the small bridge on the Seine to Île de la Cité. They say it all started here: the Parisii tribe of Celtic Iron Age nomads found this convenient place to ford the river, and from that a settlement sprang up. Of such caprice great cities are made. Nowadays the island is better known for a lumbering Gothic beast, the cathedral to end all cathedrals. Notre Dame de Paris.
It took almost 200 years to complete. It feels to me like every gray stone on Earth went into its construction. With flying buttresses holding up its gargantuan core like spider legs, a central nave stretching on for what feels like forever, and an imposing triple-arched front entrance replete with stone-carved figurines, I’m quickly overwhelmed—probably the intended effect for a religion long on pomp and circumstance. I spend well over an hour wandering and exploring its chapels and nooks and still come away feeling like I’ve barely scratched the surface.
Religion again. It’s ironic that now-secular Europe basks in so rich a religious architectural heritage, while spiritually fervid America must content itself with banalities like the Crystal Cathedral. And yet, for all that this place is a wonder, I remain unmoved by its intended aim.
Why isn’t this doing it for me?
Maybe those mantras about traits skipping a generation offer clues: my grandparents rejected religion too. On my father’s side, a family scattered all over the world left tradition behind: there’s an early photo of my dad sitting under a huge Christmas tree—not out of devotion to Christianity but out of my grandparents’ bid to keep up with the Joneses of the time. My mother’s side saw a keener pull toward Jewish peoplehood—but in the form of radical secular Zionism. It was my parents who rediscovered religion, sending us all to Hebrew schools to study our heritage. But it never stuck, and I cultivated a pronounced uninterest in piety. Seems I’m not alone: after la révolution the cathedral was reconsecrated to “The Cult of Reason.”
I’m more captivated by a diorama showing how the place was built; it arguably was one of the engineering and architectural triumphs of the age. As with St. Patrick’s in Dublin, faith may have catalyzed but human ingenuity willed this wonder into creation.
The wind and rain give way, gray clouds now punctuated by shafts of sun. A view would be nice. Up the funicular railway at Montmartre to the top of the butte, Paris’s only real hill. At the top, Sacré-Coeur Cathedral, a faux-Byzantine wedding cake of a place from the late 1800s. Now who’s Disney-fied, bitches? The French probably fail to appreciate how theme-parky are some constructs in their midst. On the way down, a boulangerie beckons with baguettes; I’m nearly as much a bread addict as I am a choco-junkie. The waistline isn’t thrilled.
I don’t know anyone in Paris—or so I thought until Renaissance Man’s roommate tells me to contact her friend Ashley from the States who’s studying here for a spell. We meet at the Moulin Rouge windmill—though at €90-plus a pop for its floor show we move on, opting for a neighborhood bistrot instead.
“Try the pork loin,” she suggests, between talk of Paris student life and travel tales. It’s in a honey-curry sauce and is predictably spectacular. Then the grandest news of all: a gâteau au chocolat fondant—a molten flourless wonder.
“Oh, yeah!” Ashley exclaims. A fellow choco-addict. As a weak nod to portion control we partition it when it arrives, though it’s dense enough that half is plenty. Oh, that waistline.
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The RER commuter train to Versailles is surprisingly grungy. Though perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised: as we ride out, Paris’s picture-perfect arrondissements give way to the battleship concrete high-rises of the banlieues, the city’s suburbs. It’s America inside-out: the money’s in the inner city. Not that this arrangement is much better: the nation’s segregated Muslim minority rioted out here a couple summers back.
The Palace of Versailles itself, meanwhile, is akin to an American suburb: a planned community palace. King Louis had his motives, though, for haute-flight to the burbs: easier to manage those drama-queen nobles in a compound out here in the country.
To modern eyes it’s blindingly overdone, an orgy of curlicued detailing and chandeliers and canopied beds and gilt-encrusted everything. I’m almost grateful for a temporary Jeff Koons exhibit: cute balloon sculptures—the big silver ball reflecting the Hall of Mirrors in fun-house distortion is especially beguiling—cleverly inserted between the frills and gold leaf.
Like latter-day suburbia this place is all open spaces looked after by a horticultural army. An even line of perfectly trimmed conical bushes in the Orangerie stands at attention against the cream-toned building and the ink-stained gray of a cloudy sky. That’s right: this place was a summer palace. With fountains switched off the iconic gardens feel as lonely and barren as a wintertime Minnesota parking lot.
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Okay, enough museums and treasures. Time to be un bad boy.
To start with, a bar in the Marais. I’m heartened that Paris’s gay town is also in one of its most distinctive quarters. As I become more familiar with the city I find myself drawn to its unreconstituted medieval parts, such as this neighborhood or the quartier latin on the Left Bank. Baron Haussmann’s nineteenth-century bout of urban renewal, wide boulevards and endless mansard roofs, has begun to feel monotonous.
Just like riding a bike. Or so I hope: my rusty Montréal French has been useful enough for ordering food in restaurants, so now time for a real test—chatting up a gorgeous local. There he is, across the room: tall, long blonde hair, aquiline nose…and aloof in a way that suggests inexperience. I soon find out why from the chattier, not-so-cute friend.
“Il est un modèle.” He’s a model. And eighteen.
So nothing doing there. They leave and I grow chummy with two other cute guys, this time en anglais: a pair of expat Americans, early twentysomethings doing the study-abroad thing. I’m more into Michael, the lean, square jawed Midwesterner, but his friend Erik, a Latino from New York, is more into me. We dance together, though it’s decidedly chaste—especially since Erik works to keep his drunken friend apart from a Spanish boy who fancies him. Le cock bloquage.
“We always go home together,” Erik states. Hooking up is so gauche, he implies. Bros before hoes. The faux-propriety of youth.
Off to another venue that takes full advantage of the Marais’s medieval mojo: CUB is tucked into a brick-arched basement, catacomb-like but for the laser lights and disco beats. We dance till dawn, close the place down—Paris nightlife runs late—and ride the metro home as it reopens in the early morning. Erik and Michael decide they want something out of the vending machine parked on the platform but the contraption has other plans. It eats their Euros and gives back nothing. They start banging and kicking it like rowdy children.
“Come on! Fucker!”
Pinched Parisians begin to stare, and I can see it in their eyes: les americains. I keep my distance, pretending to gaze at subway maps.
One more roll of the dice the next night, this time at MIX in Montparnasse. Buried under a tall 1960s-era skyscraper, it’s another glitzy mega-club like Heaven in London. The glitz is matched by its drink prices—steep—which given the dollar’s already weak exchange makes me grateful I’m a modest tippler. Emboldened by a solitary vodka and Red Bull I try chatting up a cute bespectacled boy, another early twentysomething, this one a Parisian native.
“C’est la plus belle ville au monde,” he asserts. The most beautiful city in the world. A typical boast, though from what I’ve seen not necessarily misplaced. Still, the brashness grates a bit.
“You were really staring at me,” he smirks. “Why don’t you get us a drink?”
Really? I’m hoping I misunderstood over the din and my grasp of the language. Or maybe not. Presumptuous too. I let it slide, forking over €10 each for a couple of so-so fruity concoctions. He downs his quickly and then:
“Buy me another.”
Okay, that’s enough. Time for the universal “Go fuck yourself” cue. I excuse myself to go to the bathroom. When I return, he’s blessedly nowhere in sight.
I guess one stuck-up Parisian over an entire week isn’t too bad, but I take it as an omen: time to pack it in.
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The seaside café in Monte Carlo affords a splendid view of the yachts, super-yachts, and cruise ships docked in the harbor. Blue skies, balmy temperatures, and little humidity complete the canvas. I see where Charles Trenet got the inspiration for his song “La Mer,” covered in English by Bobby Darin as “Beyond the Sea.”
It’s only 450 or so miles from Paris—about the distance from Boston to Washington, D.C.—but this might as well be another planet. A good thing too: I don’t know if it was my fruitless quest at a boymance there and in Amsterdam, or the incipient chill in the north, but I was finding my mood up there starting to flag. Echoes from the past summer stand like troops massed outside the gates of my subconscious.
Nothing like the sun to offer tonic, though to tell the truth the contrast between here and blustery northern France took me by surprise. For one thing, that speedy TGV train evaporates the distance. Nice’s narrow streets of Second Empire structures vaguely evoke Paris—by way of Santa Barbara. My wee hotel is a comfy upgrade from my dank Parisian digs—and a good bit cheaper.
I keep coming back to these Mediterranean climates. It’s easy to see why, what with their Goldilocks weather and eye-candy geography. All of them—there are only five such regions on Earth—owe their perfect climate to a delicate combination of factors: moderate latitude, well-placed mountains, cool ocean breezes. Well, except for here: the sea is too warm and we’re much too far north; Marseilles is at practically the same latitude as Minneapolis or Montréal, a dispiriting fact I learned in French class one frozen February morning. So what makes this place so special?
For one thing, the Alps. Yes, those snowy mountains so associated with Julie Andrews belting it out in The Sound of Music in fact terminate right here. I see them, rising up from the coast. Les alpes-maritimes, the French call them. They funnel wind down the Rhône Valley, blowing away all that moisture and chill while keeping humidity from the Mediterranean at bay. The wind even has a name that brings to mind a Greek deity: the mistral.
I know just how to explore this place: on two wheels. I rent a motor scooter from a nearby shop—I’ve got one back home, so it’s all pretty familiar—and head along the coastal corniche roads going east.
Rounding the curve of Villefranche harbor, I spot a cruise ship flanked by smaller boats, a mother goose with babies in tow. The water is that distinctive Mediterranean deep blue—caused by its salinity, they say—with coastal peaks a blend of pearl-shaded rock and emerald forest. An occasional centuries-old building looms around a bend. So far the Riviera’s living up to its hype, beating out similar such drives in California with richness of flora and history.
I reach Monaco and its best-known district, Monte Carlo. It’s been settled since prehistory, more-or-less continuously ruled by one family, the Grimaldi, since the 1200s. Leave it to tinseltown, however, to draw in the crowds: memorials to Princess Grace, Grace Kelly, who married one of the royals and was killed in a car crash in 1982, are everywhere.
City-states are fragile things, and without creative means of keeping themselves afloat they often perish. In Monaco’s case, casinos did it—a scheme later adopted by Las Vegas and Macau. It’s more of a business center these days than my James Bond-recollected fantasies: industry tends to gravitate toward tax havens like this one, though no doubt the climate doesn’t hurt either.
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