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         Whenever I was stuck in a boring meeting or found myself on a cramped Metro, I would always start daydreaming about a summer flirtation with a tanned man with a great smile and long, slim fingers. For weeks, I'd been fantasising about a dark-haired Southern European man. His hair was longish, his hips narrow and his stomach flat. A golden body that shone on white sheets. Long story short: I dreamed about having an affair with no strings attached. One that would take me away from everyday life, from my two-bedroom apartment, my steady job and my gym membership. I longed for adventure. And this adventure actually seemed to be within my reach.

         This was the plan: three weeks with my friend Minna in her parents' house in the South of France. We'd been friends for more than a decade, Minna and I, since our mid-teens. We knew everything about each other. Or so I thought. We'd always been there for one another when our hearts got broken or our careers were going badly, and now we both felt the need for a long, sunny holiday together. Just laying by the pool or on the beach, drinking rosé and reading novels all day long, the latter mostly to prevent our brains from giving up completely due to too much relaxation. We were going to take the train to Aix-en-Provence, a name that brought to mind the salty taste of olives and the sweet smell of lavender.

         I'd already laid out my Interrail ticket and my sunscreen on my desk at home when Minna and I met up for a glass of white wine after work a couple of weeks before our departure. It was a grey summers' day, the clouds spraying rain all over the sidewalks. We entered our favourite wine bar by the water. Minna ordered a sparkling water and I looked at her dubiously. We'd talked about drinking wine, not water! “I'll wait a bit,” was all she said.

         I tasted my white wine and we started talking about the stress of tying up all the loose ends at work before going on vacation. I noticed how Minna was acting kind of awkward, playing with the ice in her glass instead of meeting my gaze. I started to suspect that she was trying to tell me something. And I noticed that her nails were long and painted with sheer nail polish. Usually, Minna kept her nails short and painted red, if anything.

         I was just about to ask her if she was looking forward to our trip when a man entered the bar. He looked around and headed straight for us, smiling when he made eye contact with Minna. I suddenly understood her unease. She knew him and was about to introduce him to me.

         He stopped behind Minna, put and arm around her waist and rested his cheek against her hair.

         “Hi,” he said.

         Minna leaned back and smiled up at him. Then she looked at me and said, “I want you to meet Tom.”

         He gave me his hand and smiled, and my stomach lurched, because I knew what Minna was about to tell me and why she was so nervous.

         Tom ordered a glass of red, and over the following half hour Minna went on to explain that Tom had invited her to stay with him in a chateau in Bretagne, and how could she turn that down? Didn't I see? They'd only just met after having texted for a couple of months and they were crazy about each other. And she wanted to give it a go.

         Tom seemed nice and he was good-looking in an unassuming way. “I got a great deal,” he told me. “They have oysters and Calvados, and they make their own cider!” He was excited and told me all about these plans that did not include me. Meanwhile, Minna was looking at me with puppy dog eyes. I sighed. What was I supposed to say to my friend, standing there with a tilted head, a glass of sparkling water in her hand and a new man's arm around her waist?

         I swallowed and nodded. “It's okay,” I said.

         Minna was clearly relieved. “Great! I knew you'd understand. You can go on your own, I suppose, the ticket's paid for. We'll go some other time.”

         I nodded again even though I knew that would never happen. A near future with a house and a nice picket fence was written all over her.

         “We talked about grabbing a bite at that new noodle place,” said Tom, “Want to come?”

         “No, thanks,” I said, shaking my head. “I have some work I need to do before tomorrow.” I finished my glass, gave Minna a quick kiss on the cheek, hugged Tom awkwardly, and left.

         I was shocked, but my legs managed to carry me to the Metro station. I was extremely disappointed, and I noticed that my legs were shaking somewhat. I wanted to cry. Not only from hurt, but also because I now had to go on vacation alone for three whole weeks!

         There wasn't enough time to get another friend onboard. Besides, I felt some strange shame in being the type of person whom a close friend would abandon just like that. Did I really matter so little to Minna? It stung, and it was a defeat I wasn't eager to share with others.

         I dragged myself up the stairs from the Metro station and trudged into the supermarket to buy a salad. Then I went home to my apartment in Frederiksberg. All my fantasies about sexy Frenchmen, nice cool breezes and steamy nights seemed ridiculous now. I sat on the sofa, eating my quinoa salad without actually tasting it and watching a documentary about dying coral reefs. My imaginary Frenchman was long gone and had left a hole in my heart, even though we never got to meet. As I got up to brush my teeth, my eyes fell on my Interrail ticket. I picked it up and considered tearing it in two. I wanted to destroy something. But I didn't. Maybe I could get a refund, I wondered. I went to bed in a very bad mood.

         I took me a while to fall asleep that night and when I finally did, I dreamt of riding trains in the Alps. The train went through tunnels and along mountains, and the sky was a brilliant blue. When I awoke, everything was suddenly clear. I'd go on my own! I chose to see Minna’s rejection as an opportunity. I was going to Italy. I was going to ride through the Alps in a train so that I could see all those mountains, tunnels and blue skies for myself.

         I decided on Venice, Cinque Terre and Rome. A journey to three places with good food, nice weather and lots of culture. The thought excited me. I could do whatever I wanted! But I also felt kind of lost. I had no idea what I wanted to do. I would be without all the planning that Minna usually did. Should I bring my suitcase, or would I be better off with a backpack? Should I spend all my time on the beach or go experience some culture? Minna and I spoke very little in the weeks before my departure. Every time I heard her voice, anger boiled inside of me. Relief always washed over me when I got to hang up.

         I bought myself a nice bag for cash and my passport, and I filled my suitcase with shorts, light dresses, flip flops and sneakers. Fourteen days after Minna dumped me for Tom, I was on my way.

         The first stretch of travel was from Copenhagen to Hamburg and then a night train to Vienna. I thought the night train would be like the one in Murder on the Orient Express, but there was nothing romantic or adventurous about the six bunk bed compartment. However, the people I shared it with were fun! Five exchange students from Austria, who for environmental reasons, never travelled by plane. They were returning to Vienna from Oslo and kindly shared their boxed wine and crackers with me.

         In the evening, I made my way uncertainly down the rocking train corridor towards the toilets to brush my teeth. I studied my face in the smudgy mirror. It smelled bad in there, just like the toilets in school when I was a kid. On the way back, I met the young guy who had the bunk over mine. He was a few years younger than me, and very pale and skinny. The train turned sharply, and I lost my balance and fell into him. I apologised, and he reached out to steady me. Up close he smelled like soap and wool, and suddenly everything about him remined me of my first boyfriend, Peter. He was also skinny and pale and eager. Eager to have sex with me, eager to save the world, to go to high school, to make a difference, to get started on life. His eagerness had been charming, but also exhausting because he always forgot that I wasn't eager to do all the things he wanted to do. I broke up with him at Roskilde Festival after he'd left me in the crowd to get nearer the stage to be close to his heroes. I didn't even know what band we were seeing. Foo Fighters perhaps? I closed my eyes and shook my head, letting go of the memory. The young Austrian guy looked at me. “Was ist los?” he asked.
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