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Author's Note
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For better or for worse, this book recounts true experiences. In order to distill the chaos of life down to a clear narrative, it was necessary to omit certain events, rearrange and compress chronology, and combine a few of the characters. I have changed most of the names and identifying details of the characters in this book to protect their privacy. Much of the dialogue and many emails have been re-created, but all are based on real conversations and correspondence.



I'd seen too many puzzling things
 to be easy in my mind.
 I knew too much
 and not enough.

LOUIS-FERDINAND CÉLINE,
 Journey to the End of the Night

Sound crazy? Well it isn't.
The ends justify the means; that's the system.

ICE-T,
 New Jack Hustler

Life is mysterious
 as well as vulgar.

ROBERTO BOLAÑO,
 Last Evenings on Earth
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INTRODUCTION

Predeparture
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My name is Thomas. For as long as I can remember, travel has been a part of my life.

Over the years, I've tried to fight it and to break the hold that it has over me. I have made numerous attempts to return to civilian life: to get a job, a home, open a savings account, invest time or emotion or money in something stable—but the road has always pulled me back in. I have never owned a car or a television, or purchased a significant piece of furniture.

At a certain point, I recognized that I was powerless in the face of my travel addiction and did the best thing that I could do under the circumstances: I went pro.

This book is about that conversion. It chronicles the events that took me from bourgeois working stiff with a repressed travel habit to a full-time mercenary travel hack, with all of the good, bad, and surreal that it entails. This is not a sunny look at some dream job, but an unvarnished examination of what it really means to be a professional travel writer scratching out an income in the beginning of the twenty-first century. It is the true story of the life as I have experienced it and the effect that it has on the travel information that makes it into the readers' hands.

Let's get one thing straight from the beginning: I am not some resentful burnout who is trying to settle scores or slight those who would not hire him. I have (almost) made ends meet as a professional travel writer and have enjoyed positive working relationships with numerous editors and publishers. I've written country guidebooks, regional guidebooks, city guidebooks, phrasebooks, Internet travel content, travel essays, and both magazine and newspaper pieces. I've also done publicity work, interviews, and speaking engagements for travel publishers. I've packed more into recent years of my life than would have been imaginable with any other career. I've spent weeks on yachts for free; been comped hotel rooms, meals, astronomical bar tabs, ski passes, paragliding classes, and scuba diving trips. I've drunk Scotch and eaten salmon carpaccio with the ministers of tourism of Argentina, Chile, and Brazil, and spent the night with more exotic, fetching ladies than the average man deserves. I have also made remarkable friends in the process, some of whom you'll meet in this book.

Regardless, this book is not a polite evaluation of the job or the lifestyle and probably won't do me any favors in the industry. I imagine that stories of sex, drugs, excessive ridiculousness, scams, schemes, fistfights, drunken debauchery, police altercations, and general nihilistic selfishness probably won't sit well with the powers-that-be. While I may push things further than most travel writers, I know of many others who have experienced the same trials and dilemmas to varying degrees. We all do. But, up to now, no one has given voice to the everyday life of the gritty miners of travel information, those who dig up the material that is then polished and sold to consumers as Travel Gospel. No one has talked about the roguish misfits out there with years' worth of nights logged in dingy hostels, pounding the pavement from bars to restaurants to nightclubs and back, doing their best to be, or pretend to be, experts on everything going around them. It has also been my experience that the editors, who are our closest work companions, don't really know how we do what we do. Maybe they don't want to know.

This book is not intended to be an exposé and it is not intended to discourage the purchase or use of travel guidebooks. I almost always take a guidebook with me when I travel, and it invariably helps me in some way that makes it worth its price and worth its weight in my pack. It is my hope that this book will help to demystify the origins of travel writing and show that when thousands of travelers follow a guidebook word-for-word, recommendation-for-recommendation, it not only harms contemporary international travel but can also do serious harm to places in developing countries. Maybe if people see what arbitrary bullshit goes into the making of a guidebook, they will realize that it is just a loose tool to give basic information and is not the singular or necessarily the correct way to approach a destination.

So, travel writing, like any job, has its issues. However, travel writing is particularly disorienting since you are expected to work in a tourist environment that is built for pleasure. You must find a way to make yourself effective in that peculiar limbo between work and play. I imagine that the difference between traveling and professional travel writing is like the difference between having sex and working in pornography. While both are still probably fun, being a professional brings many levels of complication to your original interest and will eventually consume your personal life.

We travel writers live in perpetual motion. Relationships are transitory and fleeting. Friendships, even more so. Home is where you are on a given night. It is at once glamorous and pathetic, exciting and perversely routine. The longer you do it, the harder it is to return to normal life, and one day you wake up and realize that the road is your permanent address. There's no going back. This is the life that I have led, and this book recounts the beginning of that story.

I will pose the question to you: Do travel writers go to hell? Do the impossible projects and deadlines we're assigned and the dismal living conditions we face seem unbearable? Do our actions, often corrupt and selfish in the face of a trusting readership, qualify us for eternal damnation?

You may find some answers in these pages. If you do, I'll let you be the judge.

SEATTLE                                                                        

AUGUST 2007
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Do Travel Writers Go to Hell?
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Paid Vacation
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15 DAYS UNTIL DEADLINE

São Luís marks the beginning of the end of my maiden voyage as a travel writer. Otto and I arrive from Barreirinhas in the airy bus terminal outside of São Luís. It took three and a half hours, just as I had predicted—my faux-authoritative guesswork is getting better all the time. We take a cab to the edge of the historic center, which we then enter on foot.

Originally founded by the French, the city's old quarter brims with dilapidated colonial splendor. The city is now in the process of reshaping itself into a tourist ghetto; some of the colonial architecture has been converted into hotels fronted with al fresco dining options, while neighboring buildings have succumbed to climbing vines and tree branches reaching out from the windows, searching for sunlight. The unmistakable reggae one drop beat pounds from little grocery stores, beer bars, tourist restaurants, street vendors, and squatter dwellings in vacated colonial townhouses. The bass sounds from every direction, shaking the cobblestones and loosening azulejo tiling.

The old city is where travelers come when they visit São Luís. The other São Luís, the living city with the HSBC building and the housing projects, newly constructed condos, favelas, and car dealerships lies just across the bridge. I check into my comped room and negotiate a considerable discount for Otto. Next, I email Bobby and get the address of a Chilean PO box. I put half the money that I owe him between pages of newspaper and cardboard in a courier envelope and send it off. I assure Bobby that I am good for the difference and will have it in no time. His email response asks where and when I'd like my next batch of photographs. I say thanks for the opportunity, but, at heart, I am a writer, not a businessman. I wish him the best in his endeavors and promise to be in touch with him down the line.

I set about researching São Luís and the neighboring city of Alcântara, which must be visited by boat. São Luís is not quite as large as Fortaleza or Recife, but it is still a major city and is deserving of the multiday treatment. I follow one verbal recommendation to the next, seeking out hotels and restaurants that are willing to work with me.

I've finally let go enough and can appreciate the trip without fear of debtor's prison. I attend street parties, enjoy discounted meals at restaurants, and party my face off at a live reggae show at the Bar do Porto. I wake up with stacks of flyers, business cards, notes on napkins, and other scraps filling my pockets. I finally start to strike a balance and find time to scope out a few new hotels, restaurants, and other venues to add to the text. I am discovering that elusive functional middle road, just as I near the end of my trip.

[image: image]

I start the night like any other, with some friends from the hostel at a bar on the Beco Catarina Mina. However, it is not any other night. This will be my last in São Luís, one of my last nights of the trip. My deadline is approaching and I must retreat to a safe haven where I can do my writing. The flight hasn't been arranged quite yet, but I have stashed away just enough cash to get me back to Rio on a domestic airline, and from there I already have a return ticket home.

Beco Catarina Mina is a colonial alleyway consisting of a staircase of long, low steps, each one big enough to accommodate a number of tables and chairs. The passage is lined with a few bars and restaurants with vines grappling their way up and over the deteriorating masonry. I take note of the names of the bars, grab a card from one, and write the price of drinks on the back of it.

The crowd grows, street musicians arrive, and people start dancing between the tables on the stairs. I am taking in the carefree vibe, legitimately enjoying myself for a change. Otto and I pile into a car along with four Brazilians from the bar and drive across the bridge, past much of the city and out to São Luís's beaches. We arrive at Bar do Nelson, a smaller yet popular outdoor reggae club across the street from the beach.

It is still early and the dance floor is empty. Musicians are setting up their equipment, plugging in amps, and tuning guitars as a DJ plays roots reggae in the background. Otto and I grab a drink and start talking to some Argentinian travelers who, in turn, invite us to walk out onto the beach to smoke a joint. There had been some sort of protest earlier in the day and we had seen a significant number of police during the ride over from the old city. They were stopping cars and messing with people, doing whatever the police in these parts do. Whatever it is, I am fairly sure they aren't interested in us, so we agree to the spliff. You simply can't go to a reggae bar in remote South America and not smoke a joint—it's all part of the traveler experience.

We meander across the street and out onto the sand, near a closed-down restaurant on the beach's edge. One of the Argentinians produces a sizable joint and a lighter. He passes it to me and asks me to do the honors.

I get the thing going, take one full hit, and offer it to the other Argentine at my side.

“Is there something wrong with it?” he asks, noticeably concerned.

“No. Not at all, why?” I cough.

“Why did you only smoke once?”

“Common courtesy, I guess.” My vision shifts, imperceptibly at first, then begins to flatten out. We are all standing rather close to one another in semidarkness. The air is thick and brackish, still hot enough to cause me to sweat uncomfortably.

“In Argentina, we smoke for as long as we like. Smoke more. You must appreciate this porro that we're sharing with you.”

I try to figure how I can explain that I don't smoke very much without seeming rude—in Spanish. It took me about ten years to finally understand that heavy marijuana use and social interaction do not mix well for me, especially when I have to communicate in a second or third language. Light drinking can help with foreign language skills by lowering inhibitions, but even a small bit of weed heightens self-consciousness and makes it difficult to fumble your way through foreign syntax and verb conjugation. Furthermore, my Spanish and Portuguese seemed to be mutually exclusive and after this many weeks in Brazil, my brain is favoring Portuguese. As I try to assemble the words, my awkward slide into the languageless abyss between Spanish and Portuguese is interrupted by the arrival of a small armored paddy wagon that parks itself alongside the streetlight on the road at the back of the beach. “Hey, check that out,” I say half in English, half in something close to Portuguese.

“It is BLITZ.” One of the Argentines shouts. Before I can even ask what a blitz is, they are off and running toward the darkness of the water's edge. I, of course, am left holding the joint, smoldering between my fingers.
 
“Shit, man, it's a roundup,” Otto tells me. “It's my professional recommendation that you run as fast as you can.”

Blue-uniformed military police begin to pour out of the truck like clowns out of a circus stunt car. They emerge with guns and nightsticks already drawn.

“Take it easy, man,” I say. “I'm putting the joint out. They didn't see anything.”

“It doesn't work that way here. There is just NO WAY that I'm letting these fucking fascists put their hands on me. LET'S GO.”

“Hold on. They've got guns. Don't be stupid, they're just gonna chase you.” The Argentines have already disappeared into the darkness near the water. I look back in time to see the cops roughing up a couple of young Brazilians on the edge of the beach, hitting them with nightsticks in the shins.

“Suit yourself,” Otto mutters over his shoulder, already in a full sprint toward the restaurant.
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They are on me within a matter of seconds. I don't even have the opportunity to move my feet, though I am able to toss the joint into the sand. There are no thoughts of probable cause, due process, or fair arrest procedure. It is straight to restraining my arms and cramming a .38 revolver in my mouth.

The gun tastes of oil, steel, and sweat. I am taken back to childhood: the bitter smoke in the alleyway after shooting Roman candles at each other on the Fourth of July; the metallic smell on my hands after playing with wrenches and tin snips in my grandfather's workshop.

“ARE YOU HIGH, FAGGOT?” the teenage cop yells, staring down the length of his arm and over the hammer. His eyes are black and watery, and the sparse facial hair gathered on his upper lip and jawline would be comical if not for the blue military police uniform and the firearm in my mouth. Were he American, he wouldn't be out of place in a high school shop class or ringside at a pro wrestling match.

A bead of perspiration trails down from his blue cap, curling to the tip of his fist-sculpted nose. Sweat soaks through my T-shirt and trails down my back and sides. It streams between the inside of my knees and my pant legs. Pools in my shoes. Climbs between my toes.

“ARE YOU HIGH, YOU FAGGOT GRINGO?” he shouts again, the words garbled in such a thick provincial accent that I wonder if he can read or write. Meanwhile, someone behind me starts to conduct a prison-style body search, groping toward my prostate through my jeans, emptying my pockets of all of my money. I squirm and rise to my tiptoes. The gunman raises the pistol so as to keep the barrel firmly hooked under my palate.

This is hardly what you would call an organized police roundup. It is more of an opportunity for a gang of weapons-toting adolescents to do as they please. The man giving me the suspiciously thorough body search notices something in the sand and recovers the nearly extinguished joint. He comes around to face me. This one's slightly older, pockmarked, and sporting a clipped black mustache. He looks like the kind of guy who grew up admiring Franco, Pinochet, and Norris.

The other police have spread out along the beach. I am all alone with my two new friends. Otto has evaporated into the night. The cops gave chase, but have lost the trail. A couple of them are dispatched in the general direction that Otto ran, and are searching around the pitch-black area below the restaurant deck that cantilevers out over the beach.

Officer Mustache holds the remainder of the joint between his callused thumb and middle finger. It is still smoking lightly from the edge of the paper. With a look of tired, try-hard sadism, bordering on indifference, he blows on the ember of the joint—heating it back to a cherry red. In this world, justice is not a protracted legal process of paperwork, courts, and bureaucracy. Here, they get right to the point.

Otto always said that when confronted with a group of assailants, you should single one out and take him to the ground. They will not be expecting you to take the offensive. No matter the size of your opponent, he said, cut out the distance between the two of you and tackle him hard at his center of gravity. Once you gain the upper hand, do something so gruesome, so audacious that it shocks the others into temporary in-action: bite his nose off, crush his windpipe, gouge his eye out. The nose bite possibly has the best visible gore effect.

But I am not feeling quite that brave. I'm not feeling so brave at all. I am feeling pretty damn high. I try to explain the situation, to talk my way out of it. This is a blitz, after all: a horde of cops playing off of one another's energy, feeding off the mob mentality. Maybe if I can just reason with one of them, this leader guy . . . I can tell him that I am here doing essential work for the development of local tourism infrastructure. . . .

The younger officer secures me by my wrists while the little dictator grabs the fingers on my right hand, extending them downward and exposing my palm. He doesn't make any threats, doesn't build any suspense or fear; he simply brings the joint down—stubbing it out—on the soft skin on the inside of my middle finger. The joint hisses on my sweaty skin, the ember darkening to black. My skin bubbles and sears: a power drill twisting into my flesh. My knees go out from under me.

“You rich gringos think that you can do anything here, no? We have laws in Maranhão.” He starts to blow on the ember again. No luck. He produces a lighter from his pocket, cranks the flame, and holds it under the crushed
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Gateway Substance
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8 DAYS UNTIL DEADLINE

New York, under normal circumstances, is an inhospitable, unforgiving place. New York without the key to an apartment or money for a hotel is like being a wayward peasant locked outside of the keep during a siege.

I stand in front of the house and remove my backpack. It is the only freestanding house on its block in Washington Heights. Neighbored by a narrow lot of tall grass pushing forth from fissures in the asphalt and a couple of overflowing Dumpsters, the three stories of blue-green vinyl siding is more appropriate to residential Queens than this bustling top finger of Manhattan. The house itself looks like something that grew up between the cracks in the pavement, an interloping species, a rogue dandelion or Norwegian rat.

Three teenage girls sit precariously close to broken beer bottles on the stoop, already busy sending text messages and braiding each other's hair just before 9 a.m. They speak in Spanglish at a fast Dominican clip.

The minivan is still parked in front. It is a good sign that things haven't changed that much since I've been gone. Electrical cords run out of the van window and are spliced into the base of a streetlight, its metal cover pried to the side. Through the tinted windows of the van it is usually possible to see the flashing light of a TV screen as the young proprietors do battle at Mortal Kombat between selling twenty sacks of hydro to foot traffic and cars coming off of the Cross-Bronx Expressway. The screen appears to be off right now, probably too early for business hours.

I knock on the door of the house. There is no answer. The bell, like the rest of the house, is broken. I ask the teenagers if they've seen anyone leave the house this morning.

“I ain't seen nobody today. They had a big-ass party here last night, though.” I walk up to the corner store with the big lottery poster in the window, stacks of the Post nestled among plantains, limes, and tall cans of beer on ice. The bananas, even in this misplaced concrete-and-brick corner of the city, are huge, fluorescent yellow, and completely unblemished compared to the fruit that I have seen in the tropics.

Metal gates are lifted from storefronts as the neighborhood begins to come alive. One of dozens of barbershops named after a town or province back in the Dominican Republic takes its first client of the day, just in for a quick line-up before work. You can feel that the crowds of hysterical pedestrians are just minutes from impact.

I return to the front of the house and knock again, repeatedly. I hear a fumbling with the deadbolt. The door swings open and a guy staggers out, straight into my shoulder, and keeps going.

“Terribly sorry,” he says in some sort of English accent, his breath a bubbling cauldron of last night's alcohol. He pulls his hat down over his eyes and walks briskly toward the corner, head down, knees locked. The front door is ajar.

I enter the darkened front hallway, stepping past a keg in a blue plastic tub and a scattering of red plastic cups on the stained wood floor. The soles of my shoes peel off the floor with every step.

I walk down the staircase and arrive at the basement bedroom. I knock. Again, there is no answer. I take a deep breath and enter. I will make my case, plead for asylum. The worst that can happen is that I'll get turned back out onto the street.

My eyes focus straight on a girl's bare nipples, her hair swept over her face. Not what I was expecting to see. I turn my head away and decide to step out, shut the door, and knock again, but take a quick second look before closing the door.
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“Yes?” says a meek voice from behind the door.

“Hey, it's Thomas. Can I come in?”

“Who? Uhh, OK, just a second . . . OK.”

I wait a moment and then reenter the room. She has pulled the sheets up to her neck and looks at me with perplexed hung-over trepidation.

“Sorry,” I begin to explain. “I just . . .” I stop myself when I realize that I have no idea who this girl is. I have never seen her before and she is definitely not who I thought she was. I start to think that maybe I am in the wrong house or wrong room. But a quick glance around reveals familiar surfing posters on the wall, a snowboard still hanging from the rafters, and a beaten-up surfboard leaning against rows of polyester Hawaiian shirts in the open, sliding-door closet.

“Sorry, I've been out of town for a while. Does the Doctor still live here?” I ask.

“Who?”

“The Doctor. Does he still live here?”

“Never heard of him.”

“This is all his stuff on the walls here. You sure this isn't his room?”

“No. It could be. It's just . . . well, I'm not really sure what I'm doing here myself,” she says.

Well, what do you know? A woman after my own heart.

Before I have a chance to inquire of her further, we hear weighty footsteps creak down the wooden basement staircase, landing powerfully on the heels and reverberating through the basement.

“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING HERE, YOU SADISTIC LITTLE LOUSE?”

I turn around to see the Doctor standing behind me, wearing a white coat with a stethoscope protruding from the pocket. He looks back at me, disheveled and red-eyed, glances at the unknown naked woman in his bed, and at my backpack, which is on the floor next to us. He grabs the folding chair next to the door and raises it back over his shoulder, ready to strike me with it.

“Hey, Doc, nice to see you, too,” I say.

“You leave me drunk, bleeding, and half knocked out in the middle of the street, don't even CALL TO APOLOGIZE, and now here you are, a month and a half later, fornicating in my bed with some trollop. I'M GONNA BEAT THE LIVING FUCK OUT OF YOU.”

“No, dude, you don't understand, I thought this was your girlfriend. . . .”

“YOU THOUGHT YOU WERE CRAWLING INTO BED WITH MY GIRLFRIEND? You're even sicker and more devious than I imagined,” He raises the chair higher.

“No, I mean, I thought it was Sandra and maybe you were in the bathroom, or maybe you have a new girlfriend. I mean, I just got here. I don't even know her name. DUDE, I SWEAR.”

He lowers the folding chair, but doesn't change his expression. There are a few seconds of silence. “So who are you then?” he bellows at the girl.

“I'm Sara.” The duvet is now pulled up to the base of her nose.

“Oh, OK. That makes perfect sense then.” He stares at her uncomprehendingly and then recasts his glare on me. “And what the hell are you doing here, Thomas? I mean, I can guess what you are doing here, but what the hell are you doing here?”

I look at the Doctor and shrug. From the corner of my eye, I spot her bra, shirt, and pants mixed in with his clothes, papers, CD cases, and piles of used food containers on the floor. “I know that we had a little altercation, but I was hoping . . .”

“Altercation? First you gave me a black eye, you fuck, and then you attacked me later that night and left me with soft spots in my head.”

“It was a matter of bad timing,” I plead. It is not in my best interest to make a you-started-it, you-literally-asked-for-it, or you-deserved-it argument. “Water under the bridge. Old friends, right?” I look at the girl, “I don't look like a bad guy, do I?”

She shakes her head nervously, only her eyes and fingertips visible about the sheets. “Can you pass me my clothes, please?” she asks.

The Doctor shakes his head and stares at me, wild-eyed.

“Look at how trashed this house is. I work all night at the hospital and have to return to this shit.”

I ignore him. There are more important things to attend to. I locate the girl's shirt and hand it to her, but she seems to have misplaced her bra and can't find her panties. The Doctor's anger starts to subside and he remembers that he is talking to a naked woman in his bed. He softens to his bedside-manner tone. “So what, may I ask, are you doing here, young lady?” I notice the Doctor gently nudging her bra and panties under the bed with the tip of his shoe. I continue to search for them in the far corner.

“I came out for a graduation party last night. I . . . I just graduated from NYU. My friend knows your roommate. I think his name's Ali, right?”

“Beats me,” he says.

She continues, “Ummm, did you happen to see a Welsh guy around here by any chance?” Once her shirt is properly in place, she lowers the duvet back to her neckline.

“Did he have a cap on like one of the characters from Newsies?” I ask.

“Yeah, he had a hat.”

“I saw him running out the front door,” I say before I can catch myself.

“You had a one-night stand with a Welsh guy in my bed? Jesus-motherfucking-Christ,” the Doctor says.

Sara bursts into tears. The duvet now covers her entire face. Muffled sobs emanate from the lump under the sheets. The lump rises and falls with the crying.

“Nice one,” I mouth in his direction.

“Fuck off,” he mouths back at me and taps a forefinger against his own chest. “This is my house.

” He tries to make it up to her. “You look pretty good to me. I definitely wouldn't run out on you in the morning. I mean, this is my bedroom, you know, so I couldn't anyways, but you follow what I'm trying to say, right?”

“Much better,” I mouth again in his direction.

“What are you so upset about? I thought that you just graduated from NYU,” he continues.

“Yeah,” I add. “It's not like you just stepped off the bus at Port Authority. People—you know, like this Welsh guy—can be sleazy.”

The lump under the covers speaks. “I know, it's not even so much that. I just finished school and I don't have a job yet.

My roommates are starting in a few weeks as paralegals and I-banking analysts. My ex is a consultant.” She pauses to cry for a few long seconds. “And I am apparently unemployable. I go out to cheer up and now this motherfucker runs out on me.”

The Doctor, who has spent much of the past year working in a trauma center, has no patience for this kind of quotidian drama. He stands there limp, looking befuddled. At least it takes his focus off of me.

“I just don't know what to do with myself,” Sara moans from under the duvet.

“No structure, huh? Do you have school debt?” I ask, trying to keep the conversation going so he doesn't throw out both of us.

“No.”

“No? Are you kidding me?” the Doctor blusters. “I'm gonna be paying off medical school until you hit menopause. I even bought this asshole a three-hundred-dollar bottle of rum as a departure gift . . . with my school money. You don't have shit to worry about.”

“Actually, I paid for that bottle, dude. I still owe Master-Card for it.”

“Whatever. You still went and smashed it before you smacked me around. . . . Total disgrace.”

This is going nowhere good. I turn back to the lump on the bed. “Maybe you should try to enjoy some different aspects of life while you have the freedom to do so. I just screwed up my whole existence to be able to do that. You're jobless, so it'll be much easier for you to do at this point.”

“That's easy for you to say, you have a career to come back to,” she replies.

The Doctor counters, “No, actually, Thomas doesn't have a job. Not really. He's here to beg to sleep on my floor. Aren't you?”

I nod.

He continues, “And he likes that, I guess. But, you know, I'd kill for a little time off. A day. A week. Fuck it, maybe a year or two. I've barely slept three hours a night for the last four or five nights. I sure as hell haven't been getting drunk and having sex with strangers in that bed.”

I try to clarify. “I'm not exactly happy to be begging to sleep on your floor, but, you know, I'm excited or, at least, I'm cool with not knowing what's next. About having open possibilities. You've got to take hold of the random craziness and own it. Right, Doc?”

“So what you're saying is that you've found a way to justify the fact that you're an irresponsible douche bag?” the Doctor asks.

“Something like that. I mean, maybe I haven't chosen the easiest or most sensible path in life, but it works for me. And, now that I have a taste for it, I look forward to doing it bigger and better.”

“Well, you know, that's what we call a gateway substance at the clinic.”

“Which clinic?” asks Sara.

“The substance abuse and dependency clinic. I finished my rotation there a few weeks back.”

“Rotation? Is that what they call it these days?” I push.

“No, DICK. I did a rotation in the clinic for med school and now I'm on to pediatric psychology.”

That makes even more sense. “Shit, if you can work in substance abuse and dependency, I don't think it should be a problem for me to pull off something like this guidebook.”

“Did you find my panties yet?” Sara interrupts me.

“No, sorry, still looking. I can't seem to find the bra, either. I could have sworn it was around here somewhere.”
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“You two need get out of here,” the Doctor says. “My girlfriend will be here in half an hour to take a nap between her shifts. I've got to run back to the hospital. . . . Don't be here when she gets here.”

“Wait a sec, you're leaving?” I ask.

“I only came home to grab my Palm Pilot.”

“You're really kicking me out?”

“No, my little parasite. You can leave your bag here and come back later, after her nap. There's a sleeping bag in the closet. You can have that corner of the floor.” He points to the few feet of space to the side of the bathroom door. He's always been a softie at heart.

“Thank you, benevolent one.”

“If you two decide to hook up, do it in the sleeping bag, not in my bed, please.”

“Dude, I knew you were crass, but really. How can you say that?”

“Yeah, I'd never stoop to having sex with a stranger in a sleeping bag,” Sara laughs.

I sit across the room from her in the chair by a dusty, translucent blue-and-white iMac. The Doctor leaves and I try to comfort her. I think that she feels better by the time that we discover her underwear and she walks out the door toward the 1 train. We don't hook up. OK, kind of, for a few minutes, but that barely counts. I flip over the navy duvet and make the Doctor's bed, so he'll never notice, anyhow.
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I now have eight days to finish writing this guidebook. If I properly utilize every hour of every day, I might be able to make the deadline. Maybe. I will sleep only enough to keep my body from giving out on me. Eat only while continuing to type. I must be focused. I must move forward. I will not think of Sydney or how I could ride the subway down to her apartment and beg her to start all over again. I am a writer now and must become a miserable, surly, sleep-starved hermit to have any realistic chance of success.

For the next week, I subsist on a diet of Gatorade, coffee, Pepperidge Farm Goldfish (cheddar flavor), Red Bull, and Ritalin. Sometimes I allow myself a break to walk up to the corner store. I purchase the melted-cheese-and-cold-cut sandwiches on French bread that are popular in Dominican delis.

The sandwiches are for special occasions, when I finish a chapter or write a particularly good boxed text.

At night I work on the floor while the Doctor works at his desk and his girlfriend works in the bed. Sometimes I work at the sticky table upstairs, if I can find room among the pizza boxes, beer cans, and old copies of the Times. But it is poorly lit, drafty, and full of noise from the street. I prefer the floor in the basement bedroom, one foot folded underneath me with my chin on the other knee, hunched over the laptop. The Doctor treats me to what he calls his “specialized outpatient program.” Sometimes he prescribes a tall bottle of Presidente to bring down anxiety levels, other times a two-liter of Mountain Dew, a Ritalin, or the occasional bump of coke. These are all approved to increase my mental focus and productivity. He calibrates the optimal levels of medication by thoughtfully pretesting them all on himself. Anything to get through the project.

I write from my experience. I write from my research. I write from my imagination. I write about the Brazilian space program. I write about the history of forró music. I write about hotels and restaurants and towns that I never visited. I write about hotels and restaurants and towns that I feel guilty about not visiting. I write about hotels and restaurants and towns that I never visited and could care less about. I write about nudist beaches, recipes for traditional salted meats, anaconda mating habits, and the two-inch-long candiru catfish that swims up your urethra (the requisite Amazonian horror story that every travel writer must pen about Brazil). I write about things that I learn about as I am putting them down on the page. I write about things that I still don't understand, even after I've written about them.
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Some of the writing is good. Some of the writing is appalling. I discover that there are only about seven or eight ways to describe an attractive beach. At points, the writing degenerates into fill-in-the-blanks reviews like: the _____ (gorgeous/splendid/ beautiful) beach of ______ (white/powdery/perfect) sand and ______ (sky blue/crystalline/aquamarine) water is backed by ______ (palm, mountain, rain-forest) fringed whatever.

Distilling a Brazilian bus station into a 250-word transportation table is alchemy at best. There is no making sense of some of them. If I were to come up with a set schedule for the guidebook, I'd basically be making it up, lying to fit Lonely Planet's standards. And that's exactly what I end up doing. I use a lot of estimating, averaging, and faux-authoritative decision making. How many buses a day from Fortaleza to Aracati. Twenty? Twenty-five? Forty-five? Who knows? Who gives a fuck? They come all the time.

I don't sleep. I lose weight. I lose sanity.

I vomit millions of tidbits of information from my brain, passing them through my fingertips into the keyboard and into the electronic memory of the computer. I arrange the information in sentences that sometimes make sense, that give a sense of place, and that are properly formatted according to the Felix template guidelines. A helpful assistant regional publishing manager (ARPM) is put in charge of the book until a new editor is selected or recruited or picked up off the street or whatever it is they do. The ARPM looks at one of my chapters and notifies me that all of my practicality strings are misformatted, that I need to relearn Felix. It is a very steep learning curve, I am told.

I connected the Doctor's Internet cable to my computer and seem to have contracted a computer virus while attempting to follow up on restaurant and hotel information online. A similar virus has appeared on the Doctor's iMac. I am sure that it has something to do with the endless research of low-grade Brazilian tourism sites and tourism clearinghouses, what with their cornucopia of pop-ups, spyware, and adware. Or maybe it has something to do with the Internet porn I repeatedly stumble across during personal breaks, while the Doctor and his girlfriend are in class or at the clinic. Either way, my invincible Toughbook has been felled by a nasty little computer STD.

The Felix template refuses to load and the computer crashes every time that I used the Internet. I have to reformat all of the pages using the drop-down “style” and “font” menus in Word. For those who don't waste their time knowing what that is, it means that I have to format the whole thing line by line, highlighting a word or group of words and then searching through the menu, selecting whether it is to be body text, intro text, POI, list B, icon, box heading 2, heading 5, or whatever. I resist the urge to smash the Toughbook on the floor. I trudge on.
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As I near the end of the book, it feels similar to running the last couple miles of the New York City Marathon: hobbling along the edge of Central Park, being tempted to lie in the grass or stagger into a nearby bar, but too close to the end to give up—on principle. Some auxiliary supply of ego pulls you through in the end. In eight days, I somehow complete 112 pages of writing and editing.

Putting the finishing touches on the manuscript is rather anticlimactic, as I am stuck with all of the pages on my ailing computer and have no way to send it in to the company. I also still have to do clean mark-ups of all of the maps, fill out dozens of map keys, and fix up the front-of-book environment chapters, but I will have to deal with that situation after my deadline.

I try to use the iMac. I try to get the information off of my computer and onto a computer at the medical school library. It is to no avail. A nervous breakdown looms like a squadron of B-52s on the horizon.

I share a quasi-celebratory drink with the Doctor. We toast to getting by while making sure to remain ridiculous. He tells me I need to find a new place to live, quickly. My recovery is almost complete and now it is time to leave the nest. Plus, my presence on the floor is not good for his sex life. Traveling is a fantastic opportunity to get to know some interesting and unique characters, but there's nothing quite like the charms of an old friend.
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Fortunately, my friend David works in computers and tells me to come down to his work on lower Broadway after office hours. It takes me nearly an hour to get down to the edge of the Financial District. David is working late as usual, trying to get everything up and running for the next workday.

He tells me that the computer is crawling with viruses. It must be completely overhauled. He sets about backing up my manuscript and then wiping and reinstalling my entire operating system. Once that is done, it will be possible to submit the manuscript.

I gaze south out the window and catch sight of my old office building. I count the floors down from the top and see that the light is still on in my little conference room on the corner of the fifty-seventh floor. I imagine that someone is pulling a late night, putting documents in chronological order or maybe milking a client for overtime. To the east of the building, I look out toward the Brooklyn Bridge and reflect on my admonishment to myself that I should make life changes and decisions at a prudent, responsible pace—to not resurface too fast.

I look back down at the blackened scab, the burn, on my right hand and laugh. I never was particularly good at following advice, especially my own.
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