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For my parents, my support
For Carly, my guide
For Martyn, my home





How do we go about turning into
the people we are meant to become?
—LUCY GREALY,
Autobiography of a Face
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Part One: Ireland

 [1]    Our heroine, verily drowning in self-pity at the tender age of twenty, embarks on a grand adventure that is not yet either grand or an adventure but, rather, a hastily concocted plan to escape the confines of her current existence and the quotidian yet oppressive pressures contained therein.

 [2]    Our heroine discovers a strange tribe of people with no steady residence or employment, among them one of her neighbors to the north, a riddling Italian, three fearsome giants, and a confounding native who speaks a strange repetitious tongue. She bravely orders a meal to be eaten all alone while pondering the age-old question: Is one really the loneliest number?

 [3]    Our heroine undertakes a journey of insignificant length and significant comfort to the west of Ireland. She relateth her impressions of Galway, a very fine city, and explores the traveler’s constant companions—transience and loneliness. She battles a mighty winged one and determines to find gainful employment and permanent residence.

 [4]    Our heroine takes up residence with three strangers of various and unaccountable natures, one of whom is an entirely different kind of girl species indeed.

 [5]    Our heroine considers some advice from her unnervingly wild new friend. She finds steady employment and an even steadier drinking habit, though it is not her intention to imply that the fine country of Ireland is in any way responsible for such youthful debauchery, other than to note that it does have a very high number of excellent bars in conjunction with an overabundance of rainy days. Our heroine might choose church, another fine, dry place in which to ponder life’s questions, but alas, she is Jewish.

 [6]    Our heroine returns to her former life as a student, where she normally would be comforted by books and the lofty ideas contained therein, but finds herself unable to muster the necessary enthusiasm for anything but list making and bellyaching. Somehow she finds the will to both graduate and entertain her relatives. An unexpected call answered.

Part Two: Australia

 [7]    Our heroine alights on Australia, a faraway land she has only read about, and not much at that, and is ferried to the exotic suburbs of Sydney by her native friend and guide. Though she is much jet-lagged and rather perplexed by her host’s progenitor—a skilled caller of birds—she nevertheless finds herself quickly and comfortably ensconced in her welcoming new abode.

 [8]    Our heroine embarks on a brief journey to the Outback, wherein she meets a rock of indecent proportions and heat of insulting voracity. Locates gainful employment of coffee and curry, philosophizes and questions—questions and philosophizes.

 [9]    Our heroine learns much about the so-called Down Under and the people who reside therein. She considers the nature of families and homes, dingoes and the British. Resolves to avoid encounters with magpies at all costs.

[10]   Our heroine and her trusty guide consider life, adrift in waters neither deep nor treacherous, with many adult beverages to guide their meandering trains of thought. Our heroine questions happiness and the means by which one might obtain it.

[11]   Our heroine, her trusty guide, and a goateed suitor depart the sunny suburbs of Sydney and journey south. The trio encounters malformed birds and cities, strange prostheses and mysterious landscapes. They welcome in the Year of Our Lord two thousand and four.

[12]   Our heroine musters her rawest courage and lightest bottle of shampoo for a solo jaunt up the east coast of this fine country. The path is rife with backpackers, a camel-like species with belongings like humps on their weary backs. Relates to readers some history of Australia, though not much, for this book is not meant to boreth but rather to exciteth.

[13]   Our heroine dives into the depths of the briny sea, then launches herself from great heights. Survives the crocodile’s lair and a particularly strong current, is rewarded with some small insights.

[14]   Our heroine reluctantly returns to the bosom of Saint Diego and to her family, who express concern over her future misadventures. A stranger insists she cannot go to Brazil, though her ticket sayeth otherwise; thus, she prepares to depart for the Paris of the South instead.

Part Three: South America

[15]   Our heroine arrives in Buenos Aires, city of tango and turmoil and of much delicious food and drink. She takes up with a merry band of backpackers. Consciously determines to meet up with her trusty guide but unconsciously procrastinates.

[16]   Our heroine is coughed up in Tilcara, a small locale with many fine crafts and hippies. The effects of altitude are gravely endured until she is cured by a native medicine known for its darker properties. Departs for Bolivia in the company of a love-struck Australian and a travel-struck Swiss.

[17]   Our heroine boards a crowded and not entirely pleasant-smelling vehicle for Tupiza, alongside her two temporary companions. The threesome is soon joined by two more, and the five begin an excursion both cursed and blessed by fickle Mother Nature, who maketh thunder and hail, pink flamingos and salt flats.

[18]   Our heroine and her trusty guide reunite. The two make haste to La Paz, where misfortunes beset the heroine, who must question herself and her fears and attempt to make some sense of the tricky pair.

[19]   Our heroine and her trusty guide battle the great and mighty Death Road, which is much feared by peoples other than the native inhabitants of the equally great and mighty Bolivia. Descends into a drug-induced slumber and emerges with an epiphany.

[20]   Our heroine and her trusty guide brave the heart of darkness, or at least the very edges of it. Insects of massive proportions and thirst are encountered, along with many strange and curious creatures. The author learns the only thing to fear is fear itself. And snakes.

[21]   Our heroine and her trusty guide reach Peru, where the islands float and the mud slides. A bearded stranger enters their midst, followed by a dreaded illness. The adventurers depart for Chile.

[22]   Our heroine and her trusty guide reach Chile, where they consider their impending separation and a good many churches. Our heroine searches the heavens for answers.

[23]   The two friends take their leave of each other.

[24]   Our heroine returns home, where many unanswered questions await her.
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Author’s Note
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I’ve made every effort to relate my experiences accurately and to ensure that those represented still speak to me after reading this book. Some names have been changed, for privacy’s sake, and some time collapsed, for narrative’s. I relentlessly hounded my Australian travel companion to corroborate my memories; still, some of them are fuzzy around the edges. But all of this happened—and much more, too.
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[1]

Our heroine, verily drowning in self-pity at the tender age of twenty, embarks on a grand adventure that is not yet either grand or an adventure but, rather, a hastily concocted plan to escape the confines of her current existence and the quotidian yet oppressive pressures contained therein.

The plane descends through a thick belt of clouds into blinding light. I haven’t fully registered the transition from night to day until sun pours through the oblong windows, jarring me out of semi-consciousness. For the past eight hours, ever since I waved goodbye to my father at the airport and marched myself onto a plane bound for Dublin, I’ve been wondering if I was in some altered state when I planned this trip, because the reality of it feels distinctly like a bad hangover. Being bathed in golden light only adds to my surreal arrival. Isn’t it supposed to be raining in Ireland?

We thud against the tarmac, and my fellow passengers shuffle to life, folding in half to gather their belongings from beneath the seats. Eager to depart, the frizzy-haired girl in the row ahead of me springs up like a jack-in-the-box as soon as the seat-belt light clicks off for the last time. I remain belted in, doing my best deer-in-headlights impression. I might just stay on this plane all day, ride it round-trip like I did once when I was little and too frightened to get off the revolving ski lift at the top of the mountain. The elderly woman sitting next to me, a tiny person with papery hands and merlot-stained lips, leans over and taps the book sitting in my lap: Angela’s Ashes.

“Oh, that poor Angela,” she sighs in one of those lilting Irish accents that make a grocery list sound like a Yeats poem. “Heaven knows she did the best for those boys, then Frank comes along and airs their business to the whole bloody world.” Her tone is heavy with disdain, as if the author sold naked photos of his mother to the tabloids, not penned a Pulitzer Prize winner about his Irish childhood. Coming from the land of “all publicity is good publicity,” I’d just assumed McCourt’s native country embraced his memoir, proudly adding him to their long list (suspiciously long, really, considering Ireland’s size) of distinguished writers. But like I was wrong about the weather, it seems I am mistaken about this, too.

Here are the facts of the present moment. It’s 2002. I’m twenty years old. I’ve just embarked on four months in a foreign country alone. I’m carrying six hundred dollars in traveler’s checks, money saved up from waitressing last semester. I booked two nights in a Dublin hostel before I left. Other than that, I’ve got no plan. And this greatly confounds me because I always have a plan. At least I used to be the kind of girl who always has a plan.

In a few months, I’ll be a college senior. School has been the organizing principle of my existence for as long as I can remember, and I have no idea what comes after that. My academic parents raised me to be ambitious and goal-oriented. In particular, my father, a film professor, molded me into a second-wave feminist whose duty it was to burst forth into the world and crush the male competition. He used to routinely deconstruct the PG films we watched together to comment on the functioning of the male gaze, say, or to illustrate how gender is performative. I still remember his lecture on The Little Mermaid: “It’s just not equitable. Ariel has to give up everything for this guy—first her voice, then her home. On a very real level, Rachel, she has to give up who she is. What are we to make of this?”

“Jesus, Lester,” my mother would sigh.

I was eight.

But I listened. I always listened.

I was a scholarship kid at a small, eccentric college-preparatory high school, the kind of place where you juggled two dozen AP classes at once. Much of my teenage world revolved around studying, carefully calibrated extracurricular activities, and endless rounds of practice SATs.

There was never a question of whether I would attend college—only where. And I was desperate to go, both because my parents’ divorce when I was fifteen had left me without a place I truly identified as “home” and because I genuinely loved school, where the formula for success was straightforward. Study and you get good grades. Simple, safe. But no class has prepared me for the post-student leap I am facing now, and being an eternal over-achiever who bases her self-worth on her GPA, I am woefully ill-equipped to take on the unpredictable, unscheduled life awaiting me after college graduation. I am terrified of this unknown.

In the Dublin airport, confident, purposeful travelers swirl around me, off to meetings and reunions and homes. All of them seem to know exactly where they are headed—except me. For a few moments, I am frozen and directionless, lost amid the drifting crowds. My brain works in slow motion, registering my tasks: pick up suitcase, exchange money, find hostel.

I’ve never been to a foreign country alone, though I’ve been abroad a few times, starting with Germany when I was ten. My brother Dan was stationed there, and I flew over with my parents to visit him. We rented a car and dashed all over Europe. Ten days in at least as many cities, pausing just long enough to snap photos. It was exhausting, and I’m told I didn’t appreciate much of it. Every few years, my brother reminds me, shaking his head with renewed disgust, that I slept (slept!) through the pristine Alps.

After my sophomore year of high school, my parents discharged me to Israel with a temple youth group, even though I had recently articulated that I was “so over Judaism.” But it was difficult to stay pissed off for an entire summer, especially on a bus with twenty-five other teenagers and Yamud, our gigantic, hairy Israeli graduate-student guide who insisted on blasting “We Built This City on Rock and Roll” on his boom box every morning at six A.M. as we boarded the bus, still bleary-eyed. If you were drooping sleepily into the aisle, one of his enormous flailing wrists would smack you in the head. You might slip quietly into a window seat in the back and shut your eyes only to find his meaty fingers jabbing them open.

Each of us was assigned an identifying number and forced to shout it out (in order) at least twelve times a day, making our trip resemble one long Sesame Street episode. Peter, an unruly Canadian, insisted on substituting his name for his number. He was Rastafarian and claimed he was simply “too burned out to remember my number, brotha.” We found this, along with the dreadlock wig he wore over his shaved head and the fact that he smoked an invisible joint for hours at a time, across-the-board hilarious. Our Israeli guides, so unlike our regimented parents back home, just smirked and checked him off the list. They told the bus driver—a skinny man with the same real cigarette burning out of the corner of his mouth, seemingly for days, as if fueled by miracle menorah oil—that we were all accounted for and ready to go.

My souvenir from this first semi-independent trip to a faraway land was a small tattoo. I acquired it in a dingy corner of Jerusalem from one of those muscly guys who have inked every available nook of their flesh canvas. The tattoo is a simple quarter-sized blue flower on the lower-right side of my back: five blue petals with a hint of purple at the base, outlined in black ink. Tiny tendrils poke out like rays of sunlight. I arrived at the tattoo parlor with two quivering guy friends who insisted I go first. I smiled reassuringly up at their worried faces as the needle scratched into my bare flesh. I felt incredibly wild.

But this trip to Ireland is my first time alone in a foreign country: no family, no friends, no crazy Yamud making sure number twenty-eight is on the bus. I have only myself to rely on—which is precisely what worries me. My friends’ and families’ collective concerns echo in my brain: Where will you live? How will you find work? Won’t you be lonely? I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know. All I knew was that I needed to get away. I hadn’t actually pictured myself on the other side of that conviction.

“You’re so brave to go off on your own,” my best college friend, Erica, told me a week ago, bestowing “brave” upon me with the distinct tone usually reserved for the word “insane.” Erica is interning at an art gallery in New York City this summer. It’s the kind of thing I think I should be doing, trying out my career instead of skipping town for no discernible reason.

I can barely heave my massive red suitcase off the conveyor belt. It feels twice as heavy as when my father and I launched it into the trunk of his Hyundai before heading off to the airport. I’m here for just over four months (an impossibly long time, now that I think about it) and have, I think, packed accordingly. Several outfits for day or night, flats for walking, sandals for warm days, sneakers for running, boots for trekking (will I be trekking anywhere? I don’t trek back home), two pairs of pretty heels for nights out, though, of course, I don’t know anyone in Ireland to go out with. I’ve packed toiletries, twelve books, twenty pairs of underwear, ten pairs of socks, three sweaters, two jackets, three swimsuits, enough vitamin C to turn me into an orange, and two fluffy bath towels.

A guy with greasy blond hair and Atlantic-blue eyes hoists a backpack onto his shoulders. He snaps it around his waist. It’s half the size of his body, and I could fit four of them inside Big Red. Surely, with such modest gear, he must be traveling only for a week or two. And he must be moving around a lot. I plan on staying right here in Dublin. My instinct, as always, is to settle down, dig my heels in, and work hard at something, even if that something is only waiting tables. But it will be waitressing in a foreign country, far away from home. The backpacker strides swiftly out the door, looking carefree and unencumbered, leaving me with the exhausting thought of maneuvering my monstrous luggage through an unfamiliar city.

Why Ireland? Well, for starters, four hundred dollars (my parents’ generous, hesitant contribution) is enough to purchase a student work visa, something available in only a handful of countries, two of them—Australia and New Zealand—instantly ruled out because they are too far to find cheap airfare. Also, the rainy Irish weather appeals to me. If I am going to be miserable, I want the skies to match my mood. Last fall I took a course on Joyce, and I’ve been conjuring up long, dreary days wandering like Ulysses, rainy nights in cafés punishing myself with Finnegans Wake. This portrait appeals to my romanticized notion of melancholy, the kind I plan to undertake in Ireland, not at all like my current depressive state of pondering my postgraduate future, which consists of numbly attending lectures, sleeping twelve hours a day, and when I’m feeling really ambitious, staring blankly at the wall. Most of all, I just want to be somewhere else. When it comes to Ireland, it’s not so much a matter of Why here? as Will it be far enough?

It is not solely the post-graduation unknown that has unhinged me recently. It is also the fact that I was not expecting to be facing the abyss at all because I’ve had a very specific plan for my life since fourth grade. Up until recently, I fully expected to transition smoothly into the “real world,” riding into the gloriousness of my adulthood on the coattails of my one true calling: music. Viola, to be specific, the instrument I devoted myself to since I was eight. I even spent my freshman year of college studying with the principal of the Boston Symphony. But somehow, everything fell apart that year, and I was no longer on my way toward being a professional musician.

One might assume that this is an exciting turn of events. A serious child who, from an early age, dedicated herself with rather extreme discipline to one thing, is now liberated. While all the other kids were able to acquire and discard hobbies, figuring out their likes and dislikes, merrily wandering the aimless path of youth, this poor dear was stuck practicing and practicing and practicing. And now she’s free! The possibilities are endless!

Oh, the possibilities are endless. They weigh me down, tramp around my brain in their muddy boots. I was happy along my determined, orderly path. I don’t want options. I don’t want to explore. My future used to be a straight, sturdy line, but now it’s all blurry, as if I’m under anesthesia.

On the plane, I diligently studied my guidebook’s entry on the hostel where I’m staying, but I have no clue how to actually get there. A new surge of confident travelers envelops me, and when the wave subsides, I have been spat out on the other side, face-to-face with two angular women behind an information kiosk.

“Hi? I’m trying to get to my hostel?”

The one not texting whips open a map and expertly traces my route. “Right, you’re after the Airlink bus, which is outside now. Take it to the civic offices. Walk up Fishamble Street onto Lord Edward Street. Your hostel is on the corner.” She circles the spot twice with her pen, then pushes the map toward me and flashes an obligatory smile.

“Thanks,” I mumble. Forward motion, I think. Just keep moving.

I will myself through a revolving door and out into Ireland, where my bus is sunning itself. Three massive steps lead up into it, though there might as well be one hundred.

“You’re grand,” says the driver encouragingly, but I cannot see any graceful way to get myself plus Big Red inside.

I briefly consider splurging on a taxi, but it seems like an unnecessary indulgence when the bus is right here. It’s cheap—and it’s waiting. Okay, I tell myself. You may very well be about to make a complete ass of yourself, but no one knows you. Come on. Get on the bus. Get. On. The. Bus. I put two feet on the first step and then turn back around to face my engorged red opponent. Twisting the suitcase sideways, I drag it awkwardly up onto the step with me. Only half of its girth makes it; for a moment we are in a perfect precarious balance of bag and girl. Just as I am about to lose the battle to the overhanging weight, two steroidal angels reach down, and my suitcase floats the rest of the way in. We shove it into the space designated for luggage, leaving enough room for someone else’s small purse or perhaps a wallet.

I did it. I’m on a bus alone in a foreign country. For a fleeting second, I feel something surprising alongside the familiar emotions of confusion, doubt, and apprehension. Later, I’ll look back and recognize this rush of excitement as my first glimpse of what exactly it means to travel alone in a faraway land: I can go anywhere. I can do anything. And the all-important: I can be anyone. Soon enough I’ll come to crave this feeling, seek it out and cultivate it, but right now it’s an indecipherable sensation, quite possibly, I consider, indigestion.


[2]

Our heroine discovers a strange tribe of people with no steady residence or employment, among them one of her neighbors to the north, a riddling Italian, three fearsome giants, and a confounding native who speaks a strange repetitious tongue. She bravely orders a meal to be eaten all alone while pondering the age-old question: Is one really the loneliest number?

I’ve never stayed in a hostel. I didn’t even know what a hostel was until I opened my Let’s Go Ireland 2002 to a helpful explanatory entry: “Hostels are generally laid-out dorm-style, often with large single-sex rooms and bunk beds, although some offer private rooms for families and couples. They sometimes have kitchens and utensils for your use, bike or moped rentals, storage areas, and laundry facilities. The Internet is becoming an increasingly common hostel amenity, though Web access is often via mind-numbingly slow connections.” It sounds kind of like sleepaway camp. And it’s by far the cheapest accommodation going, which means it’s for me.

Besides being at the top of an unforgivingly steep cobblestone hill, my hostel, Kinlay House, is fitted with a seemingly impenetrable door. After I’m buzzed in, I manage to pull the handle at the exact wrong moment, getting nothing but an unsatisfied click as it relocks. After three tries, I finally get the timing right and find myself red-faced but inside. An unimpressed blonde slouches behind a counter, her Rapunzel hair twisted into a thick braid that hangs drowsily over one shoulder. Her green corduroy dress has patches for pockets. Like the girls in the airport, she is surrounded by maps and pamphlets advertising attractions and tours. Here, however, there seems to be no organizing order to the papers, which are fanned out on the counter and stuffed into hanging racks behind her. She’s tracing her middle finger on one for Dublin historic walking tours.

“How many nights are you staying?” she asks in an accent I can’t quite place—Russian, maybe.

When I tell her two, she glances at her computer but doesn’t ask if I have a reservation. Since it doesn’t seem like a piece of information that would strike her as particularly interesting, I keep it to myself.

She eyes my massive suitcase before informing me with a smirk that my room is on the third floor. I hand over forty euros.

“There’s an elevator, but you won’t be able to fit inside,” she tells me with unchecked glee. “The stairs are right behind you.”

Freshly polished, slippery-looking oak steps spiral high into the air. But I have made it this far, and the thought of collapsing onto a bed fuels my determination. I twist. I pull. I curse. I am breathless when I finally reach the third floor; I lean against the railing, panting. My gaze follows drifting smoke to a room down the hall where three pairs of bare feet stretch out toward a blaring television.

A dripping male body in a discolored towel and flip-flops emerges from the door across from me. A high-pitched, virginal “Oh!” slips out of my mouth before I can stop it. In my college dorm, half-naked guys strolled through the halls at all hours, but I’m caught off guard now. Since there was a check-in area, I’ve revised my notion of hostels from a summer camp to some place more like a cheap hotel, where people typically remain fully clothed in the common areas. Shower dude ignores my prudish exclamation and continues down the corridor, trailing squishy wet footsteps.

My room is the farthest one from the stairs. The hobbit-sized door rests askew on its hinges, forcing me to lean both down and slightly to the right in order to enter. A guy my age with shaggy blond hair and the shadow of a light beard is propped up on one of the beds, reading a guidebook.

“Oh!” I respond stupidly for the second time in three minutes. I knew this hostel was co-ed, but I didn’t realize that meant there would be boys in the same room.

“Hey,” he says. It’s an infinitely more articulate greeting than anything I’ve offered so far.

The room’s furnishings are minimal. A low table accompanies each bed. All four mattresses sport matching maroon sheets with colorful quilts neatly folded atop. I survey the church steeple and small swath of Dublin rooftops through the triangular window above my bed. The sun is lost behind clouds that have descended rapidly upon the city in the last ten minutes. A mass of cranes pierce the gray sky. I saw them on the way in from the airport, too. The whole city seems to be in a state of renovation. New buildings shoot up higher and higher next to structures that look as old as time.

“Are you headed out?” the stranger inquires. He looks up at me. No, I’m not headed out, I think. Headed out where? All I want is to sleep, to just close my eyes and start over again tomorrow, when I’m less overwhelmed.

But I nod because it seems, from the way he asked the question, that I should be headed out, that heading out is the thing you do once you arrive in a new city alone with no idea what you’re doing there.

“Want some company?”

“Sure,” I say. I gingerly tear the Dublin section out of my Ireland guidebook, and then there is nothing left to do but leave the room with this stranger, still grimy after my long flight.

Matt is Canadian. He’s been in Dublin for a few days, waiting for his brother to turn up. They’re backpacking for eight weeks through Europe; the next stop is Germany.

“What are your plans for the summer?” he asks me.

“Well, I might … I’ll probably just … I’m not sure, I guess,” I stammer.

“If you have time, you should go to Galway. Try living out there for a few weeks and see how you like it.”

Of course I do have time. Time is all I have, stretching out like a waking dog, but go live somewhere I’ve never heard of?

“It’s great crack,” he declares.

Here we go. Here’s where things with your new drug-dealer buddy get weird, I think. Matt must notice me flinch, because he rushes to explain. “Craic—that’s the Irish term for a good time. You know, good drinks, good company, good music.”

“Of course,” I bluff unconvincingly.

“Where to?” Matt asks.

When I shrug, attempting to convey that I’m easygoing as opposed to completely disoriented, he tells me that if we take a left, we’ll hit Trinity College. Now, Trinity I know. All the best universities, whatever nation, have been drilled into me by my father. McGill is the Harvard of Canada, St. Andrews the McGill of Scotland, Oxford and Cambridge a debatable tie for most prestigious in England. Every time my dad lectures somewhere elite, he procures for me a souvenir sweatshirt from the campus store, the way some people collect stamps or magnets from different cities.

Trinity is a fortress. Spiky wrought-iron gates surround the massive stone structures. An enormous wooden door serves as the main entrance, though people move only through a small aperture cut into it, no wider than to allow two at a time. A constant glut of tourists and students dribble through it.

Inside, the sounds of the city are muted. We traverse the cobblestones, pass the rows of bicycles lining every path and the looming arch where tourists listen attentively to guides, and head to the Book of Kells exhibition, where ornate Latin manuscripts transcribed by Celtic monks are housed. In those days, a young monk entered the monastery at fifteen or sixteen years old. He received a tonsure, a shaved head, the mark of a slave. He also accepted a new name. Then he undertook a life devoted to the study of God’s word, fasts, and manual work. It is a sign of my somewhat disturbed state of mind that I’m jealous of this imagined monk who, day after day, transcribed minute letters by hand with a creaky calligraphy pen (and it’s not like they had Wite-Out back then). I’m jealous because he knew his exact purpose in life.

It’s nearly six P.M. when we emerge, and the narrow streets are buzzing with Dubliners returning home, their heads bent against the rain. The air suddenly feels cold and lonely. I move closer to Matt without realizing it, awkwardly bumping into him. I’m apologizing when I glance into a brightly lit pub where the customers are glowing like an altogether different species from the rush-hour traffic. I’m delighted by this timely reminder that I am spending the summer before my twenty-first birthday in a country where the legal drinking age is eighteen.

“Let’s get a beer,” I say conspiratorially.

“After you.” Matt bows chivalrously as he opens the door for me.

We order Guinness, since that seems like the Irish thing to do, though I notice only two elderly men nursing the same thick concoction. All the younger patrons are sipping fruit-accessorized cocktails. The bartender tips my pint glass to one side. He pours it nearly full with creamy brown liquid before setting it atop a sticky bar mat. The beer trickles down like sediment, light, foggy brown giving way to deeper colors. A minute later, he returns, holds the glass directly under the tap this time, and places a small spoon upside down over the rim, the hump extending up toward the ceiling. This time he pushes the handle away from him, letting the beer cascade over the spoon and become a half inch of dense white foam. It’s not sweet—not by a long shot—but the bitterness is more subdued than when I tried it back home, and it goes down smoothly. We order a second one, then a third.

I know absolutely no one in Ireland other than this stranger I have just spent the afternoon with. I imagine my lawyer mom finishing up the day’s client meetings, my professor father being greeted by students’ groans as he distributes a pop quiz. Erica is back in Connecticut, maybe unpacking the contents of her dorm room, unloading clothes into her childhood dresser or shopping for a new skirt to wear the first day of her internship.

I imagine the people whose lives are most intertwined with mine, and I realize life has gone on without me. The planet has not imploded because I, the girl who has always done what is expected of her, decided not to, just this once. As centuries of inebriated Irish before me have surely found strange wisdom at the bottom of their Guinness glasses, so too do I as I polish off my third one: apparently, I am not the center of the universe, and the earth will continue to revolve around the sun whether or not I decide to spend a purposeless summer in Ireland. This is the kind of revelation that is liberating when you are drunk, and rather depressing when you are sober, but luckily, at the moment I am the former.

Back at the hostel, the last thing I mumble to Matt before drifting into a deep, drooly sleep is “see you tomorrow,” but in the morning he and his bags have disappeared. He is replaced by three massive Dutchmen who make my oversize suitcase look like doll furniture. They appear as I am exiting the room, and naturally “Oh!” is all I can think to gasp at the disconcerting sight of them.

“Uh,” one of them replies in a cross between a greeting and a grunt. He steps aside to let me pass. Each guy is bigger than the next, like a matryoshka set. All top six feet and are thick as tree trunks.

“Hello!” says the last of the threesome cheerily. He offers me his baseball mitt of a hand. “We are from the Netherlands.”

This cannot be happening. Staying with Matt was one thing, but bunking with three Brobdingnagians is another thing altogether. As I hurry downstairs, I think that the Dutchmen are probably at this very moment sweating and farting and lying around the room in their gigantic underwear. But none of this is as worrisome as the fact that I have to sleep in there with them. As if this is even an option; whoever put those three hulks in a room with a five-six American girl who has never set foot on foreign soil on her own is seriously deranged. I’ll bet it was that snarky blonde at the front desk.

I hear my mother’s voice. If I’m uncomfortable, I need to be an adult (I am an adult, after all) and let the person in charge know. After all, I doubt my parents will be too thrilled when their youngest daughter is molested and mutilated, her lifeless body thrown into the River Liffey in the dead of night. Right? Right, I tell myself as I screw up my courage and walk determinedly down the last few steps only to realize that the blonde has been replaced by a stubbly-bearded guy rolling a cigarette. He looks how I imagine National Geographic writers look: rugged, self-reliant, and unimpressed with squeamish little girls who request a room change.

Shit, shit, shit. I backtrack from the group of travelers milling around the desk examining street maps and strapping on well-used backpacks. National Geographic notices my presence and gives me a questioning look. I’m frozen close enough to the counter to seem like I need something but just far enough away that, since I’m not actually saying anything, I must appear a smidge nuts. The seconds tick by in slow motion. Sunlight streams through the windows, and the fear I felt in the enclosed space of my room drains from my body as if I’m waking from a bad dream; a dark blush blooms on my cheeks. You’re being ridiculous, I admonish myself, and scurry toward the scent of breakfast.

The kitchen is bursting with activity. Tables are painted bright summer greens, blues, and oranges. The chairs are all different shapes and sizes and look as though they have been gathered at yard sales. Now this is more like summer camp. People still wearing pajama pants rub their eyes. More disciplined groups pore over guidebooks and journals. Couples gaze at each other across their cereal. Tea and coffee steam from mismatched mugs, while various shades of bread pop nonstop out of an overworked toaster. It’s as if I’ve arrived late at a party where everyone has already been introduced. I sit down at the edge of a long table, and a short, dark-haired guy plops down across from me.

“Hello to you!” he says joyously, as though we are old friends, then he immediately launches a litany of questions at me.

“What’s your name?”

“Where are you from?”

“How long have you been here?”

“Where are you going?”

“What have you seen?”

“Do you know when the next bus to Limerick is?”

Pedro, a Spaniard living in Italy who is traveling around Europe for a few months, tells me all about Ireland—where I should go and the names of several restaurants where I should eat if I make it up to Belfast or down to Cork. Later, I will pull out my guidebook so I can circle his suggestions, but I’ll find none of them in there.

“Where will you go next?” he asks excitedly.

“Maybe Galway,” I say, surprising myself by considering Matt’s advice.

“Che bella!” he shouts with embarrassing enthusiasm. “The food is shit,” he announces next without warning, and I don’t know whether he means Dublin, Galway, or the hostel. “I am headed to Galway in two weeks. I will give you my phone.” He pulls out a pen and a small cloth-covered book bound with a piece of fraying string. He throws a ripped piece of paper with a number scrawled on it in my direction. “Ciao!” he yells, already out the door.

People seem to be moving at warp speed in this hostel, while I feel like I have barely managed to catch my breath.

Eventually, I have to eat. Yesterday I got by on the sandwich I bought in the Dublin airport, but today I’ve awakened to grumbling insides. The free toast distracts my stomach for a few hours before I’m forced to locate some real food. But how to do it? Do I walk into a restaurant and say, “Table for one”? Should I strike up a conversation with someone here at the hostel, then, like Matt did when I arrived, ask if they want some company? Only when I am dizzy with hunger do I finally succumb to entering a pub a few doors down from the hostel. I sidle up to the bar and request a pint of Guinness (nearly a meal itself, I’ve already been told several times). I ask the bartender for one of the bags of potato chips clipped to the wall beside the cash register.

“Crisps,” he corrects me with a smile.

You have to be able to sit quietly in your own skin in order to eat alone, and that’s something I’ve never been very good at. I’m great at being by myself with a task, but I’ve always been too self-conscious to be alone in public without at least the company of a book to bury myself in. But I feel okay after that Guinness. So I order a turkey sandwich and another beer to wash it down. Usually, these days, my brain races around, filing mental lists of anxieties, goals, and questions. But right now my thoughts are focused on my new environment. I take in the pub, the gleaming oak bar against the dull, scuffed stools, a handful of Irish guys to my right debating something to do with “the footie.” I consider the little differences I’ve come across so far, like the fact that Irish garbage cans are all labeled with the Gaelic word bruscar and that they are called “bins” here. Soothing differences because they are distracting ones. I might just be fine here all on my own.

Or … maybe not. When I return to my room around eleven P.M., the Dutchmen are gone. Their packs are open, the various contents splayed across their beds, waiting for their owners’ return. I lie waiting, too. Three drunken Hercules banging into the room is not something you want to catch you off guard. At two A.M. they finally stumble in, consecutively knocking some part of their head or shoulders against the crooked doorframe. When they collapse on their beds, the mattress springs squeal in protest against their bulk, and they are snoring into oblivion before their beds even quiet beneath them. Once again, I feel stupid for worrying, for not knowing the rules of my new surroundings.

Around four A.M., I think I have drifted off to sleep when a drunken Irish stranger bursts through the door. He shakes my shoulders, and I leap out my bed as if it’s on fire.

“ ’Ello! ’Ello! ’Ello!” he greets me with feverish insistence.

Backed up against the wall, I attempt my own echoing introduction. “Hello. Hello. Hello.”

This only serves to confuse and agitate him. I expect the giants to come to my rescue at any moment, but they continue slumbering obliviously, hard-liquor breath curling out through their nostrils. The Irishman and I face off silently for a few more seconds before a lightbulb appears above my intruder’s head and he offers a brief but surprisingly coherent summary of our exchange: “Oh feck—I’m in the wrong room.” As quickly as he entered, he trips back out, scraping his nose on the doorframe on the way.

It’s all I can do to resist calling my father in tears and telling him I want to come home. Instead, I give up on sleep altogether. At five A.M. I dress in the dark and head out to catch the earliest possible bus to Galway. At this point in my travels and in my life, I still regard changing course as a personal failing. I don’t yet have the hindsight to realize that some places don’t fit quite right, for whatever reason, so sometimes it’s best to cash in your chips and give it a go somewhere new, even if a mere twenty-four hours before you didn’t even know that place existed.


[3]

Our heroine undertakes a journey of insignificant length and significant comfort to the west of Ireland. She relateth her impressions of Galway, a very fine city, and explores the traveler’s constant companions—transience and loneliness. She battles a mighty winged one and determines to find gainful employment and permanent residence.

I arrive at the station in time to catch the six-thirty A.M. bus to Galway. The few times I took buses any distance back home, they were filled with unkempt college students (myself included) and what seemed like the entire population of smokers from any given region. There was always one guy drinking in the back, and far more than one on the Chinatown buses I rode to Manhattan to visit friends. Their don’t-ask-questions seats smelled like ash and sweaty bodies.

But the buses in Ireland are clean and new-looking. They’re painted with bright red stripes and sport a leaping red Irish setter. The usual gaggle of twentysomethings is present, as disheveled and boisterous as their American counterparts, and there is always a set of too-young Irish parents with their mouthy kid, the mom telling a story about someone who is a “gobshite” and the dad concurring this person is indeed a “fecking eejit.” They wear matching tracksuits, as is the fashion here, though I never once glimpsed an Irish person out for a jog my entire time in Ireland. But there are also well-dressed elderly Irish on the bus, white-haired women perched demurely with handbags on their laps and becapped men making quiet conversation with the bus driver. Excited tourists ooh and ahh, and preteens in plaid school uniforms bounce on and off. Even the drunk guy seems slightly less smelly and offensive, like it’s all a good laugh that he can’t quite locate the equilibrium necessary to remain upright as he makes his way down the aisle. The whole experience is somehow neater and tidier, like Ireland itself, a journey after which you don’t feel the need to peel off your outermost layer of skin in order to feel human again.

Everything here is smaller than in the U.S.—cars, houses, portions, people. Once we leave the bus station, it’s a quick glide alongside Dublin’s rangy River Liffey before we emerge out into the countryside. Small stone and stucco cottages set out on trim patches of grass line the roads. Moss has taken hold anywhere it can, growing like fur on the roofs. The more modern houses look ostentatious and out of place where they occasionally pop up, and the developments—where, as in U.S. suburbs, it’s row upon row of the same—are positively embarrassing themselves among the quaint, aged homes. Stone fences in various degrees of disrepair partition the green pastures that stretch for miles in all directions, dotted with sheep and cows and the occasional trash-burning fire.

It takes only three and a half hours to traverse the width of Ireland’s midsection, from the east to the west coast. We alight on Galway at the edge of Eyre Square, near John F. Kennedy Park, renamed after his 1963 visit, and it takes only a few minutes to cross it and find myself on the pedestrian-only cobblestone street that forms the center of this small city, whose population is about one fifth of Dublin’s. Growing up, I’d always considered myself a city girl woefully trapped in a small suburb where the biggest attraction was the local swan pond. I vowed to slough off my geographical birthright as soon as humanly possible, which, when you’re a good middle-class girl from upstate New York, means college. I have not been home for more than a few days at a time since my mom helped me tack my ratty Janis Joplin poster to the white wall of my freshman-year dorm room.

So I’m wary of the sense of relief sneaking over me as I drag my suitcase through Galway’s compact city center. I pass between the unfamiliar shop signs that stand at attention on either side of the main thoroughfare: Vodafone, Cambridges, Boots, Eason’s, Hynes, Flanagan’s, Ladbrokes. It’s ten A.M. on a Saturday, but, like me, the town is barely awake, bleary-eyed and uncoordinated. People in cafés halfheartedly suck cigarettes and stare blankly through one another. The street is currently cluttered with delivery trucks allowed to descend briefly to unload, their boxes disappearing into various back doors. The stench of stale beer lingers faintly in the air, whipped around by the heavy winds washing the city clean. From somewhere close by, the aroma of fried fish spills out onto the streets like a thick haze.

My new hostel is at the end of the main street. Outside the front door, a violinist tunes her instrument, case open and ready for donations. If my dad were here, he’d toss a dollar in. “So it won’t be you one day,” he’d say, half joking.

I started begging my parents to buy a piano when I was five, after my father played a recording of a haunting Chopin nocturne at dinner one night. My great-grandfather was a pianist who accompanied silent movies, so maybe my musical inclinations were genetic. Or it could have all started with my mother. When she was pregnant with me, she read the emerging literature on the connections between music and intelligence and often placed a pair of large headphones around her expanding belly. I can see her rocking back and forth in our favorite chair, eyes closed and head back, an old quilt across her lap, absorbing Beethoven into our bloodstreams. She adores “Ode to Joy.” Pure and direct communication, accessible without being ordinary, that’s how Leonard Bernstein described it, though I’ve never asked my mother why it spoke to her.

My parents decided it was safer for me to try out the guitar first: smaller, less risky an investment in case the music thing turned out to be a whim. Also, my father had a guitar. We could play together, they reasoned, my dad conveniently forgetting that his instrument was more of a shrine to his sixties youth than anything currently getting much use. His father-daughter folk-duet dream died hard. Classical guitar, where you use your fingers instead of a pick to delicately coax the sound from the strings, and not rainy-day Bob Dylan songs, is where my heart was from the very beginning.

I was eight when I first laid hands on a viola, practically ancient in the world of string beginners. When I first dropped my long, thin bow down onto the strings, coaxing out deep, rumbling sounds from the belly of my instrument, the notes were wobbly, lilting at the edges of the pitch as opposed to cutting right through the center of it like they’re supposed to—but I didn’t care. In the beginning, all noises were equally beautiful and fascinating because I was making them. I’d press my nose against my horsehair bow and inhale the rosin slathered on. When I practiced for long stretches, the tips of my left fingers became stained charcoal black where the strings of my viola dug tiny canals into the soft flesh. Only my thumb remained pink, arched against the wooden neck that extended out from my viola’s curved body, which protruded from my own jaw. In this space, squeezed between my left shoulder and chin, we fit together like puzzle pieces. For a long time, I remained convinced that it was us—us bendable humans—who were made for violas and not the other way around.

Once in a while my parents came upstairs after I finished practicing. My father would take out his neglected guitar, scratched and dull, and strum it while we sang Eagles and Peter, Paul and Mary songs. “Leaving on a Jet Plane” was by far my favorite, even though my mother sounded so sad when she sang it. She has a beautiful voice—soft but operatic. I searched their faces. They smiled at each other and at me, and I thought it must be the music making them feel that way, because outside that room, they frowned a lot.

Mostly, though, they stayed downstairs while I practiced, my mother making dinner and my father grading papers. When I practiced, I willed the music to reach them. I imagined the melodies drifting down the stairs and casting a happy spell over them like a net. Some days I didn’t feel like practicing or didn’t want to practice as long as I knew I must. But still I stayed up in that room for the requisite hours, whiling away the time with a book or journal. I didn’t want to disappoint them. I wanted to be good. At the same time I knew that, although they loved music, classical viola was a foreign thing to them, to a large degree out of their grasp. And a secret part of me thrilled that it was all mine.

Like Galway itself, the hostel where I’m staying is smaller and less intimidating than the one in Dublin. The entrance archway is painted pale pink, and flower boxes sprout on the windowsills above it. Unlike in Dublin, my reservation not only exists but is extremely specific. I’m staying in room 114 in Bed 1. I insert my key into the door with a RESIDENTS ONLY sign and thankfully navigate only one flight of stairs to reach my room. Still I struggle to manage Big Red, hastily repacked this morning before my quick departure from Dublin.

My new hostel room is packed with four bunk beds. I booked an eight-bed dorm room this time instead of a four-bed one in the hopes of increasing my chances of girl roommates. Right now the room is blissfully empty, but I can tell from various items—hairbrushes, a pink T-shirt, wedge-heeled sandals—that there are girls staying here. Again I wonder about the mysteriously small backpacks parked all over. Where are these travelers headed and for how long? I don’t think of myself as one of them, just a girl in Ireland with a ridiculously oversize suitcase.

I immediately feel more at home in Galway than I did in Dublin. No, not at home, exactly, but somewhere simultaneously foreign and intrinsically comfortable. There’s no pleasant Canadian to keep me company, but I realize I actually want to go out and explore the cobblestone streets, pop into one of the unfamiliar bookstores, grab a floury pastry at the bakery I passed on the walk here. Plus, I need to start looking for a job and an apartment. This hostel is a little less expensive than the one in Dublin, but not much. If I budget twenty euros a day for food and twelve for my lower bunk bed, I have about two weeks before I go broke.

Galway’s nickname is City of the Tribes, after the fourteen merchant families who bandied it about during the Norman era. It became the foremost Irish port for trade with France and Spain during the Middle Ages and the place where, many years later, George Moore traveled to meet up with William Butler Yeats to collaborate on a play. (I know this last random fact because I once randomly came across a diary entry of Moore’s during this trip in which he called Yeats’s laugh “one of the most melancholy things in the world,” a spectacularly depressing description that has stuck with me.) Only a few feet from my hostel, the fast-flowing River Corrib gushes by, and if you turn left, you’ll hit the Spanish Arch, an extension of the imposing, protective city walls that were constructed in the 1500s. If you look across the water from this point, you can see what’s left of the Claddagh, an old fishing village that used to be all thatched cottages and Gaelic speakers and is these days know for its signature rings.

Perhaps I’m distractedly mulling over Galway’s history, or examining the quaint shops and already filling pubs, or pondering how Ireland has enough old castles that it can convert the extras into banks
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