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			To my parents. 
Thank you for always letting me run free.

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			I watch Sam cry as he steps into the car, and my heart breaks. It doesn’t immediately occur to me that this is the last time I’ll ever see this handsome and loving man as my official boyfriend. Both of us knowing, but not saying, what is truly happening.  Our years together start to slip into a filing cabinet of past lives as his car pulls away.  

			I grab the handle of my oversized suitcase, lower my sunglasses to mask puffy, red eyes, and set out to find my mother in this chaotic, loud, and bustling airport. We are going to Barcelona today, a city that I have never been to but have chosen as my new home for the next three months, … which will turn into five, which will turn into fourteen, which turn into...well, you get the picture. 

			I see her, small and compact, shining eyes filled with excitement and anticipation for what’s to come. My mother has always been a supporter of my dreams, so six months ago when I made the decision to save money, quit my job, move out of my apartment, and leave my boyfriend and life in exchange for the unknown in Spain, she did not hesitate to say, “Do it.”    

			But before I get on the plane, let me backtrack. 

			How did I get here?  $8,000, one giant suitcase, a Spanish dictionary, and a round-trip ticket to Barcelona. When the idea to skip across the pond surfaced, I began saving money to an obsessive degree, poring through every book and article available to aid me in my international relocation.  

			Why? There are several reasons, really, all of which seemed to culminate into one pressing, passionate need to get out of the United States and get myself to Europe.

			Reason #1:  Exploration  

			I’d been chattering away about traveling since I could talk. At five, I wanted to go to Colorado. At eight, I wanted to go to Egypt in hot pursuit of the elusive mysteries of King Tut and the Pyramids. At age ten, I spent a good (and embarrassing) year or more of my life speaking in a paltry British accent, hoping it would magically relocate me to a place and period of time where tea and biscuits, high-waisted, muslin dresses and elegant white gloves reigned supreme. So it was only natural that by the age of twenty-four, when my brand-new adult life proved slightly boring and highly predictable, I would exchange it for a temporary escapade in sunny, seductive Spain.

			Reason #2:  A gripping fear of monotony

			My job in the city paid well. Too well, honestly, for the mindless work I was doing. Every day I took four flights of stairs to my gray cubicle, welcoming any form of exercise that might assist in burning off the excess of calories I was consuming in craft beer and crappy food. I would sit down in this energy-sucking box and putz around online for a good hour or so before starting anything productive.  Myspace, national and local news, personal email - anything was a viable distraction to tackling the truly mundane tasks expected of me as a Marketing Assistant to a group of architects. It was during one of these hours of procrastinating that my inspiration to leave was ignited. Google Mail at the time had a fantastic application called “One Thousand Places to See Before You Die.”  Every time I signed into my email, a new, exotic destination would pop up on my screen.  The Great Wall of China. The Amalfi Coast. Copacabana Beach. Norwegian Fjords. The pictures mesmerized me. I could almost feel sharp, icy gusts of wind dancing off Neva Bay in a chilly St. Petersburg as my eyes devoured pictures of Russia. 

			And then, something snapped inside of me. Looking at pictures wasn’t enough.  I needed to explore, and I knew exactly who to drag along with me.  Sam, my cohabitation partner, my best friend, my rock. Sam and I were going on 5 years together and were still as inseparable as we were when we started. He was tall, dark, handsome, smart, funny, personable, and happy. We were the couple that every couple strived to be, always laughing and affectionate, just the right amount of dramatic and jealous. In so many ways, he was perfect… 

			for someone else.  

			“Sam,”  I called out breathlessly as I stumbled into our drafty apartment with beautiful floor to ceiling windows that never quite shut all the way. Our typical city apartment was in a converted factory that had concrete floors, keeping the temperature frosty throughout most of the year. I shivered and called out again, a little louder this time as Sam was a bit distracted by ESPN’s coverage of his favorite baseball team. 

			“Sam! What do you think about going away for a while? Traveling a bit? What do you think? Italy? China? Brazil?” My mind was racing with possibilities, hiking through the Alps in Switzerland, sampling fresh sushi in bustling Japanese markets, a wild safari adventure in Kenya. Distant China called to me, there was something so exotic about Asia…

			Sam interrupted my thought stream, “I don’t know. I would have to think about it, and see what vacation time I have, when to go, and how much money we can spend. Can we talk about it another time?” He shot me a smile and settled back into his sports bubble.

			Another time? Really?

			I literally couldn’t think of a more exciting topic than travel. I wanted to talk about it and think about it and breathe it all the time. Why would he want to talk about it later? As I marveled at his brushoff, I considered the points he’d raised. He wanted to check on his vacation time. Okay, this was logical. I guess, as one of his real estate firm’s top employees, he would need permission to take off.  Justified. He also wanted to research when to go.  Why?  I wanted to go ASAP.  Finally, he wanted to see how much money we could spend.  What for?  Couldn’t we just pick a location and figure it out from there? These felt like excuses from the mouth of a person who wasn’t interested in going anywhere. I pressed him a bit more.

			“Um, sure, when would you like to talk about it?”  In five minutes? Over dinner? Before bed? I stood there, wide-eyed with anticipation. 

			“I don’t know babe, later. Are you hungry?” 

			My eyes rolled involuntarily. I wanted to snub him of the luxury of having me as a dinner mate out of spite.  Unfortunately, my empty stomach outweighed my obstinacy. 

			Reason #3:  Living in the wrong country

			The USA is beautiful. It is convenient, successful, strong, logical. Americans work hard, play harder. But, through the working, the playing, the money, and time spent, life seems to get away from us. How many times do we actually sit down to enjoy our overpriced and over-sugared Frappuccino from Starbucks?  Only on Saturdays?  Why is our leisure time, our time to really appreciate the world, to unwind and relax, regulated to one or two weeks a year? Why must we feel guilty to sit in a cafe for hours, reading, watching, smelling, listening, feeling?  And why, most importantly, can most other countries appreciate life to an extent that we cannot?  

			I needed answers that I couldn’t find here. The desire for material objects surrounded me daily, but I couldn’t relate. I didn’t want these things. $5,000 on a couch … are you kidding me? That’s an entire month in Thailand with plane fare included! That’s more than a week of hopping around the Greek Islands, staying in their finest hotels.  I don’t care what piece of furniture I’m sitting on as long as I can talk about my authentic experience in a steamy Turkish Hammam while I’m sitting on it. My ideas of fulfillment differed greatly from most people around me, and so I had to find where the like-minded thinkers resided.

			With those three reasons, I set out on a 43,000-mile journey to find my truth while collecting a fabulous kaleidoscope of experiences: dancing the night away on the shores of the Iberian peninsula, living with ten 20-somethings from all over the world in a small 3-room flat in Barcelona, sailing the seas as an English-speaking hostess and crewmember of a few Italian cruise ships, falling in love with more than my fair share of foreign men, and starting beautiful, emotional friendships that would continue well into my later years. These experiences chipped and molded me to reveal the adventurous, confident, confused, sexy, and happy self that I never knew could exist. 
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			Settling into my new room. Barcelona, 2009.

		

	
		
			PORT I 
BARCELONA

			

		

	
		
			1 
MARIO

			Mario must be the man who is coming to fix the wardrobe, though it doesn’t look like it needs to be fixed. I hope he’s cute in a scruffy way, with tanned skin and tousled hair, wide shoulders and strong arms. That’s how I imagine a Catalán carpenter to look. Slightly sweaty, fingernails stained by the manly labor required to perfect that dresser. I’ll stand behind him, watching him work. When he’s completed the task, he’ll turn around, look deep into my eyes, and in a fury of intoxicating desire, he’ll lift me up in those muscular arms and… 

			“BAH-LAY?” 

			I’m rudely snapped out of my delicious daydream by Maria, the woman currently standing in front of me. Why does she keep saying bah-lay? What does that even mean?  

			I stand, perplexed, mom by my side, struggling to understand and translate what Maria is saying. More accurately, trying to translate the conversation that Maria is having with herself, because in between drags of cigarettes, she is rattling on a mile a minute and using words I have never learned in my ten years of Spanish class. I take it from context clues that this wardrobe in front of us is going to be mine, it needs to be fixed by Mario, and bah-lay must be a Catalán phrase for “Do you understand?”.  

			“Si, si, entiendo,” I say.   But, I, clearly, do not entiendo.  It takes me a while to figure out that my handsome, scruffy and strong carpenter, Mario, is actually armario, as in armoire or the closet where I have been instructed to unpack my things. The closet that needs no repairs whatsoever. And bah-lay? Bah-lay is actually, vale.  Or the Spanish from Spain version of “okay.” 

			Vale, I am getting it now. 

			Maria, better known as our “house mom,” is the owner of the apartment where I will be staying. She’s in her late forties with badly dyed blonde hair, tanned, slightly leathery skin, and a smoker’s cough that would shock Allen Carr. (Alan Carr, the author of the very successful Alan Carr’s Easy Way to Stop Smoking, claimed to have smoked 100 cigarettes a day at the peak of his addiction.)  Maria’s eyes are sunken, but beneath their exterior there is a certain twinkle to them. She is very beautiful, or was, a beauty tainted by years of nicotine, depression, eating disorders, and probably drugs. A past-time party girl, Maria now rents out her gorgeous, antique, 3-bedroom flat to as many Spanish Language students as will fit in it.  

			We continue to the kitchen.  Maria opens the refrigerator, located directly to the left of the entrance. Inside are shelves that have been labeled.  “Morimoyo,” “Jenni,” “Natasha,” “Bobby,” “Chaune,” and “Marita.” Milk, cheese, eggs, orange soda, a carrot or two, potatoes, tomatoes, yogurt. Maria then takes us a few steps to the right to reveal the cabinets, which are stocked with giant bottles of olive oil, sugar, instant coffee, canned corn, and rice. I gather that we each have our own sections of the kitchen to keep our food items. Olive oil, sugar, paper towels, dish soap, and other random cleaning supplies are to be equally funded by the housemates with weekly payments to be deposited in a big, rusty tin can placed on the countertop. As renters, we are responsible for cleaning and maintaining the kitchen in an orderly manner. 

			A wooden table juts out from the wall behind me. The table is occupied by four suspicious and expectant eyes, each set analyzing my reaction to this new life. I gaze upon two girls in their early twenties. The dark-haired one, Natasha, dives right into an explosive series of blunt questions and observations.

			“Are you American?” Natasha is stunning. Her hair is thick and dark, her huge hazel eyes are framed by insanely (natural!) long eyelashes, and her skin is a flawless shade of caramel. She is munching on a plate of bread, cheese, and olives as pasta cooks on the stove.

			“Yes,” I say, meekly.

			“Yah, we thought so. We looked at the tag on your suitcase. You brought so much stuff we knew you HAD to be American.”

			My mother and I mutually perk up at the word “suitcase.”  My luggage was lost in our short connection at the Madrid Barajas airport.  For the last five days, I’ve fought with the airline company in Spanglish, trying to track down my suitcase. This ordeal leads to one of my first introductions to Spanish culture: the Spanish will say anything to get you off the phone. “Arrive two hours.” AKA, five days later -- the suitcase has apparently arrived and serves as an apt communicator of my cultural background.

			I turn to my mother, mouth slightly ajar. Before I have the chance to speak, Natasha pipes in again. 

			“Your suitcase is in the dining room. It arrived here yesterday.  I didn’t know they made luggage so big. How long are you staying here?  What room are you in?” 

			Her incessant questioning is making my head spin, and I am finding it hard to respond. I manage to mumble answers to her gratification.

			“Why did you bring so much if you are only here for three months?  Are you staying in the back room? You have a window. But you can hear the girl who is sleeping in the next room, the walls are thin. I’m Natasha, I’m from the Netherlands. This is Jenni. She is also from the Netherlands, but from a different city. What city are you from? Are you hungry? Tonight we are having a house cena to welcome you. Maria will cook tortilla, pan con tomate, chicken, and rice. Do you eat chicken?”

			First introduction to Dutch culture: The Dutch never stop talking.

			Suddenly, a closet door opens in the hallway. (Please re-read that. A closet door.) Out steps a small Asian man who appears to be in his mid-thirties. He makes his way to the kitchen. I sneak a peek inside the closet before he shuts the door behind him. No windows, lots of shelves, lots of guitars.

			“Hola, yo soy Morimoyo. Bienvenida a nuestra casa.” 

			His voice is like velvet, soft and buttery with melodic undertones. Each syllable is pronounced with precision. Morimoyo is from Kyoto, Japan, he plays and makes guitars and works at a music shop in Barrio Gótico. He has a Catalán girlfriend, speaks absolutely no English, and lives in a converted closet. 

			“No necesitan mucho espacio, los japoneses!” Japanese don’t need a lot of space, laughs Maria, evidently her justification for taking his hard-earned rent money every month in exchange for a room no bigger than a bathroom stall. I contemplate this scenario and quickly decide that I don’t have the energy for it now.

			Feeling a bit overwhelmed, I turn to my mother once again. “Shall we unpack my things and explore a little before dinner?” She smiles sweetly and we shuffle down the hall toward my new room. 

			My room is more accurately a section of a normal-sized bedroom which has now been divided into two by a thin slice of sheetrock that doesn’t quite reach the ceiling. On the other side of this sheetrock is another bedroom, which just about fits a bed and a small desk. Sheetrock doesn’t do much in the way of soundproofing, so I can hear every move my neighbor makes and vice versa. My section of the room is long and thin but large enough to fit a desk, a wardrobe, a beautiful antique painting of a young girl with long blonde hair in a white dress, and a magnificent window framed by hunter green shutters from which I am specifically NOT allowed to hang laundry. (Dryers, on the whole, do not exist.) I feel almost guilty that I landed what is presumably the master suite. My mother senses my confusion and quickly reminds me to just be grateful.

			As we unpack, I start to feel tingly. I am happy. More than happy. I am ecstatic, elated, insatiable. I want to know every corner of this city, every person, every style, every restaurant, market, bar, neighborhood, park. I want everything, all at once. 

			Mom and I finish unpacking feverishly and set out together for a long afternoon of exploration and learning. We walk for miles, taking pictures, drinking multiple cafés con leche, watching people go to and from work, learning the color-coded metro system. It is the first time she and I have traveled together, and we get along well. Too well, in fact, so that sharp pangs of melancholy dive through my gut when I think about her leaving. I try to remain appreciative for the time we have together.

			Exhausted after hours of exploration, we return to my new home to find new faces scrambling about the dining room and kitchen, carrying platters of toasted bread with tomatoes, cheese, olives, tuna salad with corn, chicken and rice.  Under a majestic chandelier is a long rectangular dining room table with wine bottles, both red and white, spread throughout.  Metal trays clang and the clicking sound of lighters is almost constant. The house smells of olive oil and cigarettes, a smell that will permeate my nostrils for the majority of my stint in Europe. 

			As we start settling into chairs around the table, I can’t help but notice two interesting additions to the group. Maria notices my curiosity because she immediately proceeds to introduce the boys as Bobby and Chaune. The two are from Turkey and are apparently a package deal. Chaune has icy blue eyes and long, black eyelashes that naturally curl at the ends. He is muscular and slim with a well-defined jaw and high cheekbones. He will surely be one of the sexiest men to walk the earth as he ages. Bobby is also very handsome, but in a boyish way. He is dark and scruffy with broad shoulders, a bit of a pot belly and a happy, slightly crooked smile. He is aggressively flirtatious with me, not phased at all by the fact that I am seated next to my mother. 

			As the evening progresses, we all get drunk except for Maria.  Maria only has half a glass of wine and about five cigarettes. Until this point, it seems that Spaniards don’t drink as much as I thought they would. They drink with lunch, yes, with dinner, yes. However, the quantity consumed over an entire meal is nowhere near the quantity I normally consume before the meal even begins.  I contemplate this for a brief moment, wondering if I have the ability to be that kind of person, when I feel my mother rise to help Maria in the kitchen.

			Bobby, the house flirt, slides into her empty chair. He leans one elbow on the table and faces me directly. “Hi,” he smiles. 

			“Hi,” I reply. 

			We both blush, my cheeks surely reddened dramatically further by copious amounts of wine. 

			“Tell me about you,” he says. His charming Turkish demeanor captivates me, and his gaze makes me feel like the only woman in the room.

			And so begins the lifelong lesson in the ways of foreign men.
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