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    Dedication


  


  


  


  

    This book is for all the dreamers who long for the great journey but cannot take it. It is for all those with wanderlust who yearn to discover the world and a different life out there. It is also for our family & friends, who have supported us at every moment, no matter how crazy our ideas may have seemed. And last but not least, this special book is a small tribute to my Moroccan grandmother.


  


  


  


  


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    www.vaegabond.com


  




  

    WHY


 THIS BOOK?


  


  

    “What makes this 
book actually 
so special?”


  


  


  

    This is not just any travel memoir in diary­­­ form. It is a true story and also something deeply personal. On the one hand, because through my late grandmother I have a very special connection to the wonderful country of Morocco, with its many different facets and fascinating landscapes. And of course, because a long-term journey around the world—especially when you conquer it by bicycle under your own power—changes you profoundly. So many intense impressions to process. So many new things you learn—about other customs, living conditions and outlooks on life, about your partner, and also about yourself. I didn’t just ride across national borders, I crossed my own physical and mental boundaries as well. This journey is a process that has changed my entire life. And it is precisely these extraordinary experiences that I want to share with you and the world. 


    


    “Why is this book only coming out 3 years after the start of the bicycle world trip?” 


    All those encounters with locals, the chase with the police, or how I suddenly found myself married from one day to the next ... It all sounds so unbelievable, and yet it happened. And those were only the experiences from Morocco. I first had to process and reflect on everything I had lived through—that takes time. 


    On the other hand, with the way we travel it is extremely difficult to find a quiet place to work with access to electricity. Because our budget is tight, we largely forgo accommodation and live in a tent. Since we also publish our travel documentaries as videos while on the road, there was hardly any time left to write a book. After all, we only experience things worth telling when we are actually riding our bikes.


    Many people who follow our journey on social media and watch our travel documentaries kept asking when we would finally publish a book about our bicycle world trip. Daniel, too, did an excellent job of persuading and motivating me. And so, at last, I managed to put this special chapter of our world journey down on paper. 


    


    “Oh my God, what do you even want in Morocco? Isn’t it dangerous there?” 


    You wouldn’t believe how often we heard that. My answer is always: It’s no more dangerous than wandering through residential neighborhoods in Berlin or Munich at night. Everywhere in the world there are bad people, but there are also good ones. We had the incredible good fortune to meet wonderful people who gave from the heart without asking for anything in return—people who actually possessed almost nothing. With this story, I want to show you how the Moroccans we met think and live, to encourage you to reflect, and to break down prejudices. There is nothing better than forming your own experiences and approaching people with an open mind—provided your gut feeling is right.


    All these experiences, combined with useful information and tips about bicycle travel and Morocco in particular, can be found in the individual chapters and at the end of this book. For example, there is a small recipe that will turn your camping meal into an absolute delicacy. At the end of this book, as a thank-you for your trust in purchasing it, you will also find an exclusive 30% discount voucher for our original GPX route data from our Morocco journey. 


    


    And now, enjoy the read!
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    PROLOGUE


  


  

    


     


    November 2019, shortly before midnight in Fes, Morocco

    


    More than 3,000 kilometers from home, we lay like two homeless people on a sidewalk in the middle of a residential neighborhood in Fes, Morocco. Our two bicycles stood right beside us. At first glance they looked like small motorcycles, since the load was already quite … well, let’s just say impressive. I peeked out once more from my neon-green sleeping bag. I definitely had a strange feeling. The houses around us were multi-story, plain, and gray. Not particularly pretty. Purely functional, as it is everywhere in a Moroccan city of more than a million inhabitants. 


    “Greek-style architecture, and look, the steel reinforcement bars stick out in all directions. They leave it that way on purpose so they can always add another floor.” As an engineer, Dani viewed the entire surroundings through slightly different eyes. 


    My gaze, however, fell on the black trashbag that first blew to the right across the dark street, only to suddenly rise and fly off to the left. 


    Our street was dimly lit by a few old lanterns. We were not alone. From the corner of our eyes, we were being carefully watched. 


    The night watchman of the street offered us a bottle of water and a few old, rough blankets. But we were quite content with our old sleeping pads and sleeping bags. “La, shukran” – No, thank you.  I politely declined the offer. At that moment, after all the excitement, we really only wanted one thing: to finally sleep. We had barely closed our eyes when a car slowly rolled around the corner. Bright headlights shone directly on us and our improvised campsite. The car came closer, parked right in front of us, and two figures stepped out, striding straight toward us. Damn! Police officers.


     


    Several hours earlier in the Black Forest, Germany


    Totally excited, we packed our panniers and tried to squeeze our touring bikes into a cardboard box. How completely our lives had changed over the past three months! While I was still studying health economics, I met Daniel, who was studying energy and building technology. Within just a few days it was clear that we hadn’t been looking for each other, but had fortunately found one another anyway. We also realized that we both had a deep passion for traveling. After completing our bachelor’s degrees, we both took jobs in Munich. We commuted several hours a day, five days a week, year after year to our workplace. A perfectly normal nine-to-five job, as they say. And yet there was something that wouldn’t let us rest. The urgent need to change our lives as we had known them. 


     


    In September 2019, we finally bit the bullet, quit our jobs, and dissolved our shared apartment. Then we set off from Bamberg—boldly and without a test ride—to fulfill our dream. We wanted to travel the world, from Germany to Japan, by bicycle! It was about taking time for ourselves and feeling the nature around us. On this journey, we wanted to learn as much as possible about other cultures while continuing to grow ourselves. All the things we never had time for in a 40-hour workweek.


    Okay, it wasn’t quite that simple after all. I worried a lot about whether it was right to give up a secure source of income. Would we even be able to endure such a long distance by bike? Until then, I had never managed more than 30 kilometers at a stretch. And would being on the road with your partner day and night really work out without “bloodshed”?


     


    To be honest, the bicycle had never really played a major role in either of our lives. It was simply there. A simple means of transportation to get from A to B, to visit friends, or to ride to the lake. Neither of us had ever done more than a day trip before. So why cycle around the world? 


    No, we hadn’t suddenly developed a desire to push ourselves physically. 


    Of course, it has a positive side effect on your health, and the ecological footprint of a cycling trip is excellent as well. 


    With a bicycle, you can simply ride wherever you want. Even sneaky paths through nature parks and so-called “shortcuts”—which aren’t always shortcuts—can be tackled by bike. A bicycle doesn’t need gasoline, doesn’t have to be fed, and obeys without complaint. Most of the time, at least. Well, it does need maintenance or repairs now and then, but you can often handle that yourself without much trouble. I say that so casually because I’m lucky that Dani enjoys tinkering and in 98.8% of cases finds a solution for almost everything. 


     


    Once we had managed to get past the scary part—leaving everything behind—time flew by. We got used to the weight on our bikes and managed a few more kilometers each day. Depending on how long we wanted to be on our own—without civilization or shops—my bike, including luggage, food, and water, weighed between 50 and 60 kg. Daniel’s weighed between 60 and 75 kg. Sounds like a lot. It is. You mustn’t forget that we cycled in every kind of weather, through all four seasons, summer and winter, across deserts and over mountains. Of course, we could have chosen lighter equipment, but with our limited budget that simply wasn’t possible. 
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Valuables, passport, snacks, pepper spray, gloves


    [image: ] Rack-mounted system bag 
Tools, spare parts


    [image: ] Front pannier right 
Electronics, drone, camera accessories, laptop


    [image: ] Front pannier left 
Travel first-aid kit, toiletry bag


    [image: ] Rear pannier left
Clothing down to -20°C


    [image: ] Rear pannier right 
(Camping) tent, liner, pillow, sleeping pad, winter shoes, camping chair, hammock


    [image: ] Barrel 
Food, vegetables
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Dynamo charger
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Rain gear
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    [image: ] Front pannier left 
Travel first-aid kit, toiletry bag
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Laptop, rain gear, clothing down to -20°C
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Sleeping bags
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Valuables, passport, snacks, pepper spray, gloves


    [image: ] Front pannier right
(Kitchen) stove, spices, cutlery etc.


    [image: ] Basket 
Vegetables, fruit, opened food
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Spare parts, filming equipment


    [image: ] Rear pannier right 
(Camping) liner, pillow, sleeping pad, winter shoes, 
camping chair, hammock


  




  

     


    Cycling was still a physical feat of strength for me, though thankfully it released plenty of endorphins. With the extra kilos on a mountain stage, it wasn’t easy for Dani either, but he handled it a bit better than I did. While I would zigzag at first and eventually have to get off and push, Dani stayed in the saddle until the bitter end. At just 1.60 meters tall, I often had to focus so hard on hauling my battleship up all those vertical meters that I couldn’t even complain about the incline anymore. In fact, I couldn’t get a single sound out. 


    Especially at the beginning of the journey, I couldn’t even take one hand off the handlebars without losing all control of the monstrous machine beneath me. And yet the exertion—yes, even the pain of overworked muscles—usually vanished the moment you looked back from the summit and realized what your own body had just accomplished. With a magnificent view before you, you felt like the happiest person on earth and ate your dry bread and tomatoes with the devotion and joy of a five-star meal. At least, that was usually the case for us. 


     


    But back to our further preparations in the Black Forest. Three months after our departure, we had already crossed Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and a small part of France on our bicycles. From Strasbourg, it was only a stone’s throw to the Black Forest, where part of Dani’s family lives. There we optimized our gear for the first time and sorted out some of the luggage we didn’t need. So we now stood in his dad’s garage, ready for the next major stage of our world journey.


     


    Back in the Netherlands, people laughed at our answer when they asked where on earth we were headed with our entire household strapped to our bikes. 


    “To Japan,” we simply replied and laughed. 


    “You do realize you’re heading in the wrong direction, right?!” we heard more than once. Of course, if we had planned only a year or wanted to get there as quickly as possible, we might have taken the direct Google Maps route. But that wasn’t what we wanted. 


    We weren’t on the run, nor were we eager to break a new daily kilometer record on smelly highways. We took it slow, stopped wherever we liked, and besides, you met far more interesting people on small roads and paths. That’s why our route initially included a little detour through Western Europe. 


    Since we had consciously chosen the slower option, we also wanted to travel as independently as possible. Inexpensive and simple. 


    So in our luggage we carry everything we need for years of self-sufficient life in a tent: tools and spare parts, a travel first-aid kit, clothing down to minus 20°C, full camping equipment with cooking gear for two people, and all the electronics for filming and video editing. Because we plan to be on the road for about five years, we obviously can’t afford daily restaurant visits or hotel stays.


     


    Morocco was on the agenda only because I have a special connection to this country. I am one-quarter Moroccan. You could have guessed, it’s obvious, right? Nothing could have seemed more unlikely than suspecting an Arab influence in the family of a little girl with long, blonde, curly hair, blue eyes, and lots of freckles… But as we all know, the world is small. 


    My grandfather used to serve in the navy and met my grandmother in Morocco during one of his voyages. At the time, she worked in a café in Casablanca, where my grandfather spent countless hours drinking coffee to catch the eye of the woman who had captured his heart. 


    Only after four months did she take serious notice of him for the first time. It then took a full seven months for him to win her heart. Their meetings were rather secretive. When they were together, my grandmother walked on one side of the street, my grandfather on the other. That was simply how things were in Morocco in 1967. Eventually, my grandmother moved to Bavaria, and every year the family visited Morocco. 


    There were the birds and the bees, my mom and my uncle were born, then more birds and bees, and at some point little Melli came along. As a half-Moroccan, my mom still has that beautiful exotic dark complexion. The only things we share are the shape of my nose, our teeth, and our contagious laughter. Some people even said they couldn’t tell us apart on the phone because our voices sounded so similar. 


     


    My grandmother was a true Moroccan. My mom and I most likely inherited our loud laughter from her. Her frizzy black curls never seemed to turn gray. Her miracle remedy was henna, which she used to dye her hair from time to time. Thanks to a satellite dish, there were Moroccan TV channels in my grandmother’s Bavarian village so she could stay up to date with her homeland from Germany. Everyone in the village knew her. She was quite a character. 


     


    In 2009, my grandmother suddenly passed away during a visit to her homeland in Casablanca. It threw me completely off balance, because I had spoken to her on the phone only shortly before. At the time, I was in the middle of my training as a dental assistant, and the practice was at its busiest season. She wanted me to ask my boss if I could take spontaneous leave to spend time with her in Casablanca. 


    For rather trivial reasons, I didn’t fly to Morocco and blamed myself for ten years. At least I could have said goodbye to her. For ten years, I also couldn’t bring myself to travel to Casablanca, to her grave, and somehow to my own roots. I knew that if I was cycling around the world, I had to find a way to include Morocco. 


     


    Dani and I had originally planned to cycle through France and Spain. From Spain, we wanted to take the ferry across to North Africa. Over the past months, we had of course experienced the first change of seasons on the bike and in the tent up close. The leaves on the trees changed from green to orange and eventually fell off completely. Day by day it grew colder, the wind and rain turned icy. At some point, my teeth chattered while washing our camping plates, and the water on my hands made my brain freeze. Brushing my teeth with ice-cold water became torture. That’s why we decided to take a flight from the Black Forest to avoid the looming snow. The original plan had been to manage the journey without flights if possible, but in this case we wanted to make a small exception. The timing was more than perfect, because otherwise we would have arrived in Morocco overland in the height of summer. After cycling all the way around Morocco, we would return via Spain’s east coast and France back toward Germany anyway. At least, that was the plan.


     


    Dani’s green eyes seemed to sparkle, and he grinned at me mischievously. He had successfully packed all our equipment into two large extra boxes in about four hours, like a game of Tetris. He made full use of the airline’s allowed baggage dimensions and weight limits. The sleeping bags didn’t fit anywhere, but he had already come up with another solution. 


    The front wheels were removed and, together with the bikes, packed into discarded bike boxes that Dani had picked up earlier from a bicycle shop. 


    I’m pretty glad that Dani enjoys tinkering and repairing so much, because unlike me, he can completely dismantle the bikes and later knows exactly which screw belongs where. No matter how tricky the problem, he somehow always finds a way, even if it doesn’t follow the classic approach and instead relies on more creative measures. 


     


    We set off toward the airport. An icy wind was blowing, and we put on every sweater and jacket we had with us for the world trip. Super practical—our luggage became lighter and we saved space in the boxes. Under the colorful beanie pulled down over his ears, Dani’s chin-length brown hair peeked out. Over the past three months, it had grown rapidly. Brown and copper-colored wiry hairs ran through his beard. Sometimes I affectionately called him “Wurzelsepp” because of his impressive mane. At least his face wouldn’t freeze. 


    I zipped up my cozy white hoodie and threw on my hiking jacket. To keep my ears warm, I wore a white and black printed headband-like scarf. Around my neck, I wrapped my current favorite scarf, a gift from Dani’s mom. In the more conservative regions of Morocco, I could use it as a headscarf. Otherwise, my clothing was sporty and practical—nothing that could be perceived as particularly figure-hugging or provocative in a Muslim country. During the winter months, I wouldn’t be wearing short clothes there anyway. 


     


    At the airport, we said goodbye to Dani’s dad, who had driven us. At first, he had thought the idea of the two of us cycling around the world was a joke. When it became clear that we were serious, he was all in. He bought a large world map and has been tracking our route with little pins ever since. 


    At the baggage counter, Dani wrapped his sleeping bag around his belly and pulled his winter jacket over it. Desperately, he stuffed the bulging green sack back into the jacket until everything was in place. 


    I had to laugh: “You look like the Michelin
Man!” 


    His expression was dead serious: “Either this way, or the sleeping bag stays here.” 


    It really was the only way to take our sleeping bags with us. There was nowhere else to put them. I had no choice but to copy him, already imagining the scene that was about to unfold: two young people with bicycle helmets on their heads, one large and one small pannier in each hand, and the crowning glory—a hugely voluminous green down sleeping bag wrapped around their midsections. 


     


    The neatly dressed lady behind the counter frowned and glanced slightly past us at the long line of waiting passengers. 


    “They certainly won’t let you board the plane like that.” 


    Nevertheless, she let us proceed toward the X-ray machine without altering our peculiar appearance. Fascinated, we watched the contents of our bags on the screen. Promptly, the security officer spoke up. 


    “What do you have in there? That looks suspiciously like materials for explosives.” 


    We quickly explained to the good man that we intended to eat the suspicious-looking rice and needed the dangerous-looking elastic straps to secure our luggage rolls to the bikes. From then on, everything went quite smoothly, and even at boarding there were no objections to our unconventional attire.


     


    After just under three hours of flight, we had reached a new continent. I looked out the window. Beneath me stretched a majestic landscape of mountains in countless shades of rust red. My fingers tingled, and the corners of my mouth were tense from a permanent grin. 


    The last time I had been to Morocco was as a teenager, and only around Casablanca and Agadir. But if we’re honest, at that age I had entirely different things on my mind than delving deeper into the country and its people. 


    Now I was just about to turn thirty, and my interests had naturally changed fundamentally. I was curious to see whether my Moroccan relatives would recognize me again and, of course, I finally wanted to visit my grandmother’s grave. 


    For Dani, on the other hand, it was his first trip to Morocco. He hadn’t been able to imagine anything about the country beforehand. With a scanning wild-camping gaze, he looked out the window: “Barren wasteland and no shade-giving trees—that should be interesting for camping.” 


     


    Around 5 p.m., we landed and collected our luggage. In the large entrance hall, we found a quiet corner and opened one package after another. Everything was still there and nothing damaged. That was a good start. 


    Calmly, Dani grabbed his tools and set about reassembling the bikes. We were watched by many pairs of eyes around us. Teenagers in sportswear, women wearing headscarves, men in suits, but also people wrapped in traditional long garments called djellabas, curiously observed what we were doing. It was already getting dark when we finally left the airport. 


    Fes is described in guidebooks as one of the four royal cities and the cultural capital par excellence. So far, however, we hadn’t seen much of splendor and oriental houses adorned like something out of One Thousand and One Nights. 


     


    My thoughts were already on our first night in Morocco. Through the Couchsurfing platform, we had previously met a young Moroccan who invited us to his home. Couchsurfing is a network where travelers (at the time of our trip still free of charge) could stay with a host, usually on a couch. The focus is not on free accommodation but on cultural exchange—hosts and guests learning from one another, discovering different traditions and the place they are currently in. 
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    Fez, one of the four royal capitals of Morocco


     


    We knew the person’s name and the address of the apartment. Our host also knew we would be arriving soon – however, Google Maps was having trouble pinpointing the exact address. We were getting closer and closer to his neighborhood, but since landing we hadn’t been able to reach him on his phone. The whole thing was starting to feel a little strange. 


    Dani refused to give up, and as we cycled past the many cafés, an idea came to him. 


    We stopped: “Give me a pen and a sheet from your notebook.” 


    With the address written on a piece of paper, Dani headed straight into the nearest café, which seemed to be the social hub of all the local men. The odds weren’t bad that we might get lucky. 


    He asked the men in English if anyone could tell us where this address was. More and more Moroccans gathered around, and one of them asked for a photo of the person we were looking for. Fortunately, our sought-after host had a picture of himself on his Couchsurfing profile, which the men now examined. After all, we had already been near the address once, so it wasn’t that far-fetched to think we might randomly meet someone who could help us. 


     


    Indeed. A young man spoke up: 


    “Follow me. I know his friends.” We were to follow him; he knew his friends.


    Seriously? Could it really be that simple? We exchanged an uncertain glance: Could we really trust him? The alternative was to cycle miles back out of the city and search for a hidden spot to pitch our tent. So we decided to give it a chance. 


    Three seconds later we were back in our saddles, ahead of us a scooter with the young Moroccan riding pillion. We followed two complete strangers through the nighttime streets of Fez for about five minutes, in a residential area outside the center. On and on, through dark alleys and around countless corners. Really, every internal alarm bell should have been ringing, but we had seen something in the Moroccan’s face that we read as honesty and genuine willingness to help. So we kept following the driver.


     


     


    The next café came into view and we stopped. Our man disappeared and shortly returned with another Moroccan who apparently knew our host. Calls were made. We received the first bits of information. 


    Apparently our host was running late, but he would be home around 10 p.m. We were relieved; everything was sorted out and we would finally find the apartment after all. Our helpers climbed back onto the scooter, we onto our bikes, and a few minutes later we were standing in front of the house. It was quite large. How many people might be living inside? 


    We said goodbye to the helpful young men and they rode off into the night again. Then we were alone. 


    In half an hour our host was supposed to show up. We could easily wait and reflect on how unbelievable this coincidence was: we had simply asked total strangers for an address and a specific person. Then it turned out that one of them knew someone who knew someone who knew who the person was and in turn knew someone who knew how to reach him and where the man lived… Just crazy.


     


    It was 10 p.m. No one came. It was 10:30 p.m. Still no one. 


    We picked up the phone again and tried our luck over and over. Now it was starting to feel strange again. Another 15 minutes later our host finally answered out of the blue: 


    “Hey I’m sorry. I can’t come home. I’m at the police station. They locked my phone away“. 


    What was going on now? Our host was being held at the station and apparently hadn’t had access to his phone the whole time. 


    Later he told us that shortly before us he had hosted an Italian. The police encountered the two of them in a café, where our host was accused of being a fake guide. These false guides often scam tourists with nasty tricks and relieve them of their money. Unfortunately, this means many young Moroccans fall under suspicion as soon as they are seen in public with a tourist. 


    Unluckily, the situation could no longer be properly clarified and our host was promptly arrested. We felt truly sorry for him. At that point we had no idea that we ourselves would soon be in the police’s spotlight. 


     


    Damn, our safe place to sleep in the middle of a big city was gone. It was already close to 11 p.m.—what were we supposed to do now?! 


    Next to the house in question there was a wide gap before the next building. However, the ground was covered in dog droppings, heaps of trash, and broken bricks. We couldn’t exactly pitch our tent there. 


    At the beginning of the journey I had felt more hesitant about setting up our tent somewhere we might be discovered. We always weighed how safe the surroundings were and exactly where we were. But now we were simply exhausted and didn’t want to cycle another kilometer in the middle of the night. 


    Out of nowhere, a man in a rather stylish leather jacket suddenly appeared beside us. His eyes widened at the sight of us—or rather at the sight of our bikes piled high with luggage. He laughed and kept shaking his head that we were actually planning to travel through Morocco by bike. That was completely crazy, he said. 


    “You really want to cycle through Morocco? You are crazy!“ 


    We bit our tongues instead of telling him that we were planning to travel the world for several years and that after Morocco more than 50 other countries were waiting for us. Instead, we asked him how he assessed the situation. Whether we could simply pitch our tent here in the city. 


    If he had thought we were crazy before, that status now shifted to suicidal. 


    “It is too dangerous for you. Try to find a hotel.“ It was too dangerous, he said; we should look for a hotel.


    To be honest, that wasn’t what we wanted to hear. To stretch our savings as far as possible, we had calculated a tight budget of 3 to 5 euros per day. That included all expenses, such as international health insurance, food, SIM cards, and whatever else we needed. Hotel stays would tear a large hole in our travel funds. So far we had made it across Europe without a single hotel stay or any other accommodation costs. Did we have to change that now, here in Morocco? 


     


    The Moroccan in the leather jacket walked with us a little farther. A man in a dirty reflective vest stepped into our path. Our companion explained that this was the street guard who kept an eye on the road around the apartment blocks at night. 


    That wasn’t actually so bad, we thought. The guard didn’t speak English, but the man in the leather jacket translated for us. Neither of them seemed entirely comfortable, but they showed us a spot on the sidewalk where we could get a few hours of sleep. The night watchman appeared quite worried that our heavy U-locks wouldn’t be enough for the bikes. Then he disappeared briefly into a small, shabby hut about the size of two phone booths and returned with a thick iron chain. 


    The whole situation must have looked completely crazy to the locals. Two Europeans with bicycles, the girl barely visible from behind beneath all the luggage. A German couple who, although they supposedly must have had money, didn’t want to go to a hotel? Tourists overcome by sleep settling for the sidewalk? Crazy. 


    Still, it was touching how helpful the two strangers were. Relieved to finally be able to sleep, we spread our tent groundsheet on the pavement. We snuggled into our sleeping bags on the ground and closed our eyes. 


    Suddenly it became as bright as day around us and a car pulled up in front of us. The engine was switched off, but the headlights remained fixed on us. Two figures stepped out and walked straight toward us. Damn! Police officers.
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