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for Brice,

and our little adventurer.

“People don’t take trips ...

trips take people.”

John Steinbeck
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•  Chapter 1
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Today’s the birthday of Louis, my lover. Calling him ‘my lover’ might seem a bit babyish, but he’s neither my fiancé nor my common-law husband. Besides, I find the word ‘lover’ cute, although it’s probably more schoolyard slang than the vernacular of a young PhD student newly settled into the workforce. Anyway, today’s his birthday.

For my friends and family, I always try to find the ONE gift that will make them happy. I rack my brains for days with a single goal in mind: to see the person receiving my present smile. You don’t need to pull off the impossible or spend all the money in your bank account. The main thing is to hit the spot with the right gift. And this time, I’m absolutely sure Louis will be over the moon. Well, okay. I’ll admit it. Just like me, he’s rather reserved, so he probably won’t jump up and down, but I’m pretty sure he’ll overwhelm me with a flood of words and thank me all day long.

I’m in the midst of preparing everything. Going above and beyond expectations. What I’m trying to say is Louis and I have hit a plateau and I want him to realize we need to step things up a bit. We’re not even living together yet! But that’s a conversation for another time.

So, to start things off, my pan-fried scallops in balsamic vinegar will make him melt, and then my salt-crusted fish with crunchy miniature vegetables will make him explode, while cheeses from the Munster Valley and his favorite wild blueberry pie will finish him off. And that’s without mentioning all the wines I plan to serve to accompany these dishes! We’re both from Alsace, and gastronomy plays an important role in our lives. However, we only go all out on special occasions because we both live very healthy lifestyles. Some might even say we’re too strict. Sport and a balanced diet are integral parts of our daily lives.

I arrange stem glasses on the table with the precision of a Swiss watchmaker. Then I’m in the middle of carefully lining up several small bowls of peanuts and other salty treats when the doorbell rings. I straighten my skirt and run a hand through my hair before opening the front door. Louis is upset and in a bad mood when I welcome him in.

“Chantal, you’ll never guess the shock I’ve just had outside your building.”

Knowing Louis, he’ll have stepped in dog poop in his moccasins. Last week, for instance, he found a post-it note stuck to his bicycle with the phone number of someone called Johan asking him to call because he found him sexy. And that’s got to be the craziest and most unexpected thing he’s told me since we met.

No longer able to stand it, I end up asking him, “So, tell me. What happened?”

“Well, I was tying up my shoelaces when I noticed my socks didn’t match! Can you believe it? On one foot, I was wearing the blue one for Monday, and on the other, the green one for Tuesday!”

I’m sure you’ll understand my chagrin, dear reader. It’s hard not to smile at Louis’s seriousness and confidence. He leads an existence closer to that of Homer Simpson than Robinson Crusoe, but classier! Despite this, he makes my life fizz and fills me with happiness. His carefully chosen, high-end vocabulary sometimes gives me the impression I’m rubbing shoulders with a young lord of the manor.

He explains that his week has started off poorly and sees it as a bad omen for the rest of it. I reassure him and try to make him think of something else because, after all, it’s his birthday. And by repeating it, I hope it’s now ingrained in your mind. I end up convincing Louis not to let his trivial worries taint our memorable evening. Louis is intrigued and indulges my wish to please his palate.

The various courses follow each other but I’m looking forward to dessert. And no, I’m not insinuating anything by that, dear reader. It’s not my style. Once the candles are extinguished, it’ll be time to present him with his birthday gift! Louis takes his time to finish what’s on his plate and is surprised to see me on pins and needles.

“Chantal! Stop staring at me like that! You’re making me nervous!”

“So hurry up and finish your cake. I’m dying with impatience here! Right! I’m going to fetch your birthday present now.”

I get up and rush to the bedroom. I reappear a few minutes later disguised as a video game heroine. Princess Zelda, to be exact. Louis’s eyes open wide and remain that way for a few seconds. He’s not getting it. I ask him to guess what his surprise is, but his mind’s a blank.

“Come on, Louis! Think! Apart from Carnival, a gathering of people in costumes ... what is it?”

“The manga stalls at the Paris Book Fair?”

“You’re hopeless,” I sigh.

“Thank you?”

“Put some effort into it. Rack your brains. Grind those cogwheels for once. It’s an event that takes place every year, but not in France.”

“Gay pride parade?”

“There’s one in Paris too.”

“People dressed up ... abroad ... once a year? Hmm. Besides Comic-Con, I haven’t got a clue.”

“Bingo, Louis! You figured it out.”

“So?”

“Sometimes I don’t get why everyone thinks you’re a genius. You and logic are so far apart. Comic-Con, you idiot! I’m taking you there. I’m tired of vacationing in the south of France. This time we’re going to San Diego, California, and the West Coast!”

“Oh!”

He takes some time to ingest the information and then a flash of lucidity sparks his mind and illuminates his gaze.

“So, I’ll be able to wear my Superman costume in broad daylight and even walk down the street in it?”

“Exactly! I’m making your dream come true.”

“But Chantal, it just isn’t reasonable. The plane tickets alone must cost a fortune.”

“Don’t worry, Louis. An organized person like me books way ahead of time and snags up the lower rates.”

“I don’t know how to express my gratitude! You’ve made me very happy! Thank you very, very much!”

“My pleasure.”

To my great surprise, Louis comes over to me and embraces me. He lays a chaste kiss on my forehead and whispers in my ear, “It’s the greatest gift anyone’s ever given me. And, what’s even more fabulous, we get to share the moment together.”

My cheeks redden. I really scored some points tonight. I tell him about our program for the holiday. We’ll arrive in San José, California, visit corporate headquarters in Silicon Valley, then see the West Coast: elephant seals, Santa Monica and its Ferris wheel, Los Angeles, Hollywood Boulevard, Beverly Hills, Santa Barbara, and finally, San Diego. His enthusiasm grows as I list all these attractions. Like everyone else, we grew up watching TV series and movies set in these iconic places. We can imagine ourselves there already: it’s nighttime, we’re holding hands and looking up at the bright letters of Hollywood in the distance as we walk quietly along the Walk of Fame featuring our favorite actors and actresses, sipping on smoothies to go. We spend the rest of the evening discussing our plans, our hotels, and how we’ll travel, and then go to bed, exhausted but excited.
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•  Chapter 2
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OMG, we leave in a week! Time is flying. Preparations are in full swing. Especially for me. It’s my first big trip. I’m totally excited, although, strangely enough, not frightened. And that’s a good thing.

Let me summarize what I still need to do:


	Find a book I can read on the trip. One that’s not too heavy and not too cumbersome, but still quite entertaining. I have lots of choices on my bookshelf. It won’t be easy.

	Take a water bottle I can fill up at the airport. That way, I won’t have to wait for the flight attendant to top up my glass. I’ve read that on some airlines flight attendants don’t pass down the aisle often enough. I don’t want to die of thirst.

	Print out our airline tickets as soon as I receive the email for online check-in. For ecological reasons, I hate doing this, but I don’t trust e-tickets. What if my cell phone battery dies at the worst moment? It would be a catastrophe.









I’ve packed my luggage according to a checklist I found on a travel website. Without it, I wouldn’t have even known where to start. You know how some girls stand in front of their closets and say, I’ve got nothing to wear? I was thinking the same thing, but it’s absolutely true in my case. I have a minimalist wardrobe, and my suitcase seems a little too big all of a sudden. I’m not a fan of shopping, but I do wish I had at least one beautiful dress to seduce Louis. Oh well.

I finally feel ready. Now that my suitcase is packed, the days left until my departure don’t seem to go by fast enough. Louis, meanwhile, is as cool as a cucumber. He doesn’t tell me anything ... or very little ... although he did parade in front of me in a variety of superhero costumes and ask me to help him choose one to put in his luggage. We decided on Superman, his favorite. Batman was relegated to second place, but I still managed to find room for it in my suitcase. Shhhh ... it’s a surprise!

I haven’t told any of my colleagues where we’re going on holiday. And I didn’t confide in them either as I was preparing for this trip. You know what it’s like. Sometimes we just want to keep our secrets to ourselves. Besides, I’m not a great talker. I’m not a show-off either. Neither do I enjoy it when people ask me about my private life. Instead, I tend to be evasive and turn the question around to them. Work is work. I mean, what would my colleagues say if I told them I wore superhero costumes? They’d think I was totally depraved. Their image of me is the complete opposite. I breathe seriousness. I’ve never had a crooked crease or a loose thread. They think I’m obnoxiously as straight as an arrow and I don’t want to disillusion them. That’s just the way I am with them. With Louis, I can relax a bit more. I can be myself. Meanwhile, my inner being is full of wild enthusiasm. I’m burning with impatience and counting the hours before our departure.

This’ll be my first time in an airplane, not counting the time when I was a baby! Even though there are low-cost airlines now, I’ve never boarded one. And although I remind myself that hordes of tourists and businesspeople fly without a hitch every day, I’m still a little nervous about being stuck inside a giant metal bird for so long. Will I get deep vein thrombosis? Will I watch movies the whole time? Will I be able to sleep? Will I have a crying baby or an oversized passenger next to me? Above all, will I be terrified, or will I forget from the very first moment after take-off that I’m flying over the Earth?
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•  Chapter 3
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The last few days have passed by quickly. Without warning, here I am in the plane with my seat belt fastened, ready for takeoff. I try to keep my mind busy as best I can so I don’t feel stressed. I remember my father telling me about the complimentary socks, night mask, wipes, and toothbrush provided by the airline. Well, I must say, times have changed! There are no free supplies. Neither is there a printed menu stuffed into the mini pouch on the back of the seat in front. I applaud this ecological gesture. No more disposable products. I was about to revise my opinion about the airline until I later noted the number of paper napkins and plastic glasses handed out generously by the flight attendants. Only business class passengers are entitled to real dishes. Environmental protection comes at a price!

The flight’s smooth. I don’t even notice when we take off. Louis ruins things for me by constantly grumbling about his neighbor, with whom he’s forced to share an armrest, or because his knees are touching the seat in front. What’s more, there’s an obese gentleman behind him who has kindly asked him not to lower his seatback, otherwise he’d have very little room. My prince apologizes to him out of politeness, but his brain is boiling with annoyance. Louis is easily upset. I finally tell him to stop when he starts reciting statistics about our chances of getting out of this plane alive. We’re on vacation. Morbid ideas should be kept in the closet. So should bad moods. With some difficulty, he manages to keep his bet by only opening his mouth to say positive things to me. The result is that during the journey, he barely talks, leaving me to my exciting reading of the first volume of George R. R. Martin’s Iron Throne.

The plane lands as it had taken off: without a sound and without a tremor. The pilot has fulfilled his contract, and we have arrived on American soil alive. I shall bless his family for generations.

Signs saying ‘Welcome to the U.S.A.’ greet us. Welcome to non-vegan burgers from hormone-stuffed beef that doesn’t come from my small local butcher. During the holidays, I plan to make a slight deviation from my vegetarian diet, but shhh. Don’t say it too loudly! Welcome to bottomless drinks in fast food restaurants and ... welcome to customs officers known for their unfailing friendliness. My panic increases as the line toward the border guard booth shortens. I check the expiry date of my passport for the umpteenth time. I had it issued especially for this trip. On it, my photo looks blurry, and the passport authority’s signature isn’t clear. What if they think it’s a fake document and send me back to France immediately? As these scenarios play in my head, Louis squeezes my hand, and I feel slightly reassured.

We decide to face the customs officer together. He inspects me from head to toe, and then asks me in the most natural way, “Did you come to help build the wall with your friends?”

Is it me, or does he think I’m Mexican?

“Sorry?”

“I didn’t know France had them too,” he grumbles into his beard.

I choose not to respond. I had heard it was sometimes difficult to get through the border check, and that it could be unpleasant, but I hadn’t expected racism. He was trying to unsettle me. You should know, dear reader, it takes a great deal more than that to get me angry. After a few indiscreet questions about my relationship with Louis, and how French cheese is made, he agrees to let us enter, but not without giving us a blood-curdling stare. Don’t imagine for a moment that just because we’re in Las Vegas the cops are any nicer.

My stomachache settles down for a few minutes before resuming once again when we arrive at our boarding gate. Our next destination is San José in Northern California, from where we’ll start our road trip. There’s a problem though, and I don’t dare tell Louis about it. The temperatures displayed on the screen aren’t at all the ones I was expecting. I ask Louis to go and sit in one of the empty seats so I can ask the check-in agent the question that’s bothering me. Did we actually book a flight to the right San José? Am I wrong or does it say Costa Rica in very small letters in the bottom right-hand corner? You know, it looks like an asterisk at the end of a contract—the one we should always read before we sign a document. I take a deep breath and relax my muscles, throwing my arms in all directions, scaring a toddler in the process. Damn it! Come on! I walk over to the check-in agent with the perfect bun and ask my question. I’m not going to make you wait long for the answer. I had indeed booked a flight to the wrong San José.

Noticing my distress from the beads of sweat on my forehead, she tries to help me.

“Don’t worry. I’ll find you a seat on a flight to San José, California, but it’ll be tomorrow, not today.”

“There are two of us.”

“Uh huh. It’s not like there are a lot of flights. San José isn’t very big. San Francisco’s right next door though.”

“...”

“There’s nothing available tonight. I can book you two tickets to San Francisco tomorrow. There’s a flight in the afternoon and, of course, there’s a change fee.”
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