
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


How to React When Woken at 3AM by Drunk Argentinian Backpackers While Staying in a Youth Hostel and Other Lesser Known Travel Tips.

by

Yeats




Copyright © 2024

All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer who may quote brief excerpts in a review. 

This book is a work of nonfiction. Names, places, and incidents are real except where the book notifies. Names have for the most part not been changed because I am not afraid of anyone suing me, as I have nothing of value for them to take.

Edited by Celie Verleysen de Nagy

ISBN: 9798224106608 

Published at Draft2Digital



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Introduction


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


There is an old saying, youth is wasted on the young, wealth is wasted on the old. Let us think about that for a moment. This implies that a young man, who had an absolute blast traveling the world when he was younger despite often finding himself in ridiculous circumstances, and who is still broke as a 57-year-old, is the person who is most deserving to be the poster child for ending climate change.

The world burns too much fossil fuels.

Well, nothing was wasted on my damn watch.

Neither my youth nor any wealth.

If you have gotten here to book 4, then you should already understand I have endeavored to squeeze every drop of life and humor from every uncomfortable situation I have ever unwittingly been in. I will milk a self-deprecating joke as dry as a bull and then give a few more final squeezes and jerks, just to be sure. If there was mileage to be had from making fun of myself getting severe altitude sickness while hanging out with a vertically challenged, cross-dressing professional funeral griever from Guadalajara while hiking the Inca trail to Machu Picchu, then I would be happily dragging Manuel the Mexican midget mourner down whatever unmarked pathway I could find at every mountain pass marker we came across.

In another 30 years, I will be dead. And nothing I could have been, should have been, or might have been embarrassed about will ever matter.

So why not start not caring about that stuff right now?

Even if that means giving ammunition to my detractors.

Who cares?

Give or take 60 years, anyone who is reading this book will be dead as well. And death is when a person discovers that the full total of their existence is only going to amount to a few words of summation of their life by their mates and family members who were unlucky enough to outlive them.

“Fucking Australian pussy,” will be my New Zealand mate Snapper’s effort at my funeral.

“Couldn’t handle his alcohol,” will be the eulogy from my travel agent.

“Hit the road, Jack,” will come from Knoxy if diabetes doesn’t claim his fat English arse first.

That is what good mates are for. Taking the piss out of a person when they cannot defend themselves because they are lying in a casket with rigor mortis.

“My little brother was useless,” is undoubtedly what my older sister will contribute.

That is what family is for. Reminding all the mourners at my funeral that death from old age was all my own fault.

At least they will be the ones having to worry about climate change from that point.

People all can say what they want about me at my burial service. It no longer matters. I will be dead. They will not be so gleeful when they realize my estate had no resources to pay for booze at the wake.

Hopefully Manuel will show up to grieve and not ask to be paid for his attendance.

At that moment, all that will be left to show the world of my journey through life will be my travel memoirs that will get to live in perpetuity on Amazon.com somewhere around the #408,000 bestseller mark in the Kindle store.

Hoo-rah!

This 4th incarnation of the Lesser Known Travel Tips series, unlike my attempts in the first three books, will not be overly geographically specific. It will just be random occasions of stupidity, mischief, and bewilderment from incidents that happened to me somewhere in the world. A melting pot of locations. A pot-pourri of travel essays. The literary meatloaf of life experience. Anecdotes that either had to be edited out of the first three editions due to a lack of available space or that I might have tried to forget had happened to me.

One travel book could be a fluke. Two could be a coincidence. Three is almost a pattern. But four books? Being the author of four travel books is now an occupation.

And so, the best part about all of what remains of this journey in life for me is that I will now get to write off on my taxes the entire expense of every trip I take in the next 30 years as research for a possible fifth book. Every single trip. Every single expense. Including meals and bar tab. This is what my accountant just explained to me. And the taxman is powerless to stop me.

Powerless!

Who is laughing at who now, Mr. Swenson? (My dictatorial 4th grade English teacher)

That realization gem just put a smile on my face faster than I would retch up a breakfast of under-cooked rice and black beans at the 13,828-foot elevation of Dead Woman’s Pass.

It surely could not be any more horrific than 52 and a half tacos.
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The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. 

––––––––
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Big Wednesday was my first day at work as a liftie on the Burgess Creek lift at the Steamboat ski resort as a wide-eyed 20-year-old. I do not remember the exact date, but I am certain it was a Wednesday because everyone who was present at the resort that day referred to it as ‘big Wednesday.’

Overnight, between ‘ordinary Tuesday’ and ‘big Wednesday,’ the town and resort received a mammoth amount of precipitation. It absolutely dumped. A biblical amount of snow. Even though I do not recall snow being mentioned once in either the Old Testament or the New Testament. But I could have missed the reference.

And Moses went up the mountain at God’s direction and there was a massive fresh dump of powder snow, and Moses cried out to the Lord, “ye verily, gonna cut me some wicked turns.”

To get to work on my first day, I take the shortcut straight down the hill to the main road and bus stop. I am decked out in my official Steamboat resort onesie ski suit. The snow level is over my belly button. It is like wading through waist high surf for a half mile.

I scramble onto the bus, and I am on my knees huffing and puffing while dripping with sweat.

An inauspicious start to the day.

From the mountain base, my supervisor and I ride the gondola the 3.1 miles to Thunderhead Lodge.

“Have you ever skied in deep snow?” Asks the supervisor as we clip into our bindings outside the lodge.

Never. But I have skied over rocks, grass, and slushy ice at Australia’s premier ski resort. How much different could it be? I have also watched countless clips of skiers descending mountains with sprays of deep powder being flung from their path as they effortlessly schussed their way through. It always looked easy.

“Of course,” I over-confidently answer.

“Just keep your weight well over the front of your skis.”

Stop patronizing me. I am 20 years of age; I already know everything there is to know about everything in the world.

We head off down the blue run Lightning. This is the steepest ski run I have ever been on in my life. Even though the grooming cats had been on the mountain all night, enough snow had fallen since the last time the caterpillar smoothed this run that it still covers my waist. I make a clean turn, another clean turn, my body as graceful as a ballet dancer. The powder billows gracefully to the side of my body like the majesty of the ocean at the bow of a sleek racing yacht.

Okay, that is a lie.

I am unable to manage performing that crucial first turn. The snow is too deep. My body plows forward down the run, gathering momentum, much like that tanker ship that ran into the Baltimore Bay Bridge. I careen past the supervisor who must think I am stupid and trying to race him to the bottom.

The weight of the masses of snow in front of me is not slowing me down at all.

Then I stack it.

Skis fly off. Poles go in all directions. My googles get a spray of snow up into the inside, such that even after multiple attempts to clean them I still cannot see two feet in front of my face.

The supervisor skis up to me. “You’ve skied deep snow before you said.”

“Just not quite this deep.” At 20 years of age, I am not yet ready to give up my youthful claim to authority.

I was not ready on my next stack while trying to make my first turn.

Nor on the next stack.

Nor the stack after that.

But, on the next stack, with us still not even halfway down the run, I finally concede that I might be out of my depth.

I had to. The supervisor was on the verge of firing me on the spot.

On my seventh stack, one of my skis embeds itself somewhere under the mass of snow and could not be seen. The supervisor and I spend 10 minutes slicing our ski poles through the deep powder, looking for it.

We finally make it to the base of the run and the Burgess Creek lift. We are three quarters of an hour later than my supervisor intended us to be. My on-location training with directing skiers about how to get on and off the lift had to be cut short by that amount of time. The first six pairs of skiers who I help onto the lift, I over-enthusiastically hold the chairlift seat back too high, and it slams into the rear of their knees as I let it go.

It is because of my lack of training, but I still cop a fair bit of abuse from the injured skiers as they head away up the lift.

An inauspicious start to my dream job of being a liftie.

There is some growing concern among the skiers lining up that I am going to disable someone, so I am instead given snow sweeping duties on the top of the structural frame of the lift.

And I am terrified of heights because of the experience of dad driving the family down the world’s third most dangerous road in a minivan when I was young.

But I make it through the day. Dohers and I go to the pub that night and celebrate.

On my second day of work, I am made responsible for being the man at the top of the lift for the first shift. This entails arriving for the first gondola ride at 7am, then skiing to the base of the Burgess Creek Lift down the Lightning blue run that had been my nemesis the day before. The three lifties then start up the lift and one person rides it to the top and then notifies the two at the bottom to stop the lift again. The top person would perform safety checks and then restart the lift from the master control panel in the top shack.

I have traveled nine-tenths of the length of the chairlift, riding it up by myself, when it grinds to a halt. I am left swinging in the air, desperately short of my destination. The top shack is only a few meters away. Close enough to get the attention of a person in the shack, if there was one, but far enough away that if I tried to jump the distance to the landing spot, I would fall to my death nine meters short.

Never even considered jumping.

I have never seen anyone successfully jump while wearing skis.

So, all I can do is sit.

And wonder why the crew at the bottom of the lift stopped it.

And wait.

Fifteen minutes go by. A half hour. Forty minutes.

Then my supervisor appears at the top shack on a snowmobile.

“What on earth are you doing?” He yells at me.

“I am doing exactly as I was told to do,” I answer truthfully. “Ride the lift to the top before notifying the guys at the bottom to stop the lift.”

“Why are you out there, then?”

“Because I didn’t quite make it.”

“Well, you should have told someone,” he angrily replies.

Who was I going to tell? There is no one else on the mountain. My lift crew is the first crew on the gondola. We ride up first thing with the ski patrol, who then ski off to do avalanche duty. The ski patrol is a mile away, firing off their cannons at the higher slopes. The only other two people on the mountain were the two at the bottom of my lift. Probably smoking a joint.

“I got a call from the guys at the bottom of the lift asking me to come and look for you, as they thought you had just wandered off.”

“How am I going to wander off?”

“Well, they didn’t know where you had gone.”

“I didn’t go anywhere.”

“Well, they stopped the lift when you didn’t call down.”

“I wonder why I didn’t call?” I state, exasperated.

“Are you saying it is their fault? You are the new hire. They are not the ones screwing up doing their job correctly.”

Yeats’ law does not stop just because the temperature gets below freezing.

I could tell that the supervisor still considered my inability to negotiate my way down the run on ‘big Wednesday’ as a sign that everything that could go wrong on the Burgess Creek Lift would be my fault.

I came closer to getting fired on my second day than I did on my first.

My dream job as a liftie would be fraught with situations where I would be responsible for my all the problems caused by my joint smoking co-workers.

I still loved it, though.

But that is why a few weeks later, when my mate Dohers called to have a taco eating contest, he would easily talk me into it.
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Life is a journey. Make the most out of it. 

––––––––
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After I moved from Australia to live in Florida in July 1992, the first thing I did was join a rugby club in Tampa. I love playing rugby; I am slow and useless on the field, but my undeniable fervor for the game overshadows my physical limitations just like Kelly McGillis’s role in Top Gun did to every other role in a movie she had afterwards.

If she had any.

See how effective it was?

Playing the sport of rugby is also the best way I know to meet like-minded people in a new country.

Now I realize that not everyone is an avid sports follower. So, the details of the game of rugby will not be immediately familiar to every reader. That is not important. It is the principle of having a passion for an endeavor. The same principle as a person loving to go to a pottery class, yoga, or taking music lessons. The desire to achieve excellence in each activity is similar, only with the added quirk in rugby of the other attendees punching you in the face while questioning the legitimacy of your birth.

My first game with my new club is in Ft. Lauderdale. Rugby is still an unknown sport in the USA. Florida has one rugby club per city, with the exception being Miami, which has two. Being a newbie to Florida, I did not realize the distances involved with getting to some of the other cities to play a match.

I must drive an hour to get to Tampa for practice. To get from there to Ft. Lauderdale is a three and a quarter hour drive in a straight shot. Add in stops for gas, grabbing something to eat, and several breaks for people to go to the bathroom because five men in a car cannot coordinate their ablutions, and a person is looking at five, five and a half hours.

One way.

But I am getting to see Florida for the first time.

Which is five hours of looking at swamp.

Florida is much bigger than what I had expected. And much swampier.

And after all that effort to get to the opposition’s field, when we arrive, it is pouring with rain. This will mean a five-hour drive home sitting next to four similarly damp bodies.

But when you are young, nobody cares.

The ref blows the whistle, and the game begins.

The field, in keeping with the notion that rugby is a developing game in this country, is normal regulation size. But it has a large tree in the try zone at one end. The park did not have quite the dimensions to be able to map out a full field without including this tree. That is okay. The goal posts were held together with duct tape. One of the sidelines had a one-meter deviation off being straight to account for a fence that protected a canal that apparently had alligators.

Rugby, like life, is sometimes messy, but people just must make it work.

Even in bad weather.

The rain does not let up. In fact, it only gets worse.

Being new to the state, as well as not fully understanding the geographical size of Florida, I also do not understand what is referred to as ‘Florida’s Hurricane season.’ It happens every year, from June 1st to November 30. Half the entire calendar. In Florida, there are six months when you can get blown away in a cyclonic storm, and six months where you are sweating like a pig wishing there was a hurricane to bring some rain.

Even if there is not a formed and named hurricane during the months of ‘the season.’ Florida will still get almost daily large electrical storms, with bolt lightning unlike anything I had ever seen. The sun’s rays on all that swampland, five hours' driving worth, creates a great deal of evaporation which when it hits the cooler air at higher elevations condenses and falls back to earth.

Florida is its own ecosystem of swamp that causes storms that floods everything and turns it into a swamp.

Our rugby day is being marred by one of those storms.

There is a great deal of thunder around before the kick-off, but only an occasional flash of light in the distance.

We are 15 minutes in when a bolt of lightning strikes the tree that sits in the try zone. My eyes felt like they were witnessing a crack in the time-space continuum being ripped apart. My heart felt like it stopped beating for five seconds. The crackle and fizz as the shot of electricity fries the molecules of air it moves through is terrifying. Every man on that field is within 100 yards of seeing God.

Thirty sphincters relaxed simultaneously.

Including the ref’s.

In my entire career of playing sport, I have never been able to run faster than another player.

Except on this day.

I was the quickest to the car of any man by far.

The game is immediately canceled, and we all go to the pub.

The hair on everyone’s forearms is still bristling an hour later.

Travel tip. Do not fuck with nature. There are several notable travel sites where visitors have the danger of being hit by lightning. The Eiffel Tower, Christ the Redeemer Statue, even the Taj Mahal are all regularly hit by lightning. The Zugspitze, Germany’s highest peak, had a tourist recently struck and killed on the short hike to the summit after exiting the cog wheeled train. Half Dome in Yosemite has seen 25 people die after being struck climbing up the cables even with the storms in plain sight. If a person needs me to tell them of the dangers of being hit by lightning when they can see a storm brewing in their local vicinity, then they have bigger problems than what a book can solve.
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It feels good to be lost in the right direction. 

––––––––
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After I recovered from the shock of nearly being a shrimp on a barbie, I knew that I wanted to find a way to leave my mark on the world. If I had died being struck by lightning, who would even know that I had lived? I wanted people to remember my name. Think Pele, Micheal Jordan, the Apostle Luke, and Vasco de Gama type legacy on the social consciousness.

So, I kept on training hard, getting myself into the best shape of my life, and I found a way to join up with a traveling rugby side that was going to the Bahamas in March 1993 to play a friendly against the Bahamian National team.

I was so excited.

My first step towards worldwide recognition.

For those not familiar, there is a tradition in rugby that any player can show up at any amateur club in the world and ask to play a game, and the very best will be done to happily accommodate them. The term is referred to as ‘whoring yourself onto a team.’ A player can go with complete strangers on a tour, or to a rugby tournament and whore themselves onto any team they want.

It is an interesting way to do some traveling to some obscure places.

The flight from Miami International Airport to Nassau, the capital of the Bahamas, takes less than 20 minutes. The drive from my apartment on the West Coast of Florida to Miami airport took me five and a half hours.

Gas. Food. Toilet. Traffic. Driving slow getting bored looking at swamp.

Travel tip. Sometimes the preparation to get to the place where you need to be to get to the place you want to go will require over 90% of the total effort.

The players on the trip are a ragtag collection from several clubs in the state, and we all congregate at Miami airport late on a Friday afternoon. Nothing is as exciting as a young man's preparation for going to a new country and I am bouncing off the walls. One might think that I am preparing for a rugby game in the actual airport terminal. I stretch my muscles at the check-in counter. Stretch in the departure lounge. I even stretch while in my plane seat. But, with all this nervous energy and anticipation of getting to the Bahamas; I neglect to eat a meal since leaving my house.

The short flight to the Bahamas does not give time for the flight attendant to pass out drinks, let alone those nourishing tiny packets of salted pretzels.

At touchdown, I am beyond famished.

I am beyond starving.

I would eat the crotch of a dead leper’s underpants.

Even one saltine cracker on that plane flight would have held me over till breakfast.

After our evening arrival in Nassau, the squad checks into the Sheraton Cable Beach Resort. This is very fancy digs for me. The Sheraton. The Val Kilmer of hotel chains. Not as prestigious as the Tom Cruise like Park Hyatt, but a large step up from my usual Budget 8. Couldn’t the tour management have located a more cost-conscious motel for the team? Between the airfare, gas for the five-and-a-half-hour drive, and accommodation costs, I had already consumed 99% of my disposable money for this trip.

But whatever available funds I have left, I will gladly use them all to have something to eat tonight.

If it was not too much.

Two other players, that I would eventually travel with again to Uruguay and who are the pair I most suspect of stealing my photo of Brandi, convince me to join in with them to break curfew and sneak out to the Paradise Island Casino. I do this only under the strict understanding that our taxi first stops at a Subway or McDonald's. 

“Didn’t you eat at Miami Airport, like the rest of us?”

“I was stretching.”

As soon as the taxi driver pulls away from the hotel, I ask him to take us straight to the closest fast-food restaurant. He informs me that, “all commerce shuts down in Nassau at 8 pm.”

“What?” I stammer. “All commerce shuts down. What do you mean?”

“He means that everything is closed,” explains one of the two players.

“You don’t have to explain it to me. I know what it means. The question I have is why the bloody hell is everything shut this early?”

“It just is,” replies the driver.

“Don’t you have a McDonald’s?”

“Yes.”

“And it is not open now?” I question.

“Closed.”

“Do you have a Burger King?”

“We have two.”

“Can we go to one of them?”

“Both are closed now.”

“It is only nine fifteen,” I blurt.

“I know. It is late,” the driver blithely responds.

“Late?”

“Yes, late.”

“Does the Bahamas have a 7-11?” I continue to push.

“They would probably be closed as well,” interjects one of my rugby companions with a laugh. The other two are enjoying my suffrage.

“How could they be closed?” I exclaim. “The name of the company literally demands that they be open at nine fifteen. I will sue the company out of existence if they are not open at this hour.”

“Does the Bahamas have a 7-11?” I repeat firmly to the driver.

“Yes, it does.”

“Is it open?”

“Yes.”

“Can we go there?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“It is on another island,” the taxi driver calmly states.

“Point me in the direction,” I say to his face without blinking. “I’ll fucking swim!”

Here I am in the capital city of a, albeit extremely tiny, Caribbean country and I have a better chance of finding 24-hour fast-food at Death Valley National Park. There may be an open restaurant at the gambling establishment we are going to, but I would hazard a guess that any snacks there get a markup in price like food stuffs sold at Wimbledon during Championship fortnight.

And you know I am a cheap bastard.

Plus, I still need to buy petrol to drive the five and a half hours home on Sunday evening.

The other two only want to get to the gaming tables at Paradise Island.

The whole point of me sneaking off to the casino and breaking team curfew was to get something to eat. I do not want to lose money playing blackjack that I desperately need for the purchase of food.

Thankfully, we do not stay at the casino long. The one player most excited to be there makes three uncomfortably large bets on a roulette table, loses, and suddenly loses all interest in gambling. The entire effort to evade team management to sneak out of the hotel, ride in a taxi, then get into a heated argument over the Bahamas’ rudimentary approach to economic expansion results in a grand total of five minutes of ingloriousness spent on the casino floor.

The taxi ride back to our hotel passes in silence.

I am too hungry to speak.

The guy who lost $200 in 87 seconds is in a terrible mood.

The third guy falls asleep.

The next morning, I have a momentary stroke of good luck, successfully sneaking into the Sheraton breakfast buffet without paying. After factoring in inflation, the $20 cost of the buffet in 1993 is the modern equivalent of the purchase price of a semi-detached three-bedroom ranch house in the suburbs. As I eagerly wait in line to fill up my plate, a cold hand on my shoulder alerts me to the fact that security did not consider my wide-eyed look of innocence to be a convincing accompaniment to my excuse that I thought I was supposed to pay after I had eaten.

“You need to pay before you eat at the buffet,” the hotel employee tells me.

“I can’t afford it.”

“So, how did you intend to pay then after the meal?”

“I thought I would then need to try to sneak out without paying.”

Because I had not eaten anything and by virtue of the fact that standing beside a buffet and salivating onto a plate is not a crime, they had to let me go on my way.

I run into several other members of the team who also thought $20 is too steep to spend on breakfast. After a lively discussion of the merits of each decision, we divide ourselves into two distinct groups. The poorest members head off to go for a long walk to look for a supermarket to buy something cheap to eat. The other group, who feel they can at least afford a single item à la carte at the Sheraton, will go out to the hotel pool and see what is on offer on the poolside menu.

Even though I am the most cost adverse person among all of them, I am too weak to walk any further than the pool deck.

A courteous young man in a spotless, pressed white shirt delivers us the entire pool deck menu from memory. But it took us a full half hour to garner his attention to come over to us from the pool bar serving station. On offer for the princely sum of $7 are two types of sandwiches, tuna or egg salad. Not what today’s professional athlete might choose for a pregame breakfast, but we are on an amateur sports team in the year 1993. The world record holder for the marathon at the time would dine on steak and chips the night before a race. Probably enjoyed a cold beer as well.

Unless a person lived in the Communist Block, sport up until this moment remained in an age of innocence. No one would evenly vaguely consider that Olympic Ice-Skating hopefuls would go Don Gotti on one another or that female tennis stars could get stabbed while on court. For god’s sake, people still considered the sport of professional cycling to be completely drug free.

The two guys I went to the casino with last night order egg salad, while I and two others order the tuna. We vaguely discuss game tactics as we lounge on the linoleum recliners waiting for our meal. There is a stiff wind kicking up quite a disturbance on the surface of the pool. Water laps over onto the cement deck from the waves being created. It had been a brisk enough blow when we first came outside, but as the minutes tick by, it continues to grow in strength.

Ten minutes of waiting turns into an hour. The wind builds past gale force to uprooting poolside umbrella force. We are all hanging tough, despite the elements, waiting for our meal. As I am the one closest to starvation in the group, I anxiously watch the staff behind the pool bar to determine if there is any sign our food is close to arrival.

An hour turns into an hour and a half.

Finally, there is movement. One of the bar staff casually saunters over and informs us that there is no tuna for sandwiches. I speak up, “mate then just bring us five egg salad sandwiches as quick as you bloody can!” He calmly nods, meanders back to the pool bar and resumes slowly wiping down glasses.

One more hour passes. The supermarket expedition party returns and the look of contentment on their faces is murder. The others waiting with me suppress their laughter that this is what it feels like to be on island time. Really? This is the joy of being in paradise. Why on earth do people dream of living on a tropical island then?

If it takes over two hours to get a sandwich, how long would it take to get a heart transplant?

My eyes fixate on what is going on behind the bar, or rather, what is not going on. The two servers stand inert. Time for them no longer exists. There are no other hotel guests by the pool to provide service to. For good reason, the gusts of wind are sending anything not nailed down flying off towards the Bahamian island that has the 7-11.

We all start to shiver as the temperature drops well below what is expected in the Caribbean at this time of year. The wind is now at a howl as it strains the coconut trees lining the beach. Finally, I see movement. One of the bar staff opens a small refrigerator at the end of the bar counter. He extracts five pre-made, boxed sandwiches. After five more minutes, to let the sandwiches obtain the ambient air temperature, he delivers the food to us with a look of complete contempt that he has been made to apply himself to his job.

What was that all about?

This is customer service in paradise?

Paradise sucks if a person is hungry. Or has a heart attack.

Travel tip. This is Island Time. A suspended state of being that is comparable to the slightly faster cousins of American Healthcare System time or Waiting for an AC repairman time. For travelers familiar to the customer service standards of Western cultures, then experiencing Island Time on the first occasion will leave a person dismayed, confused, and angry. Please do not worry. None of the people you are waiting for give a damn and will more than likely extend the time you are suffering just because they have to power to do so.

My sandwich is consumed in one mouthful.

The other four men take their time.

They then spend ten minutes fretting over if a 20 percent tip would be too small for the service.

Travel tip. Tipping is a quaint custom for tourists that has frankly gotten out of control. Many vacation spots include a 20% service surcharge on their bill, then expect another tip on top of that. Some hotels in Greece will then try to strong arm guests. I was recently asked if I wanted to leave a tip by the airport kiosk after doing a self-service check-in. I was warned by my mate Sheilds that if I go to Azerbaijan and get sick; the doctors expect to be tipped before they will see a patient in the ER.

This is not ‘tip creep,’ this is extortion. My buddies in the German Mafia taught me all about it.

Overcoming the minor inconvenience of waiting hours for the delivery of a pre-made sandwich a grand total of 15 meters from a small bar fridge to my small intestine, I am hoping that I will get through the rest of the day unscathed.

Ha!
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Some journeys can only be traveled alone. 

––––––––
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The pre-match warm-up for our rugby match consists of running on the spot while desperately attempting to not be blown away. Weather conditions in the Bahamas have deteriorated from absolutely atrocious to whatever level exists after absolutely atrocious.

Unbeknownst to any of us, including the Bahamian weather service, a cyclonic super storm had appeared overnight in the Gulf of Mexico. This March 1993 storm system became known as the Storm of the Century. The fact the center of this powerful weather cell does not come within 400 miles of the Bahamas, did not matter. The islands take an absolute hammering from driving rain and ferocious winds.

Anyone dumb enough to play a game of rugby in this weather took an even bigger hammering.

Now, I have always dreamed of one day achieving a feat in a rugby game that was so remarkable, so inspiring, that the action would be forever referred to afterwards with my name. “Oh my god did you see that amazing game on the weekend. One of the players pulled off a Yeats.”

This would elevate me into the conversation with such visionaries as Ulrich Salchow, the Swedish figure skater who invented the single, double, and triple Salchow jump. Dick Fosbury, to whom the Fosbury Flop is attributed, and who single-handedly reinvented the sport of high jump. And Steven Bradbury, whose unlikely Olympic gold medal success in short track speed skating coined the phrase ‘to do a Bradbury.’

Ten minutes into the game a swirling kick from the Bahamian team is whipsawed by wind as it soars into the sky. As the ball reaches the apex of its arc, it becomes impossible to determine the ball's downward trajectory. One instant it is heading towards landing near our fullback, the next it is heading towards landing in Jamaica. I am screaming at the top of my lungs, “mine, mine,” to claim the ball as I run backwards. My fullback is screaming to take the catch as well, while running forward at full tilt.

Neither of us can hear the other’s call over the roar of the wind.

Our collision makes the impact of the meteor that ended the reign of the dinosaurs on the face of the earth feel more like a snowflake landing on the back of a furry baby seal. Our foreheads clash, knocking me unconscious for a few seconds. The studded toe of the fullback’s boot kicks me directly in the shin. The bone does not shatter, but the soft tissue trauma I sustain with the blow is dreadful.

As soon as I regain consciousness on the ground, I know my day is done. I have searing pain in my leg that is expanding outward like a drum circle after a bus load of hippies arrives. The coach runs onto the field with the magic sponge. He splashes water in my face.

“Get on with it!” He sternly advises.

“I think I have broken my leg,” I whimper. “I need to come off.”

“We don’t have reserves. Tough luck. You can’t come off,” he responds.

Even though we called ourselves a rugby squad, we only had the required minimum of 15 players to field a team. No spares. Under the strict code of toughness that all rugby players must abide by, in the circumstances of having no suitable replacement, then unless my injury is death, I must stay on the pitch and help my teammates for the remainder of the game.

So, I stayed on the field.

And did nothing for the remaining 70 minutes of the match.

Absolutely nothing.

I did not move from the position I was standing in.

I stayed where I was even during the halftime break.

It was too painful to walk.

All the while, hurricane force wind and shrapnel like rain whip against my face.

Thankfully, there was no lightning.

For the rest of the game, there were 29 other players moving around in haphazard formations, the referee running up and down, the occasional hotel pool deck umbrella that was swept across the field in the cyclonic winds, and me standing motionless on the 10-yard line near halfway.

Muttering under my breath. “This royally sucks.”

I did affect one tackle. That was on my own teammate who accidentally ran into me. My tackle shut down our most promising attacking play of the second half.

Afterwards, the rest of the team noted that they would have been significantly better off if they had, in fact, allowed me to leave the field and play a man down. Fortunately, no one coined the phrase, ‘to do a Yeats,’ a defamatory term that could be used to designate where a team would be better off being a player short than to have a useless one on the pitch.

But the confirming sign of the effect that Yeats’ law would have on my life had become apparent. Whatever can go wrong will go spectacularly wrong, and I will suffer for it.

This law had a chilling effect for the remaining 25 years of my rugby playing career. Having a teammate break my finger on the tour to Uruguay. Another break my leg on a tour of South Africa. While another cracked my ribs while touring Costa Rica. And I suffered a few concussions at the hands of teammates while playing for the club in Santa Monica.

The conditions on the American eastern seaboard continue to deteriorate into the evening. The storm complex is massive, affecting 26 states of the continental US. Blizzard conditions prevail over much of this area. Snow falls as far south as the northern part of Florida. Areas of southern Alabama receive 12 inches of snow. Airports, highways, and gentleman’s clubs are closed from Atlanta to Maine and as far west as Texas. Where gentleman’s clubs are a vital mainstay of the state’s economy. Ten million homes lose power, 300 people perish, and it is estimated that 40 percent of the US population is directly affected by this weather system.

None of that affected me. I was smiling for the first time on this short trip. While the rest of the team went out on a pub crawl to mingle with the party minded Spring Break revelers from the USA who were in town this weekend, as I couldn’t walk, I stayed back in my room at the hotel with a happy meal from McDonald's that was procured for me before the establishment closed their doors for the night at 8pm.

Travel tip. Travel, like your weekly food shopping trip, is best done on a full stomach.

The next day, with my lower leg swollen to the size of a small, well fed feral pig, we arrive at the airport in the afternoon to find all the airports on the Eastern seaboard of the US are closed due to the effects of the storm and there was a 99% delay or cancellation rate for flights out of Lynden Pindling International.

Yeats’ law confirmed.

Who could have seen that coming?
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Not all those who wander are lost. 

––––––––
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My seventh foray into the heaving, intoxicating bosom of Los Angeles was in November 1994. This was well after the occasions of my attendance in this pervasive city where I had been scared witless with my first attempt at driving a car on the right side of the road, propositioned for gay sex while hitchhiking, or flying in during the heights of the L.A. riots. But well before I endured a bullet shot through the wall of my house missing my head by two feet, having actor Wesley Snipes almost run me over, and coming perilously close to drowning when my boat nearly capsized hitting the first wave coming out of Marina Del Rey.

Ah, the city of angels has given me so many good times.

Immediately prior to this trip to L.A., I had left my job in Boston and driven to San Antonio in pursuit of Brandi, who had moved there with her mother and twin sister in the summer. In my defense, it was not only to chase the woman who I mistakenly believed was my destiny. I also had a slightly better reason. One brisker-than-usual autumn morning I came out of the Boston house where I was living with Phil. The house where I had watched the neighbors get into the argument punctuated with gunfire on the same night OJ Simpson had his car chase. I went to start my car.

The car started, but there was a thick sheet of frosted ice across the windshield.

It was early October.

Memories of the 30 miserable days spent in Littleton, New Hampshire at -40 degrees filled my head faster than a Facebook feed would be inundated with advertisements for latex bodysuits and ball gags after a person said the words “I love bondage” in close proximity to their phone.

There was no way I was going to put myself through that agony again.

The relative warmth of San Antonio was my only option.

I just needed to convince Brandi to fall back in love with me.

To do that, I planned to jump in my Chevy Sprint and merely drive the 2043 miles to the Alamo City and show up at her door. Heartfelt feelings and undeniable attraction would do the rest. My car was within 7 months of the major engine repair required after I destroyed the pistons driving on a deserted highway in backwoods New Hampshire without enough oil.

Now I needed it to hold together for the 30 hours required to get to middle Texas.

A trifle detail.

Things would be fine.

I kept a dozen 1-quart containers of oil on my backseat for the drive.

The drive from Boston to San Antonio was both majestic and dull. I passed by New York City on the 95 Freeway on a clear night. Crossing the George Washington Bridge, I had the World Trade Center and the Empire State Building brightly illuminated on the left of my field of vision as I shot through New Jersey. Hurrying past Philadelphia, Wilmington, Baltimore, Washington DC, the lights of the cities blurred into one smeared with my tears of anxiety that Brandi might have already fallen in love with a cowboy. I drove until my eyes could no longer stay open and pulled over into an IHOP parking lot to crawl into the back seat and rest my head on the surprisingly soft comfort of the receptacles for Valvoline semi synthetic 5W-30 for high mileage vehicles.

The next day, as determined as I was to get to my destination in Texas, I could not resist deviating 3 hours out of my way into West Virginia to see the New River Bridge spanning the New River Gorge. This is the genetic disposition for travel I get from my father. Arbitrarily driving miles off the beaten path to go to a place that I wish I had never heard of the moment I get there.

I navigate my way to this architectural marvel, built in the remotest region of America’s famed backwoods state, by the traditional method of directions written down on a piece of paper that were copied from a Rand McNally Atlas. There is no phone powered GPS driving systems in 1994. I am winging it on a hope and a prayer.
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