

  

    

  




  




  Here's what people are saying about
 WHEREABOUTS




  "These essays are on the move. To rum distilleries, ox carts, war zones, falafel stands, and daydreams where we meet versions of ourselves. The writers of this collection stand as capable and intrepid "purveyors of the connections the rest of us don't see." They are also connoisseurs of longing, adventure, and openness. Most marvelous is that whether the authors hold crowbars, bouzoukis, or babies, the complex truths of their essays give sturdy shelter to the many foreign selves we harbor."




  — Jennifer Boyden
 author of The Mouths of Grazing Things and The Declarable Future




  "We think of travel and life abroad as pivoting on geographic place, but it's shaped just as much by the minds and bodies we bring with us. The voices in Whereabouts offer a completely fresh approach to travel and life "out of place." Compellingly narrative and, at times, dazzlingly lyrical, we hear and feel the uncensored inside stories — both cerebral and sensual — of people settling in or on the move all over our bright world."




  — Henry Hughes, Harvard Review




  "The stories in Whereabouts transport readers to some of the most far-reaching spots on the planet to explore the deepest regions of the traveler's psyche. Each tale in this brilliantly curated collection deals not only with places and the people that make them, but also with the transformative aspects of travel, inspiring us to take our own daring first steps into the unexplored."




  — Margot Bigg
 author of Moon Living Abroad in India and Moon Taj Mahal, Delhi, and Jaipur




  "The stories in Whereabouts offer a broad collective understanding of the world we are currently living in. Expertly woven together by editor Brandi Dawn Henderson, the tales in turn instruct and entertain, explore and tap into the readers' emotions, revealing that sometimes it's not the land we are in that is foreign, so much as ourselves. With clarity, a keen eye, and at times a sharp wit, the authors collected here teach us that the best physical journeys are accompanied by equally extensive mental and emotional ones. In reading this collection, you can explore the world without having to leave the comfort of your couch. But by the time you reach the last page, you'll be itching to get off the cushions and book yourself a ticket to anywhere."




  — Colin D. Halloran, author of Shortly Thereafter




  "The collected essays of Whereabouts capture the traveler's paradox: a fascination with the ephemeral sense of the exotic versus the desire to belong, or at the least make peace with one's role as outlier. Whether sitting in the hut of a Nepalese wise man or navigating the American Thanksgiving dinner table, these writers marvel at the unique and esoteric while teasing out those universal threads--loneliness, love, friendship--that tie us together. And they do so with humor, wit, and a gentle self reflection that brings it all home. A joy to read."




  — Joanne Cavanaugh Simpson
 author Literature on Deadline and lecturer in The Writing Seminars at Johns Hopkins University




  "Whereabouts takes you from the well-heeled in St. Petersburg to a nude beach in Croatia, from tony Martha's Vinyard to grungy Trenton. Still, the gifted writers in this surprising and beautifully crafted anthology are less preoccupied with where we travel than why we travel — an inquiry that gently permeates the essays here. This intimate look at the wanderlust in all of us turns on the question of what strangers — and strange lands--tell us about ourselves. Revelations abound in this wide-ranging and engrossing journey across continents."




  — Karen Houppert
 author of Chasing Gideon: The Elusive Quest for Poor People's Justice
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  IN THE NOT-SO-DISTANT PAST, I lived in India and spent beautiful, horrible, dusty, and glittering days with my Scottish best friend, Susanna. We did everything “the checklist” said we were to do in order to fit in, but no matter what we tried, we remained, clearly, outsiders.




  Susanna and I had spent seven years in India between the two of us; she spoke Hindi fluently, and I did my best; each of us dated Indian boys and helped their mothers and aunties in the kitchens; we touched the feet of our elders and could mix up a cup of ginger chai to rival the best chaiwallahs in the country. But, no matter how many sequin-covered saris we dressed ourselves in, she never became not-Scottish nor I not-American. We were forever firengis.




  One hot Delhi day, we sat sipping coffee, lamenting our outsider status, and wondering aloud if it was possible to become an insider in any culture that is not one’s own, or if, at some fundamental level, there exists some kind of invisible cultural fence to keep people, despite their best efforts, from achieving sameness when attempting to cross such a wide global chasm.




  Since we had the afternoon free, we did something that was relatively effortless at the time, though it seems exhausting and complicated to me now: we found and hired a professional camera man and headed to Delhi’s most diverse neighborhood: Pahar Ganj. We chose this popular backpacker neighborhood because we figured we’d find the greatest amount of travelers, as well as local people, to interview; but, if we’re to be completely honest, we also chose it because we knew we’d find some total nutjobs that would make our film more interesting. We ran after every insanely-dressed hippie we could find, thinking we could get some entertaining footage; we also interviewed locals, foreign businessmen, the young as well as the elderly, and one man who chugged an entire bottle of whiskey for the camera.




  We asked each person what he/she thought it took to become an insider in a new culture, if it was even possible, and we made an interesting short film out of the answers we received. But, what we really learned from the experience is that there were no “total nutjobs” there to interview. Each person had a story, a desire to speak, a hope to be heard. Everyone came from somewhere, and carried on his/her shoulders a sincerity that could not be mocked. Susanna and I sat on the metro on the way home, after dozens of interviews, and marveled at the experiences that had been shared with us; we had spoken to people who had been humble, confident, funny, disappointed, elated, shocked, desirous, drunk; most of all, though, we had spoken to people who were true. We knew then that we wanted to create a platform for people from around the world to share these stories with one another, and with us.




  The concept of truth, as we are well aware, is a funny business, and one that has created conflict for as long as truth has been around. This collection, story by story, contains truth. The content from one writer to the next may or may not contradict the information that comes before or after, but it contains the true experience of each contributor and how he/she has found the world to be from here to there (or there to here), that I seek to share with you in these pages. What does it mean to enter a new place? What kind of worlds exist to others that we, ourselves, do not experience? What do we share? How does place and/or circumstance affect who and how we are? How does where we come from affect where we end up? What lies undiscovered just around the corner from where we’ve always been? Who are the people who sit on the airplanes that roam overhead, and what happens when they step off into new lands? Why does anyone take the first step to anywhere he or she doesn’t “belong?” I hope you are reading because you have some kind of curiosity about people, like Susanna and I did (and do), and that you will gain a few cross-cultural, or inter-cultural, understandings after reading the stories shared within.




  In early 2011, we began Outside In Literary & Travel Magazine, and have had the honor of sharing the experiences of people from all around the world. In these pages, you will find the truth of some of our favorite global storytellers. In our online journal at www.outsideinmagazine.com, you can find a wonderful collection of nonfiction, fiction, poetry, microjourneys, and photo essays related to the theme of travel and journeying, edited by a worldly team I am truly grateful for: Vicki Valosik, Kelly Ann Jacobson, Ope Olem’degun, and Miriam Vaswani.■




  —Brandi Dawn Henderson
 Editor
 Alaska, USA 2013




  VICKI VALOSIK




  If You Invite An International Student
 Home For Thanksgiving




  IF BY CHANCE, you are planning to invite an international student to your home for the holidays, allow me to warn you. Your invitation, offered in the name of cross-cultural solidarity and holiday cheer to some upstanding young man or woman with a charming accent and in need of a home-cooked meal, could lead to an unprecedented chain of events, after which you may never be the same.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  Your car might break down at 11 pm on I-65 somewhere between campus and your parents’ house, stranding you and the international student at a gas station. You may pass the time playing frisbee and learning Arabic greetings in the deserted parking lot as you wait for the tow truck and your mom and dad to arrive.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving: 




  You might learn on the drive that he single-handedly found families to host all the other international students in need of a place to stay over the holiday weekend so that he could be the only one accompanying you. “You’ll love Miami,” the international student may have told the music major from Myanmar who has always wanted to go to Nashville, where your family just happens to live.




  If you invite an international student home for the Thanksgiving:




  Your family may take him along on their day-before-Thanksgiving tradition of pancakes and hash browns at Shoneys, and your dad may try to convince the international student (and almost succeed) that if they sing “Tradition” from Fiddler on the Roof, the breakfast bar is free.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  He may kneel when he meets your grandmother who has Alzheimers and never made it far from Alabama. The international student may take her hand in his and tell her he is from Damascus, “like in the Bible,” which may prompt one of the few smiles she will give all year. You may not realize he is watching as you paint her fingernails to the marching band sounds of the Macy’s parade and your mom shuffles casserole dishes from the oven to the table, but the international student may tell you years later that was the moment he fell in love.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  He may ask to come back at Christmas, and you may prepare a basket for the guest room with cookies and hotel shampoos, causing your mom to say, “You really like this boy.” You may deny it, but then return to campus after New Years and tell your roommate over a box of Fudge Stripes you think this international student could be the one.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving: The international student may become your best friend despite the language barriers. He may laugh at your southern accent, and you may tease him for confusing his “B”s and “P”s but secretly love the way he calls the bug in your dorm a “cookaroche.”




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving: He may ring the doorbell at your student apartment, then run away to watch you find the giant jar of olives he left. The international student may introduce you to Arabic coffee and teach you to crack pumpkin seeds with your teeth, and you may say they go better with iced tea. Your pants may shrink a size or two as you realize the heartfelt tenacity of Middle Eastern hospitality and the futility of resisting appetizers and desserts.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  You may take a bike ride a year later, just weeks before graduation, and stop to rest under a gazebo, where the international student may pull a nursing textbook from his backpack and say he wants to show you something to help your irritable bowel syndrome. You may turn to the suggested chapter and find a hole carved in the pages, hiding a ring box. You may remember how the international student said on your second date that you are like a wild bird that should never be caged, and you may say yes, despite your fears.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  You may be surprised, both good and bad, by the reaction of others. A customer at the coffee shop where you work may say that the international student is marrying you for the green card and another may ask if you’ve seen Not Without My Daughter and warn you’ve no idea what you’re getting into. Your boss, though, may hire the international student, paying him a fair wage to make cappuccinos despite his lack of a work visa.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  Your mom, who has grown to like this international student but worries, may ask, “Wouldn’t life be easier with a boy from up the street?” You may think of the boy from up the street who buried your My Little Ponies in the mud and say, not really.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  The international student may not tell you his mother makes an international call every day begging him not to marry this American. He may not tell you until after you’ve flown across the world to meet his family and won their hearts honestly. Even then, you may suspect it was really your orange polka-dot pajamas that charmed your future mother-in-law, but you’ll take it.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  You may have a wedding in his country and another in yours, arriving at the former with a horse and drummers, and departing the latter in a VW van. You may still laugh years later at how he balked in Birmingham at throwing the garter from your thigh to a pack of unwed men, or how you were up til dawn in a Damascus hotel room dismantling the zealous work of the hairdresser while the international student plucked fake lashes from your khol-lined lids.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  Your family gatherings may become much more entertaining. The international student may make your mom spew her drink when he misses the subtle difference between Devil and deviled and asks her to pass the Satan eggs. She may make it her personal duty to remedy his dislike of ham, but she’ll still add a turkey to the table each Christmas especially for him.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  The years may fly by and you may forget what it was like to not be subject to “random” security checks or the worry that comes with having family far away in a place of unrest. The sharp edges of your cultures may wound each other unintentionally and at times take you by surprise. But you will not forget, even as the years fly by, that the harmony is richer because of the struggles and that that faraway place is now a part of you too. You will learn together which of the sharp edges deserve to be blunted and which ones to keep as they are...but to handle with care.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  You may watch his mother and yours, who don’t speak each other’s languages, laugh as they sled down a hill holding on to one another, and you will know that some things are stronger than cultures or words.




  If you invite an international student home for Thanksgiving:




  It may, of course, lead to nothing at all. It may simply mean another place setting at the table, another slice cut from the pumpkin pie, another friendly face in the shuffle of passing plates and giving thanks.




  But the thing is, you never know.■




  HAMZA SYED




  First Time Home




  I WASN’T SURE HOW MUCH MORE of this I could take. I had been through this too many times in the matter of a week to keep my sanity intact and I was hitting a boiling point (quite literally, as the humidity heated my feverish brain and the sweat from my forehead descended the tributaries formed by the scowl on my face). The streams eventually collected onto my T-shirt to the point where it matched my pit stains. I could even feel my underwear moistening as I smirked to myself and turned to my cousin, “I’m sweating my ass off.” He didn’t get it; guess it didn’t translate well. I looked around and my fellow passengers seemed to be in the same condition. Only difference was I had a sense of hygiene while these grown men reeked of musk and the leaf-wrapped tobacco paan that stained their teeth and gums a distinct red I had only seen in the autumn leaves of New England.




  Now, there was a thought. Laying on the dock of the Charles as the cool breeze washed over me. Looking out onto the simple skyline of Cambridge and the Zakim Bridge off in the distance while the traffic of Boston sped by Storrow Drive and brownstone buildings towered behind me. Children would be heard playing in the park while their parents yelled out in an attempt to keep up. Close by, people would be exercising at the gym park full of contraptions I’ve never figured out how to use. Runners would be running, bikers would be biking, and walkers would chat on the trail along the river filled with sail boats and kayaks. Though this common Soldiers Field Road scene may seem chaotic, being by that dirty water we love so much was my peace of mind; I love spending time there, listening to the famous Otis Redding melody play through my headphones. Corny, yes, but oh so fitting when I am sitting on the dock of the Bay State. I had found that same relief in the calm, cool air in the mountains of Murree and was now headed back to the 24-hour food shops and the less hustle and more bustle of my relatives’ home in Karachi.




  It had been almost ten minutes since the coaster bus had broken down, and I began to wonder if it was bad juju or just our poor choice in bus companies that had caused us to have three buses break down on us in a week. I knew the driver would announce the problem and, almost instinctively, everyone would go about their “we’re going to be here awhile” routine. Some would get out to stretch, others to relieve themselves by the closest bush, some would use their water for ablution and stand to pray, and most would take out whatever food they had packed, before the bumpy ride started again. There would, however, be that one person whose preference for conversation I disdainfully anticipated. In particular, the question, “So, where are you from?”




  It was a deceivingly simple question, one I had faced multiple times. The first was when I received my acceptance letter to study a semester abroad in Beirut. In my excitement, I told everyone I knew about my news, including my Lebanese friend, Omar. As we discussed the ins and outs of living in Beirut, I asked, “So how are Americans viewed in Lebanon?” “They aren’t hated or anything, but to be safe, I wouldn’t advertise it.” This wasn’t the most convenient answer since people would naturally ask where I’m from, but I was okay with that. “Fair enough, I’ll just say I’m from Pakistan then.” Omar’s eyes widened as he raised his thick Middle Eastern-esque eyebrows, “Definitely don’t say you’re from Pakistan.”




  This was not okay. Growing up as an immigrant kid in America, my identity has always been somewhat of a puzzle for me. Unable to comprehend the multifaceted nature an identity can hold, I clung onto the Pakistani background my parents were so sure to emphasize through visits to Karachi: language, customs, and then some. Though they made an effort to expose me to the teachings of Islam, the concepts of the spiritual and metaphysical were largely too grand for me to comprehend as a kid and, therefore, being Muslim was a title I didn’t necessarily internalize. Then, a few bad men drove planes into buildings I had once visited, and the little brown boy in eighth grade math class was expected to know why. Suddenly, I was nothing but a Muslim. And with a wide brushstroke, the radical ideology of a few became the undeserved guilt of many as I felt marked with an invisible star reminiscent of that little girl whose diary we read. A hard pill to swallow at such a tender age was made even harder as reports came out that those bad men were trained in the backyard of the nation my parents called home. I got the impression I had been outcast from being an American and forced to choose between the devil’s horns. The questions of the day revolved around why do they hate us and what have we done to them? I fell under that umbrella and just wanted people to realize that they are so much greater than a few bad men.




  I recall a scene from the beginning of my semester abroad in Lebanon, in which I found myself sitting in a grand, almost picturesque restaurant that gave credence to Beirut’s title as “the Paris of the Middle East.” It was then that Omar’s assessment began to display merit. After finishing dinner at a welcome event for international students, the newcomers excitedly gathered around the hookah as we tried the smoking custom we would become all too familiar with in time. As the bubbles rumbled in the water base, every drag of the pipe filling it with a thick milky white smoke, I jokingly shared the conversation I’d had with Omar. As I narrated my surprise to Omar’s last suggestion, a Lebanese-Emirati girl removed the pipe from her lips and took a break from showcasing her varied methods of blowing smoke rings. “Well, they would probably think you are a bomber,” she said matter-of-factly.




  Now here I was, surrounded by Pakistanis, sweating in the merciless heat on a broken bus. “You going to get out or should I go from the other side?” “Go from the other side,” I told my cousin. I had sunk so far into my soaked seat that, at this point, going into the still, humid air for a breath didn’t seem worthwhile. The only effort I made was to pull back the bus’ side door to let out the aromas their owners had forgotten to take with them. I went to take a swig from a bottled water and noticed the droplets clinging to the top also trying to escape the heat. “I have a hard time in this weather, too,” a passenger said as water streamed down the corners of my mouth, allowing me to solace my parched throat. “Yeah, it’s tough” I said as I panted. “It usually rains the third day in Islamabad, so it’ll cool down,” he said with a smile. “If we ever get to Islamabad,” I chuckled. As we introduced ourselves, I prayed that the conversation I had just stumbled into would be a short one. “Where are you from, Hamza?” “Karachi,” I replied for brevity’s sake. “Oh, okay. And where are you visiting Karachi from?” I have yet to perfect sounding American while speaking English and this, coupled with my accented Urdu while Pakistani has prevented my boyhood, Bond-inspired dreams of becoming a secret agent from ever coming to fruition.




  At the American University of Beirut, I had decided to play it safe and take Omar’s advice. I stuck with my American affiliation for familiarity given the large number of Americans that comprised the international student body. It was only within my close knit group of friends from all corners of the world that I felt comfortable being whoever I wanted to be. I would sit with each of them and talk about their homes, their families, their personal stories. They, too, were not always happy with the state of their countries or the inhabitants of such, and at times also bore their own scarlet letters which they felt were theirs alone to bear. These were stories that were part of their communities, their countries, not removed from them. I would talk about my large family and reminiscence about Boston and, at times, there be would idiosyncrasies that they would not get and I could not explain. I would tell them about the 4th of July fireworks, Thanksgiving meals, New Year’s ice sculptures, and how they hadn’t experienced a beautiful day until they roamed Boston Common on a bright spring morning. I added how Ramadan seemed impossible for non- Muslims and how funny I found it that they were always so thoughtful not to eat or drink around me though fasting was now second nature to me. Eid celebrations to commemorate the end of Ramadan with communities of families, friends, and lots of food at any of the selection of mosques in Boston made that month worthwhile, I told them. We talked about all this and more, and in it all, I didn’t think about being an outsider. I just missed home.




  The driver continued working on the bus’ engine as his navigator scratched his head thinking about what could be wrong. I didn’t think it was possible to get any warmer but my forehead sweated even more intensely as I thought about the conversation that lay ahead. “Um, I’m visiting from the U.S.,” I said in a low voice on the otherwise empty bus. “Oh, I have a brother in America. He lives in Texas.” Knowing that the concept of being from the devil country wasn’t foreign to this man brought some relief. “Terrible what’s happening to Muslims there,” he said, and continued on about what he had heard from his brother about the discrimination Muslims were facing after 9/11, the phone taps, the searches, the questionings, the violence at mosques and the hate mongering. “And you are Pakistani too; you should be very careful. I mean, look at what they are doing with these drone strikes. I just don’t understand why they hate us.” My chest tightened and my mouth dried as the little eighth grade boy was expected again to know why. Except, it wasn’t who I was used to defending. I wanted to tell him that they were also who I am and they too were inherently good people misunderstood. I wanted to let him know that I felt his grief at the senseless drone strikes happening just as I had grieved the senseless attacks on 9/11. But I wasn’t going to do that at the expense of painting a false portrait of a larger group. I was tired of the we and they and I was tired of choosing.




  The Charles River lights up and almost blinds me with the reflection of the sunlight as the rowers ripple the water with their wide strokes. The runners are running, the bikers biking, and the walkers chatting along the trail with messages of “Boston Strong” chalked onto them. There is still a lingering sense of grief from the bombing of the Boston Marathon but the city is re-awakening as Boylston Street is opened and news of the recovering victims is becoming more common. At every vigil, from the Saint Mark’s Parish to the ISBCC mosque, you hear reassuring remarks of community transcending race, religion, and creed, mixed with the unease at instances of hate mongering and violence in the news. I know things will be different; I would be naïve to think otherwise. What I don’t know is how different, and whether there is a little boy somewhere forced to grapple with his multiple identities before he is even comfortable in his own skin. The runners, bikers, and walkers along this Boston trail all look different, speak different, believe different but there is no reason they should feel that way. As I sit by that river and hit play, I’m reminded of that as Otis sings, “two thousand miles I roamed, just to make this dock my home.” I’ve been the outsider, and it took me being outside to realize I’m not.■




  FAYE RIVKIN




  Beauty




  IT’S ABSURDLY TINY, the white string bikini with the gold lamé flower on the left breast.




  I bought it on the Greek island of Crete during a visit in 2006, and I wore it numerous times during that trip, where the swimwear motto seemed to be “less is more.” But in my U.S.-centric world of one-pieces, tankinis, and stick-thin models, I was uncomfortable wearing it at home, so the bikini spent the remainder of that summer and the early part of the following one languishing in a drawer.




  I worked out religiously, and I heard a ton of compliments about my shape, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shake my perception of how I looked in the suit. I heard the kind words but saw rolls of pale, pink fat flopping over the waistband of the low-cut bottoms.




  ■  ■  ■




  TO CELEBRATE MY FORTIETH BIRTHDAY, my best friend Lisa and I visited Eastern Europe in the summer of 2007 — Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Croatia. Touring for more than a week through the majestic cities of Prague and Budapest, we planned to finish with nine leisurely days on the mainland and islands of Croatia, described by friends and web sites alike as “Greece without the hassle and expense.”




  Just before leaving home for the airport, I threw the bikini in my suitcase, primarily for “shits and giggles.” The chances of my wearing it were about as realistic as my parents giving me a Porsche for my birthday.




  Or were they?




  In this part of the world, where countless schools of art began, it’s as if the population sees the human body as a piece of art, a canvas, or a sculpture on which to place an item of clothing simply because they like it, regardless of any resulting ripples and bulges, from the Rubenesque woman in the snug, fire engine red Lycra top and matching pants to the pot-bellied men in Speedos.




  ■  ■  ■




  IN OUR HOTEL ROOM ON HVAR, an island off of the southern coast of Croatia, after some serious reassurance from Lisa, I put on the offending suit and a black sarong cover up, grabbed my beach bag and headed out, without a glance in the mirror to change my mind.




  It’s a ten-minute, slightly-stomach-churning boat ride from the pier near our hotel in Hvar Town, the main town on Hvar, to the island of Jerolim, where we’d decided to spend our first beach afternoon.




  We stumbled across stones, pebbles, and boulders — rocks as diverse as the bathers who sat on them — and stopped at a small, warm, natural pool that separated the land from the chilly, brilliant waters of the Adriatic. We decided the spot behind it would be our home for the afternoon, and we paid an older man wearing too-short denim cutoffs and a fanny pack, to place two white plastic chaise lounges, clean but stained from years of abuse, on two large, relatively flat boulders.




  We succumbed easily to the beauty of the landscape. Journal in hand, wearing only my little white bikini, a large straw hat, and plenty of SPF fifty for protection, I napped, wrote, and stared at the exquisite expanse of blue-green and at the countless sailboats and yachts, some anchored and others moving lazily downstream. Drowsy, I felt almost comfortable in my skin and with all the parts of it that were showing.




  After a short peace though, something disturbed our isolation.




  We looked up to see a tall, attractive man in a tight T-shirt and long flowered shorts navigating the rocks with relative ease; his Pumas made the walk less treacherous than our flip-flops. He strolled our stretch of beach several times before depositing his towel and knapsack a few feet behind Lisa. Smiling a greeting, he knelt down to take off his shoes, his socks...and all his clothes.




  He was an imposing figure: well over six feet, lithe, very tan, and very naked. Lisa and I tried hard not to look in his direction or giggle like ‘tween girls who’d recently discovered boys. Lisa even rearranged our chairs so there was no chance of an accidental viewing. “I didn’t want you to have to stare at his package all afternoon,” she said, grinning.




  It was a losing battle.




  To create distance from our new friend and to get some relief from the extreme heat, we headed for the water’s edge. Talking none too quietly, we decided from his shock of bleach-blond hair, soul patch, and propensity for nakedness, that he had to be German.




  After a frigid few minutes in the water, I was ready for the warmth of my chair and baking in the hot sun. Preoccupied, I stubbed my toe on a half-submerged rock as I turned back toward the beach. Pitching forward, I landed on my ass in our private pool and laughed out loud as I took in a mouthful of warm saltwater.




  “You really should be careful. This beach could kill you,” I heard in a southern drawl. Apparently, Naked Man was from Louisville, Kentucky.




  And so began a friendship, the kind that develops when American strangers find themselves together on a beach in a foreign country and one of them is naked. (The concept of being candid because there’s little risk of future contact didn’t exactly work for us. We’d meet Bart countless times during our days on Hvar, on the ferry to Dubrovnik, and during our five-day stay in Dubrovnik.)




  Lisa and I tried, unsuccessfully, to focus on Bart’s eyes. I can’t tell you what color they were.




  We learned how much he was into the Grateful Dead — it was the twelfth anniversary of Jerry Garcia’s death — and how he (Bart) had just quit his job at age thirty-eight to begin a nine-month trip around the world. Most interesting to me was his interest in what he called FKK. Loosely translated from German, he told us FKK is short for FreiKorperKultur, or “free body culture.” Basically, Bart’s a nude sunbather. He and others like him travel around the world looking for unique places to sunbathe. Croatia, he told us, is known in the FKK community for having some of the most beautiful FKK-only beaches in the world.




  Later that afternoon, I revealed that although I’d been topless on trips to Europe and Israel, I’d never been on a nude-only beach, nor had I ever sunbathed or swam naked. I knew little about the FKK culture, other than what I’d seen on one very quick, accidental visit to Black’s Beach — a nude beach in San Diego — years earlier, when I’d wandered into a nude volleyball game. Although I was comfortable sunbathing without my top, I’d never considered complete public nudity. I didn’t like my body enough to let strangers see it, uncovered, from head to toe.




  But in those first few hours, Bart had me convinced I had to see the FKK beach on Lokrum, off the coast of Dubrovnik. It was breathtaking and secluded, he said, and the perfect place for my first FKK experience. If I wanted to see the beach, located at the far eastern end of one of Croatia’s national parks, I wouldn’t have much choice but to see it in the nude. Nudists, Bart explained, don’t appreciate visits by non-FKK’ers, even those only partially clothed.




  I half-heartedly agreed to meet him when the three of us arrived in Dubrovnik a few days later.




  ■  ■  ■




  WALKING DOWN THE TREE-LINED, dirt path from the boat dock on Lokrum, I passed a large, off-white rectangular sign showing what wasn’t allowed on the stretch of FKK-only beach: simple drawings of a faceless man and woman in bathing suits, separated by a picture of a camera, a thin red X stretched diagonally across the entire, odd scene.




  “No clothing! No cameras!” it screamed.




  Wearing my little bikini, with a large towel wrapped around my lower half, I kept walking. A minute later I picked out Bart’s naked, reclining outline through the grove of thin trees separating the FKK beach from the path. Our eyes connected, and he stood up and waved. I focused intently on his eyes as I made my way over to him, spread out the towel, and sat down.




  The possibility of being naked in front of him and other naked strangers didn’t seem nearly as disturbing to me as it was before we arrived in Europe. As I peeked, and tried not to stare — because that’s what American tourists do — at the scantily-clothed bodies we’d seen that week, bodies of all shapes and sizes, my reservations shrank to the size of the bikini I was seriously considering removing. If they were so comfortable with their bodies, what was keeping me from joining them?




  Nothing really, except years of U.S. body image lessons — Thin is in! Don’t eat that pasta! Cover up those grandma arms! — which weren’t going away overnight. Even with my new, relaxed state of mind, I wasn’t ready to go all the way. With Bart gently egging me on, I sunbathed topless that first afternoon. The small triangles of my bikini bottoms offered no real coverage, but they stayed on. And anytime I stood up, I tied my top back where it belonged.




  Until I went into the water.




  It was hot, really hot, and it wasn’t long before I needed to cool off. I walked to the water’s edge and climbed down several rungs of a rusty ladder, where I stopped and untied my top — leaving it on a rock next to the ladder — before turning toward the water, grinning, and diving in. Did I really have anything to lose, I wondered to myself. If they laughed, they laughed.




  There was no laughter, so on the second day I gave in completely; I was sunbathing and swimming nude, my suit crumpled and lonely on my towel, which was more than a few feet from the ladder.
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