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Being Here

I woke up in Reykjavik to the sound of drizzling rain. It was only my second day in Iceland, and I hoped the rest of my trip would be as enchanting as the first. I didn't realize how fortunate I was to have arrived on a day when the sun lingered in a perpetual sunset. Remarkably, that golden hour lasted the entire day, and I genuinely mean for that one single day, for it rained every day thereafter. Unfortunately, sometime during that first night, a cloud the size and shape of Iceland parked itself over the island and decided to take a vacation as long as mine.

I reluctantly grabbed an umbrella and headed to the bus, still excited about the day's excursion. As I walked to the station, I was surprised to see several parents with their children feeding ducks at a pond. Everyone seemed remarkably unfazed by the weather, and their cheerful demeanors suggested that growing up in Iceland had made them accustomed to getting wet. Personally, I wasn't thrilled about the rain, as it meant the sun wouldn't be appearing anytime soon. However, their positive attitudes convinced me that there wasn't any point in being upset with the sky, especially since I planned on spending most of the day outside.

The Golden Circle Tour was advertised as the "ultimate Icelandic adventure, filled with natural wonders and historical landmarks." I was glad that our first stop was nearly two hours away, as it would allow plenty of time to watch the landscape transform. I had always been intrigued by the idea of Iceland because it seemed like a place where nothing was real. Looking outside the window, the scenery appeared stark, treeless, and hauntingly beautiful. Distant hills resembled memories I didn't realize I had, and I was still finding it hard to believe that I was actually here.

After hours of driving through a wonderfully barren landscape, we arrived at our first stop. When the bus doors opened, a cold gust rushed in. I immediately braced myself and thought about the cheerful duck feeders at the pond who appeared undeterred by the miserable weather.

I felt the waterfall before I saw it, for a wild gust of wind whipped up glacial water and slapped me square in the face with an ice-cold hello. I made the painfully long walk to the viewing area practically sideways, but the view was worth getting windswept and drenched for. This masterpiece of nature was a sight to behold: loud, powerful, and grand, the Gullfoss Falls was an incredible beast. This wasn't a waterfall to set a towel down and have a picnic by; this was a waterfall to marvel at and then leave. Anyone who lingered too long risked being blown into a ravenous chasm.

After some time, we left the thunderous roar of Gullfoss behind and climbed back onto the bus for a short, ten-minute ride to our next destination. A strong smell of sulfur hung in the air as I walked around the wonderfully weird Geysir Geothermal Area, with its steaming hot springs, bubbling mud pots, and Iceland's version of Old Faithful. (I learned that the words "geyser" and "geysir" originate from the Icelandic word geysa, meaning "to gush," and are simply different spellings of the same geological phenomenon.) I've visited Yellowstone before, so I couldn't help comparing the two places as if they were competing in some kind of geothermal contest. However, after watching Strokkur shoot a hundred-foot stream of water into the air every few minutes, I ultimately declared a tie between Old Faithful and Strokkur Geysir, as it was impossible to determine which one offered a more impressive performance.

As I watched the geysir doing its thing, I started wondering what the first Viking settlers must have thought when they encountered this watery spectacle. Surely, they must have presumed this place had something to do with their gods. Unfortunately, I'm not well-versed in Norse mythology, and I regret that I didn't ask anyone about it while I was there. I recently searched online for an answer, but I couldn't find anything connecting the Vikings to geysirs, so I will likely never know.

By the time we reached our last stop, the rain still hadn't let up, but the sky finally took pity on us and eased into a gentle drizzle. The clouds began to break apart, allowing rays of sunlight to illuminate the vast rift valley below, where the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates come to a stare. It was in this remarkable setting that Iceland's ancient assembly, the Althing, convened from 930 to 1798. While much of Europe was tripping over the remains of broken Roman pillars, the people of this remote island were busy building an organized political system and developing a strong sense of national identity.

Standing there, I began to realize how little I knew about the Vikings. I had never made an effort to learn about them because I assumed their sagas would sound too foreign to my ears. It wasn't that I had anything against Odin, Thor, or any of the other Norse gods; I just never considered exploring the culture that revered those deities. I had never wondered what life was like in Iceland during the 10th century, when Viking chieftains gathered in this dramatic landscape to debate laws and settle disputes. However, as I walked upon their historical grounds, everything about them suddenly felt real.

Interestingly, I was actually starting to relate to the Vikings, considering that I had started my trip as a modern-day version of one. This realization struck me later that afternoon in Reykjavik when I went to pay for a hot dog (Icelanders love hot dogs, by the way) and discovered that I still had more than 50,000 króna rattling around in my pocket. Much like the Vikings of old, my first Icelandic quest had me searching for money.

I had arrived in the city center the previous morning after a red-eye flight and was running on empty. Since it was too early to check into my hotel, I set out to find an ATM that wasn't frustratingly tucked behind a locked bank door. After what felt like an impossibly long search, I finally found one and promptly messed up the transaction. In my sleep-deprived state, I accidentally withdrew $600 instead of $60 and nearly overdrew my account in the process. I was only going to be in Iceland for a handful of days and had no intention of going on a spending spree, but there I was in possession of 74,000 króna. I only needed a small portion of that to score my morning fix.

I settled into a coffee shop, enjoyed a fantastic cup of coffee, and got a crash course in Icelandic currency on the side. It was still very early in the morning, and nothing particularly magical was happening outside. The sky was being unremarkable, so I stayed inside and waited for the sun to break through a layer of clouds.

The moment I stepped outside, I found myself in a transformed world. There are the Northern Lights, and there is the northern light. The Arctic sun hung low in the sky, almost as if it were setting, and it lingered there for hours.

I spent the rest of the day staring at Reykjavik like someone who had just fallen hopelessly in love. The glorious sunlight made me believe that Reykjavik was the most astonishing city I had ever encountered. As I wandered through the city, I stumbled upon an alley covered in urban graffiti, but the golden sunlight transformed that ugliness into something remarkably beautiful. Indeed, nothing seemed unattractive when illuminated by that Arctic glow. The world looked too beautiful here, but I sensed that nowhere could really be this pretty. Deep down, I had a feeling that the ax would eventually fall.

Still, I found myself imagining how much better life could be if everything was infused with the warmth of that golden light. Being here felt like a form of Arctic therapy. I wanted to bottle the light and bring it home with me so I could share it with my mom, whom I was currently avoiding. I was in Iceland for many reasons, but the main one was to avoid visiting her. However, she didn't know I was here. In fact, she didn't know that I was anywhere. Honestly, where I was didn't matter. I was just happy to be somewhere that wasn't Wisconsin for a change. As I soaked in Iceland's breathtaking glow, I couldn't help thinking about the emotional turmoil that had led me to seek this remote escape.

By mid-2011, I had become familiar with at least four different hospitals, two rehabilitation facilities, one nursing home, and an ailing mother who stubbornly refused anyone's help. Although I didn't live anywhere near Wisconsin, every trip I took was to visit her as she struggled with debilitating depression. Milwaukee had become my only travel destination over the past couple of years, and I was reaching a point where I never wanted to see that city again. The stress was wearing my nerves thin, and I decided I needed to go someplace, anyplace, so long as Milwaukee's skyline wasn't hovering menacingly on the horizon.

I had decided to save myself through the only method I knew how. Travel had always been my escape hatch, and Iceland was where I had chosen to flee. I had hoped that its isolation and beauty would give me the distance I needed to find clarity amid the chaos back home. Although my concern for my mom was inescapable, it felt good to be here and let my worries about her fade into the background.

The first night of my trip was a perfect night for a Northern Lights tour, which may or may not have been happening. However, I had to pass on the opportunity to find out because I already had plans for that evening. It was pure luck that I was in town when the singer Björk was scheduled to perform, and I was still pinching myself that I had secured tickets to her sold-out show. Björk is synonymous with Iceland, so attending her concert was non-negotiable: if she was there, I would be too. However, I had to eventually let the idea of seeing the Northern Lights go, for no other night was as perfect as this one. Fate had already decided which event I was destined to see.

The room where Björk performed was so shockingly small that anyone could have reached out and touched her. This intimate setting immersed us in her Biophilia world, as she explored the human impulse to connect with other forms of life through the interplay of nature, music, and technology.

This being a Björk concert, I received exactly what I expected. Her creative force transcended a typical musical performance and transformed it into a visual spectacle. How she landed on this planet and not in a different solar system is a mystery to everyone, for only she knows the circumstances that brought her to our world.

The variety of instruments everyone played was impressive, and some were so enormous that I couldn't imagine how they had managed to get them onto the stage. I had never witnessed anything quite like it before, and I can now confidently say that a Tesla coil can both conduct electricity and function as a musical instrument. She also introduced something she called "gravity harps." I had never seen such things before, but then again, no one had, because she had a musical robot builder invent them for her album. What exactly is a musical robot builder? I have no idea, but Björk evidently knew where to find one. I could overlook her big red clown wig and the accompanying choir dressed in shiny gold potato sacks when she had such an eclectic array of contraptions to gawk at. Who needed the Northern Lights when one could have her? Fate decided well for me, as there was no guarantee I'd see the Northern Lights, but I was fortunate enough to witness a human embodiment of such wonder.

I was utterly exhausted by the time I returned to my hotel. However, I didn't want to fall asleep too quickly because that would mean losing Björk's music playing inside my head. As I closed my eyes, I held on to her songs for as long as I could before finally drifting off. Unfortunately, I woke up less than an hour later when the nightclub down the street relocated its dance party into the center of my room.

"Thump, thump, thump!" I woke up to the sound of music pulsating in time with my heartbeat.

I had come across numerous online articles warning me about Reykjavik's vibrant nightlife. I'm not much of a party person, and even if I had considered joining the fun at some point, which, by the way, I had no plans of doing, but even if I did, I definitely wouldn't have opted to go out that particular evening. As a result, I was none too happy about the club coming to me.

"Thump, thump, thump!" I could feel the bass pounding in my throat.

I spent three nights at that hotel-slash-nightclub, and I feel like I deserve a t-shirt that says, "I slept like shit in Reykjavik" for having endured it. I never managed to get a good night's sleep there because that nightclub turned on the moment I turned off. Interestingly, I discovered that not even the sound of rain could drown out the noise from a Reykjavik nightclub, which was something I had never wondered about before, but will now be something I'll never forget.

Before moving on, I want to share one last tidbit about Björk before it slips my mind. I saw her again at Copenhagen Airport a few years later, casually rolling her suitcase through the terminal on the way to her Utopia tour. I had just walked out of the restroom when I spotted her, and I quickly rushed back to my husband, Ryan, to announce my unexpected sighting.

"No, you didn't," Ryan said when I told him I just saw Björk.

"I'm being serious!" I insisted. "I swear, it was really her!"

Ryan wasn't convinced. "Hey, just because we're in Scandinavia, it doesn't automatically guarantee a Björk sighting."

"Come on!" I groaned. "Let's go over and see if she's still there!"

Sure enough, there she was, sitting on a wine barrel in front of a café. Her baggy clothes, funky shoes, and distinctive arm tattoo identified her immediately.

"Oh my god, that's really her!" Ryan gasped. "Do you think she'll mind if I ask for an autograph?"

"Don't you dare ask her!" I exclaimed, recalling a time when Björk had attacked a reporter who stalked her at an airport. "There's a reason no one's bothering her. She gets treated like a regular person here."

We kept a respectful distance and admired her mere existence.

"Man, she's so cool," Ryan mused. "There's no one else like her."

"Indeed," I replied. "The universe wouldn't survive with two of her here."

Vikings

I gained a much clearer understanding of who the Vikings were the following morning when I visited the excavated remains of a longhouse at Reykjavik's Settlement Exhibition. Discovered in 2001, the longhouse dated to the earliest years of Iceland's settlement, around 871 CE. Although the structure itself had long since disappeared, its footprint remained as a ghostly outline. From an elevated platform, I looked down at the foundation stones of the former wooden-and-sod longhouse and tried to imagine what it must have looked like. Even without the building itself, I could picture a large bonfire burning in the center of the room, with figures gathered around for warmth as they passed the long winter nights telling stories.

What impressed me most was the sense of community that such a large home must have fostered. Generations would have lived, worked, and shared their lives beneath a single roof. Standing there, it felt almost eerie to point and say, "Right here, in this very room, Icelandic culture was born."

When the Vikings descended upon Europe, they seemed to appear out of nowhere, but the Vikings knew from whence they came. In reality, their expeditions were carefully planned months in advance, likely discussed around fires just like the one I envisioned. They were a frightfully organized group, and, unfortunately for much of Europe, when they emerged from their longhouses after a long, dark winter, they did so with extreme cases of cabin fever. They were ready to get out, stretch their legs, and do some serious raiding. They also did some trading on the side because, hey, they weren't all barbarians.

The Vikings forced Europe to evolve, and the metamorphosis was not always the same. Britain's response to the Vikings differed from that of Istanbul, which in turn differed from France's. Studying European history reveals how the Vikings influenced each country's psyche. If a town wasn't trading with the Vikings, it was defending itself from them. The emergence of walled cities often arose from the threat of too many Viking raids. In many ways, the compact walled city became the European equivalent of the Viking longhouse. Behind these walls, distinct European identities began to form. In a roundabout way, the Europeans owe a debt to the Vikings for catalyzing their transformation into the people they eventually became.

No doubt, seeing the longhouse made me interested in reading about Odin after all.

The Drive Up
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I confess that I had an ulterior motive for visiting Iceland in October. Not only did I desire to see the Northern Lights, but I also hoped to experience the tail end of a New England fall. I was aware that both prospects were wildly uncertain, but the odds somehow matched my gambling mood. Besides, I don't travel to the East Coast very often, so I decided to use Boston as a base for a bonus excursion upon my return.

The second half of my trip began when I picked up a rental car in Boston and headed to Montreal. I had hoped to see some brilliant autumn colors during the five-hour journey, but it became clear just a few miles into New Hampshire that I had missed the fall season entirely. Although the weather was pleasant for early November, a recent cold snap must have convinced the trees that winter had arrived early. Fortunately, it didn't really matter that the trees were mostly bare because I thoroughly enjoyed the scenery anyway.

To enhance my driving experience, I took a few detours to several small villages along the way, but they all started to look the same after the first one. Each village was a quintessential New England town, complete with a steepled church, quaint little houses, one main street, and a covered bridge surrounded by trees. They were all adorable, and I would've gotten to Canada a heck of a lot sooner had I just picked one village to represent them all. However, I wouldn't have believed it if someone had told me that one town would've sufficed.

As I drove, my mind remained mostly blank, with only occasional thoughts about Iceland or my mom bubbling to the surface. Visiting Iceland had been good for my soul and left me with a sense of calm I hadn't felt in quite a long time. It was a place I had always wanted to see, and now I could reminisce instead of wonder. It was hard to believe that only hours earlier I had been soaking in the warm, azure waters of the Blue Lagoon before arriving in a land of muted colors. The contrast between Iceland's stunning landscapes and the earthy browns of New England made the transition feel very abrupt.

Unfortunately, I didn't realize that swimming in the Blue Lagoon's heavily salted, mineral-rich water would irreparably damage my hair. If I had known, I wouldn't have gone underwater. I started to suspect something was wrong when it felt like I was carrying a bale of straw on my head, but it was nothing I thought a generous amount of conditioner couldn't fix. However, time ultimately proved me wrong, and I had to cut my severely dried-out hair above my shoulders as soon as I got home. Until then, though, I had to contend with the struggle of getting a brush through my tangled strands as a daily reminder that, yes, I actually did go to Iceland.

The One Percent
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After parking my rental car at a suburban motel, I settled into my seat on the metro and immediately heard a peculiar laugh. It wasn't joyful or particularly loud, but it had a strange, unsettling quality that made me glance around. Oddly, the other passengers seemed completely unfazed as they remained fully absorbed in their reading materials. I couldn't help but wonder if the person making the disturbing noise even realized he was doing it. The bizarre laugh lingered throughout the entire ride and added an unusual undercurrent to what should have been an ordinary commute.

Little did I know, but that laugh would stay with me for the following days. It would play like a soundtrack in my head when his voice, and only his voice, was the perfect recording to match the absurd scenes I would unexpectedly encounter.

I was still hearing the laugh when I exited the metro at Victoria Square and stumbled upon an ad hoc protest camp. While looking around, I noticed a "For Sale" sign that read The 1% Garage Sale: Cleaning Out the Old Broken Economy. Everything Must Go! Nearby stood a giant statue of Queen Victoria wearing a Guy Fawkes mask. From her wrist hung a cardboard notice printed with the word "zeitgeist" sandwiched between the phrases aller de l'avant and "moving forward." Around her pedestal were dozens of protest signs, including one that renamed Victoria Square Place du Peuple.

What's going on here? I asked myself, even though I already knew what the answer was.

I'd only just arrived and was already being confronted with way too much reality. There would be no easing into this city for me. I was about to dive headfirst into Montreal's philosophical battleground.

"Okay, Montreal," I said out loud to no one that was listening. "You want to go there already? Okay, I'll go there with you. Let's discuss everything that's wrong with this world."

Signs and slogans were taped onto every usable surface, proving that nowhere was sacred. Small groups of people were getting into heated debates and animatedly waving their arms above huddled circles. Camp enclaves, labeled as "West Bank" and "Pirate Island," were pitched in front of Montreal's World Trade Centre building in anticipation of financiers passing through them. Unfortunately, the four-sided structure had more than one entrance, and I saw not a single banker tiptoeing through an anti-corruption refugee camp on the way to their office.

It was evident that Canada was having the same gripes about the widespread economic inequality that America was currently facing. Protesters were sleeping before the Canadian Financial building, believing that something needed to give. Yet, I wondered what a handful of people sleeping in tents and philosophizing among themselves hoped to accomplish.

Unfortunately, they appeared cluttered and unkempt. In front of them was a tall, slick, professional building that could be entered through a door that didn't face them. There were more employees on the first three floors of that structure than there were protesters. And that was just one building among many. The protesters were outnumbered. There was no way they could possibly win. The establishment was too big, too powerful, and too pervasive. The protesters were here, but the establishment was everywhere.

Idealism doesn't change things; revolution does. Even the Arab Spring looked like it was going to succeed until it didn't. The Occupy Wall Street movement failed because it was based entirely on thoughts. People cannot think that changes need to happen; they have to physically do something to make those changes occur. A handful of people sleeping in tents and philosophizing amongst themselves achieves little beyond a quick way to catch a cold. There will always be more people working within the concrete and steel structures that the protesters oppose, and those individuals will never listen to what a handful of protesters have to say about them, nor will they ever care. Entities like Wall Street, CEOs, Big Pharma, and Super PACs aren't known for their concern for anything other than the bottom line.

Still, I couldn't help but admire their persistence. The sheer audacity of hope stood out against a landscape of glass and granite. I was beginning to understand the true meaning behind the metro man's laughter. It wasn't madness, but recognition. It was the sound of someone who grasped just how absurd everything truly was.

Montreal

Moving on, I visited the Pointe-à-Callière Historical Museum, which was built above the remains of Montreal's first settlement, and many of its displays were located underground. The exhibits were informative and gave me a glimpse into Montreal's bilingual identity. At one point during a presentation, I was given a headset that translated the French narration into English in real time, and it felt as though I was attending a UN meeting. The system worked so seamlessly that I could follow along without giving the language barrier much thought. Still, I felt a little embarrassed that I needed the translation at all, especially since so few others in the audience seemed to require it. Overall, the visit struck me as a very Canadian experience.

After touring the museum, I started to feel hungry, so I took the metro to the Jean-Talon Market. I don't recall what I ate there, but I vividly remember watching a man filming a music video while playing the accordion among the artichoke stands. I've searched extensively online to find the final result, and even though typing the words "Montreal," "accordion," and "artichokes" into the search bar serves up some weird and random videos, it unfortunately doesn't come back with his.

Although I briefly considered sticking around as a temporary groupie, I didn't stay long enough to watch him record music among the other vegetables. I reluctantly departed only because there was a nearby neighborhood that I wanted to see.

Villeray was an attractive community of mostly duplex brick homes adorned with exterior metal staircases. I found the staircases intriguing because I thought it snowed a lot, like, a lot-a lot in Montreal. I wondered why metal staircases would be a sensible choice in a city that experienced more snow than sunshine. I then started to ponder if there was a subculture in which it was fashionable to sport a cervical collar as an accessory in a winter wardrobe. Heck, even in summertime, it had to hurt falling down one of those contraptions.

The staircase homes were picture-postcard-worthy, but their charm surely disguised their true nature, which I suspected was pure evil. It made me wonder if people even bothered to move apartments in the middle of winter. I looked but failed to find any YouTube montages of people moving couches up Montreal staircases in the snow. In fact, I wasn't able to find any videos of people hauling couches up Montreal staircases at all, which struck me as a significant dearth in the realm of video content. If someone feels compelled to make these sorely needed videos, they should add the metro man's macabre laugh as a soundtrack to make their undisputed masterpieces.

Just as I was contemplating the rigmaroles of living with an outside metal staircase in an icy country, something I thought I'd left behind in Iceland decided to offer its opinion. At first, the rain didn't start falling too hard, but it rapidly found its momentum. I wasn't carrying an umbrella because I had overlooked the possibility of rain, so I ran back to the Jean-Talon market as fast as I could. Once there, I looked everywhere for my new idol, but the accordion performance had apparently ended. Since I didn't want to hang out with the stalls of celery and tomatoes for however long it would take for the rain to stop, I just got it over with and ran a few blocks to the metro to hide.

Fortunately, I no longer needed to be outside once I discovered Montreal's hidden underground persona. The first thing that caught my eye below street level was an international food court. I inquisitively surveyed the entire circuit before choosing a restaurant to order from. A Vietnamese place displayed a colorful beverage, so I decided that a Vietnamese Three Layer drink was the one thing I needed to try. Moments later, I was served a glorious-looking concoction that would be considered Instagram-worthy by today's snap-happy standards.

I sat down and eagerly took my first sip of what would soon reveal itself to be an abomination disguised as a beverage. The first sip sent a red bean straight into my mouth. The second sip had me sucking down what appeared to be chunks of an egg. The third sip yielded another bean along with some green gelatinous things. What the heck was I drinking? This was so gross. How could a drink look so pretty yet be so traumatizing? None of it tasted any good. However, I forced myself to keep drinking because I'd already spent the money. Another sip yielded another mouthful of beans. That was it. I couldn't do it. However, I couldn't bear to watch myself throw the horrifically beautiful beverage away, so I turned my head when I tossed it into the trash. I rarely throw food away, but this drink had declared war inside my mouth.

As I walked away, the sweet, earthy, and perplexing taste lingered on my palate. It seemed like a fitting metaphor for travel itself: beautiful from a distance, chaotic up close, and sometimes not very pleasant. Some experiences aren't meant to be savored.

After that, I went for a stroll, and somewhere in the caverns of Montreal's underground alter-ego, I stumbled upon a movie theater. I saw a poster advertising Johnny Depp's latest film, Rum Diaries, and asked the ticket agent if the movie was dubbed in French.

"All our movies are in English," the agent scoffed.

I purchased a ticket and settled into the draftiest, most uncomfortable movie theater I had ever had the misfortune of sitting in. Restless and agitated, I quickly grew frustrated with the main character as he stumbled through a confusing mix of love stories, drunken antics, and workplace politics. Throughout the film, I kept wishing that the movie, the seats, and I could all relocate to a more comfortable environment where we could all watch something entirely different.

I endured until the very end and reemerged into a world that was no longer raining. The air felt more than slightly crisp, and I thought about how I wouldn't want to be sleeping in a tent as the occupiers down the street were doing.

Kudos to them, I suppose, I thought to myself, still feeling conflicted about the whole thing. I doubted I had the stamina to do what they were doing, primarily because I hate being cold. If I were in one of those tents, I would've found a way to blame the corporations all the more for somehow making me freeze.

I then noticed a passed-out guy slumped inside a door frame, and thought that this wasn't a city where I'd want to be homeless, either. I stopped and saw that he had the word "drunk" tattooed across his neck. Not ten feet away was another intoxicated man snoring with an empty bottle of rubbing alcohol tipped over beside him. The fact that it was only 7:30 p.m. meant that both had a long, cold night ahead of them. The scene was even sadder when I noticed that neither of them had a blanket.

Fuck the one percent, indeed.

Quebec City

I drove from Montreal to Quebec City through a mind-numbingly flat landscape with a horizon that stretched forever. It felt as though I was navigating a liminal space with no clear beginning, middle, or end. The drive was quite meditative; it was just me, the road, and the ever-present desire to pull over and take a pee.

I was in dire need of gas when I neared Quebec City. After driving for what seemed like a thousand miles without seeing a gas station, I finally spotted one and quickly pulled over. However, I had never been to a French-Canadian gas station before and immediately struggled with the transaction.

Firstly, I learned that French-Canadian gas station attendants don't like it when a driver gets out of their vehicle, as doing so freaks them out. I urgently needed a restroom, but the attendant insisted that I remain in my car.

"Où est la bathroom? Baño? Toilettes?" I asked in all the foreign languages I knew.

"No, no toilettes," the attendant admonished while motioning me to get back inside my vehicle.

What, no? He had to be joking, although everything about his body language suggested he wasn't. Ugh. How wildly inconvenient, but whatever. I still needed gas, though.

"Vingt (twenty) dollars of gas, s'il vous plaît," I tried communicating.

"Oui, oui, dix (ten)," the attendant replied.

"What? No. Vingt." My gas tank was almost empty, and the hell I wanted to stop at another French-Canadian gas station.

I watched him stop pumping my tank once the dial hit $10. He then reached out his hand to collect the money.

I had cash on me and handed him $20.

"Vingt,"  I insisted. "S'il vous plaît plus (more)."

He gave me $10 change and hurriedly walked away. The whole transaction was so weird. For sure, I was going to have to stop at another gas station and would have to go through the whole strange transaction again. Was there a gas shortage in Canada I wasn't privy to? I wondered. Maybe. I highly doubted it, though. The only thing I was absolutely sure of was that I still had to pee really badly. I drank a ton of water during my three-hour road trip, and I was this close to dropping my pants and peeing right there. Fortunately, I wasn't too terribly far from my final destination, so I put the pedal to the metal and high-tailed it to my motel.

After a little bit of driving on what I considered to be a nearly empty tank, I reached my motel and performed the quickest check-in humanly possible. I was desperate to use the bathroom and didn't even look at the room when I beelined to the toilet. Once relieved, I took stock of my surroundings and said aloud, "I've been to worse motels than this," but I knew I was lying. The ugly bedspread was a dead giveaway that the place was an absolute dive. I should've assumed the room had bed bugs, but I didn't realize it actually did until the next morning. The unfortunate discovery forced me to abandon almost all of my belongings, leaving me with just the bare essentials for the rest of my trip. It still gives me the heebie-jeebies when I think about that sad motel room with its depressing 70s-era beige textured wallpaper and unattractive wooden furniture. Even the square picture that hung over the fuse box failed miserably at its purpose because the fuse box was definitely showing. The room's only redeeming feature was its relatively clean bathtub. So, I ran the hot water and pretended I was at a spa instead of the shoddy hovel of a highway motel I was actually in.

I ultimately grew tired and placed my head on an abysmally thin pillow. With heavy eyelids, I closed my eyes and watched my immaterial self be transported to Iceland's Blue Lagoon as my physical body remained behind on an uncomfortably lumpy bed. The surreal powder blue water enveloped me on a silky floating mattress, and I rode it toward a functioning geothermal plant. Within moments, I found myself inside the bowels of a raging industrial machine, and the interior was oddly beautiful. A cacophony of mechanical sounds ricocheted against wonderfully carved walls that suddenly disappeared when the space filled up with steam. In an instant, all the beauty vanished, and I found myself standing in the middle of a void.

"You do know that your hair is trashed," a voice spoke from the depths of nowhere.

"Yeah," I said, "but it felt so good to swim underwater."

"You knew that water was full of silica," the voice chastised me. "You should've kept your head out of it."

"I know you're my subconscious talking," I wailed. "You don't have to infiltrate my dreams. I feel bad enough already that my hair feels so brittle."

At that, I woke up and berated myself for the umpteenth time for not keeping my hair out of the mesmerizing Blue Lagoon after I saw the warning signs a little too late.

Welp, what's done is done, I said to myself. There's nothing I can do about it now.

Thank goodness I wasn't in Quebec City for the motel room; I was there to see the city, particularly its old bits. Vieux-Québec, or Old Quebec, is a designated UNESCO World Heritage Site, and going there aligned with my idealistic goal of visiting as many UNESCO World Heritage Sites as I possibly could. I was especially interested in seeing its fortified walls, since it's the only North American city that still has them. From the photos I'd seen, the historic quarter looked just like Old World Europe, but with a New World flair that intrigued me.

I spent most of the day exploring the historic quarter in great detail. Overall, I found the buildings quaint, the citadel fascinating, and the Place Royale (town plaza) highly photogenic. I enjoyed taking the stairs down to the Lower Town and appreciated riding the funicular back up. Oh, and the views! Such amazing views from the Upper Town's perch! Yes, I thoroughly enjoyed my day exploring Old Quebec City, indeed. However, that being said, there was one tiny detail that ultimately proved frustrating, and that was my stubbornness to join the parade of cars snaking down the hill when the time came to leave.

I knew deep down that the long line of cars indicated that there was only one way out of this fabulously walled-in city, but my inner Magellan said it could find an alternate path. I somehow got it in my head that I could forge my own route off the hill, a route no one had ever found before, one that would make me famous for discovering. Yes, I would locate Quebec City's version of the elusive Northwest Passage, and people would write songs about me for finding a shortcut that would save people oodles of time. Long story short: I ended up joining that super long line of cars even further back than I desired. At least now I know where many Quebec City roads don't travel to.

New Hampshire

I left Quebec City in the afternoon and slowly progressed halfway back to Boston. I spent the night at a motel on the edge of New Hampshire's White Mountains, where I was the property's only guest. Since it was off-season, I was told I would have to run the water for a while if I wanted it to be hot, so I skipped fake spa night and didn't bother taking a shower in the morning. Instead, I embraced the rural setting and pretended that I had time-traveled to the colonial era.

In my room hung a print of George Washington's coat of arms, inscribed with the words Exitus Acta Probat. After looking up the phrase, I learned it translated to "the outcome justifies the deed," and it made me wonder, Does it? Do outcomes really justify a deed, or do we just say that they do to placate ourselves? After mulling it over, I concluded that in Washington's era, those words really did ring true, for it was a motto worthy of the man, but I didn't believe that any modern president deserved to live by such a phrase today.

Presidents no longer hide behind a coat of arms because they use human shields instead. Our leaders no longer stand on the battlegrounds, but the populace still does, often not knowing why. War no longer benefits society as a whole, for its main concern now is the bottom line. The outcome no longer justifies the deed because the only result that matters today is the one that lines shareholders' pockets. Our wars would not make Washington proud, and it's unfortunate that the city where all war-related decisions are made carries his hallowed name.

Staying on the topic of George Washington, was there ever a painting of him where he looks happy? I know that he had fake teeth and all, and for that, he probably didn't have much to smile about, but is it not strange that there exists no image of him where he looks anything other than the same? That could also explain why every small New England village looks identical; they were all created in an era of sameness. Every person who lived during the Revolutionary period was painted as if becoming an American was serious business, and not a single one of them was ever portrayed as if they were having any fun in the process. Their lives were serious affairs, and we must respect them accordingly, gosh darn it. Living in 1776 was apparently nothing to laugh about, and our founding fathers must have been an intense group of humorless people, although something in me highly doubts that. Comedy is an element of human nature, and I wonder what people living in 1776 found funny. There had to be some hilarious Red Coat jokes that we have never heard of, and I wonder if those same jokes would even make us laugh today, considering how we've lost all Revolutionary War context. However, it would've been nice for posterity's sake if just one artist painted George Washington in a candid moment, specifically right after he was told a really good Red Coat joke. Imagine if that resulting portrait was the one everyone identified Washington with for being slapped on the one-dollar bill. Indeed, I know a certain someone in Montreal who would undoubtedly appreciate our hilarious-looking currency.

I woke up the next morning to find my windshield frosted over and in need of a good scraping. Winter arrived early in the mountains, and I was surprised to see a group of campers by the side of the road until I realized I was near a section of the Appalachian Trail. I thought to myself that there was no way I would ever go camping here in November. Yet, those people weren't so different from the kindred souls sleeping in tents on the streets of Montreal, and it wasn't a stretch to conclude they had similar personalities. One has to operate on a certain wavelength to think that camping in the cold for reasons only they could justify made life worth getting up for. While I definitely don't function on that wavelength, I respect that many people in the world do. Kudos to them, I thought. I don't have the will to do that.

Canterbury Shaker Village
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Continuing my drive to Boston, I made an early morning stop at a place known as Canterbury Shaker Village. I remembered learning about the Shakers in school but only as an outsized footnote inserted between grander and more boring topics.

"Okay, class. I'm required to tell you that Colonial America hosted all kinds of fringe-type religions, and one of the more notorious ones was called the Shakers because they went into convulsions during worship. Remember that because it will be on a test. Now, let me tell you all about John Quincy Adams!"

Yup, that sums up all I learned about the Shakers. Consequently, they remained a mystery to me from the very moment I first heard about them.

When I looked at the map and saw a bona fide "Shaker Village" on my drive back to Boston, I saw it as an opportunity to finally encounter this mysterious group of people. Yet, what I didn't know during the trip-planning stage was that there were only three Shakers left in the world, and none of them lived at Canterbury Shaker Village (they lived somewhere in Maine). So, when I rolled up to the place, I was surprised to encounter one of America's most attractive ghost towns.

The village remained open for tours, but I was there during the off-season and had to settle for an explanatory brochure pulled from a mailbox. I was pleasantly surprised that the grounds were open for strolling and happy to have acquired a pamphlet of information. The quiet community looked exceptionally alluring under the morning sun, and it seemed almost appropriate that no one else was there because the lack of sound encouraged peaceful thoughts. A sense of austerity hung over the place, exemplified by white-washed buildings and rolling grass hills.

I opened the brochure and started to learn about the abandoned community. I found the Shakers interesting straight away and quickly got invested in their story. My teachers did a disservice by not teaching us more about them, but they probably deemed them too controversial for conventional tastes. Not only was their religion unique, but it was also founded by a woman. Their official name was the "United Society of Believers in Christ's Second Appearing," which referenced their belief that Christ reappeared a second time on Earth in female form when he manifested himself in a woman named Ann Lee (b. 1736-d. 1784).

The more I read about them, the more I liked them. Yes, they went into animated convulsions to overly display their religious emotions, but I needn't hold their outward expressions against them. They didn't view God as a super masculine deity but viewed God as an entity infused with both male and female qualities. They believed in gender equality and held anti-slavery views. Overall, they had a balanced perspective of the world and valued equal work for equal reward. Their lives were lived communally, with nothing owned and everything shared. They didn't believe in war and remained pacifists throughout every American conflict. They were our nation's original hippies, with one major caveat: they didn't sleep around. In fact, the Shakers didn't sleep with anyone, for one of their religious tenets was celibacy, which also explains why their numbers eventually dwindled. Where there once were 23 Shaker communities with over 6,000 members, there now was just one community with three people still breathing (as of 2011, when I visited). When the last Shaker dies, all their ideals will be buried with that final soul.

At one point, I found myself contemplating a patch of snow tucked in a shady corner, and I wondered if it had spent the entire summer there or if it had recently snowed. I didn't know, and I wouldn't find the answer. Such was the nature of the Shaker village; so many questions with no answers to be found. It seemed like such a shame that it all ended for naught. I mean, they had it all. They were basically their own civilization. They were self-sufficient, and then...they were nothing. The Shakers reduced life to its simplest forms so much that they eventually eliminated the need for themselves.

I wondered if I would've been the type of person to have been attracted to this community. A part of me thought yes, although a large part of me also thought no. I find the idea of simple living appealing. I appreciate that they valued women, but I suspect celibacy would've been problematic for me. Oh, and that whole shaking bit would've turned me off. I would never have joined such a commune as a young adult, but I might have considered it later in life. Then again, if I had been the same person then as I am today, I likely wouldn't have wanted children, so maybe tucking myself inside a celibate commune would have been my best option. With that in mind, I peered through the windows and started searching for the ghost of my 18th-century self rocking back and forth in a rickety chair.

What the Shakers created was impressive, but it was certainly no utopia. I'm fascinated with utopias, but utopias don't really exist. What the Shakers designed was something else, something special. A Shaker commune was where people went when they wanted to live a pared-down life. With a shared mindset, they accomplished many things, including inventing numerous devices that they released into the world without any patents. Theirs was a giving society, but it must have had its demons. Nonetheless, there was something about the simplicity of their wooden rooms that felt reminiscent of Iceland's light: pale, sparse, and enticingly sublime.

I'm not sure that celibacy was their best policy when their success depended on having strength in numbers. As I walked around Canterbury Shaker Village, I saw it was built to contain hundreds of people. About 30 large empty buildings stood ready to open their doors and welcome the hordes in, but sadly, no one was knocking. I've been to plenty of ghost towns before, but something about this empty village differed from all the others. It seemed like it wasn't ready to be abandoned. I got the feeling that it still believed in itself even if no one else did. The village was cloaked in an eerie kind of forlorn. The buildings were all freshly painted and well maintained, which added a happy-sad element to the place. It was the most not-abandoned abandoned town I had ever seen. I knew no Shakers lived there anymore, but it didn't stop me from looking for the few I believed were left behind.

The advent of industrialization and the post-Civil War economy caused people to stop signing up for life in a commune. No one saw the appeal of living simply when one could live conveniently and comfortably without a whole bunch of people always around. Life became affordable for the first time ever, and it was no longer necessary to share every little thing when one could start hoarding things for oneself.

The world had changed since the Shaker religion was invented. When Nietzsche announced that God was dead, people suddenly felt less compelled to serve a God they no longer believed existed. No one ever dared question the existence of God before, but as the 20th century opened up, so did people's minds. No one desired a simple, straightforward life anymore, for the new desire was to complicate things.

Concord

My flight out of Boston wasn't scheduled until the following day, so I had plenty of time to visit the historic city of Concord. I had never ventured there before and was unaware that it possessed a bottomless supply of old buildings and Revolutionary War sites. I didn't arrive with a game plan, per se, as I assumed I could easily crush the city with a decent-sized ramble. However, I quickly realized that Concord wasn't a typical New England town with one main street, a handful of stores, and a picturesque covered bridge. Judging by the size of the cemetery alone, it was evident that I didn't budget enough time to do Concord properly, even with a full day at my disposal. Nevertheless, I always somehow find time to visit a good graveyard.

The cemetery in Concord was irresistibly named "Sleepy Hollow," so I had to pull over and instigate a search for the Headless Horseman among its old tombs. The day was exceptionally gorgeous, with crisp air and a warm sun filtering through a thin veil of clouds. I took a deep breath, slowly exhaled, and breathed in again. I wanted to put fall into my lungs and become one with the season. The day was truly lovely, and I had a mind to forget the rest of Concord and spend the rest of my time among the plethora of trees.

Right as I thought about staying there all day, my eyes suddenly fell upon the tomb of Henry David Thoreau. Seeing his name carved in stone startled me. I wasn't sure if I needed to tilt my head and knock the Ouija Board out of my ears because it was as though my nature reverie conjured up this man's grave. It was a happy coincidence, and I asked Mr. Thoreau, "Isn't this day perfect? The light, the trees, the birds, the air. It's everything you always appreciated."

Thoreau lived his life the way I desire to. His retreat into the woods to live a quiet existence is a source of inspiration. Thoreau's transcendental search for where man and nature met compelled him to detach from the ordinary world. He went into the woods searching for a balance he believed was inside him so long as he let himself go. Nature was where humans arrived, and it was in nature where our inner selves could be found. Thoreau believed that humans didn't need all the accouterments that weighed them heavily down. He didn't think life had to be poor, but he didn't believe in living excessively. Humans always want too much. Thoreau tried explaining that we needed to want less, a lot less, in fact. Humans, Thoreau believed, only needed what was necessary to sustain themselves; anything beyond that amounted to a distraction.

I don't know why humans are always so greedy. Humans are never satisfied; they always want more. It's baffling how humankind can behave so counterintuitively compared to the natural world. Plants never seem to desire more than they need, nor do animals seemingly eat beyond the point of satiation. So, why do we behave so strangely? Can we improve ourselves by allowing nature to be our mentor? That was the question Thoreau explored while living in a cabin in the woods. He worked the land to support himself by growing enough beans to eat and selling the rest for cash. Most days were purely his to enjoy doing what he wanted. The art of simple living involved having simple tastes. He went for walks. He read. He wrote. He had visitors. He was himself. He was free.

The desire for freedom was a key motivation for Thoreau's retreat into the forest. At Walden Pond, he discovered a solitude so profound that it transformed into a form of companionship, much like what I briefly experienced in Iceland. He believed modern civilization was a stranglehold on humans' ability to be their natural selves. It was impossible to be a human being when someone did things exactly as society dictated them to do. Where was the self when the self was part of a greater whole? Conformity kills identity, and Thoreau cherished individualism. He argued that to live well, one needed to think independently and rid oneself of all the paraphernalia.

Unfortunately, modern life is so busy that there never seems to be enough time to even think. I wholeheartedly believe in Thoreau's philosophies; however, I find it almost impossible to fully embrace his views because it's too easy to conform to the established system. It's one thing to admire Thoreau, but emulating his lifestyle poses a completely different challenge. While sitting next to his grave, I had to ask him how he did it. How did he make simple living seem so easy? The answer he offered was disappointingly silent.

Thoreau believed in relying on no one other than oneself. It was his faith in self-reliance that resonates with me most. I have thought about quitting my job and holing myself up in a cabin, but I get discouraged whenever I look at real estate prices. I know that Thoreau built himself a shack and only endured it for two years, but I always search for something a little more substantial. Right out of the gate, I'm not doing the simple living thing right by desiring to live somewhere with insulation and proper heating. I always consider the prospect of building an efficient tiny house someplace, but finding a location that doesn't impose some minimum square footage requirements is difficult. I can buy land somewhere without access to water, but then my entire existence would revolve around finding it. Thoreau stayed in his hometown and didn't even give up the comforts of friends and family. In comparison, to live how he did now involves completely removing oneself from all society.

Another thing that people can't do today that Thoreau could easily do was sell enough beans at a market to sustain a meager living. First of all, one needs to spend money before one can make money. One must purchase a vendor's
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