PAGE  
2

The Chronicles of European Elizabeth

Europe: Summer 2005

· Belle-Ile-en-Mer

· Amsterdam

· Sitges

Bonjour!!!

I'm writing to you from Belle Ile-en-Mer, a 32-square-mile island, 117 miles off the coast of France in Brittany.  It's incredible - more so than we even imagined. We feel like we’ve almost discovered the edge of the world, with our only outside access being the ships that crowd in the marina in the main port, Le Palais. The sky and sea seem to join together in one expanse. The real world seems very far away!

Shannon, my partner of 2 ½ years, and I met up in Philly. (I was there recording a few songs with a couple music producers.) Our plane was delayed hours and hours. So we took advantage of the time and went into Philly. Our first adventure. Well, we got lost in Philly trying to find Walnut St. and Sharper Image so Shannon could buy a better neck pillow.  I had seen the store a few days before, so we sniffed it out by instinct. We finally found it – but it was alas, closed. (Foreshadowing, hmm?)  We shifted quickly and got cheese steaks and beer instead. We were both nervous – me about him, him about me.  We were about to embark on very unknown territory without much netting.

Cutting it close, we zoomed back into town and caught our overnight flight to Charles de Gaulle.  We settled in to sleep even though the plane seemed to be filled with French teenagers going home after a field trip abroad. So, Shannon synched up our headphones so we could vibe together to Saturday Night Fever. Then, we popped some sleep aids and tried to sleep.  Our stewardess was quite bizarre -- looked like he/she was transitioning genders one way or the other and which way we couldn't tell.  Instead of Anglo-Pat, we called her Patrice! 

Arriving in Paris two hours later than expected, the airline "misplaced" ours - and 15 other people's - luggage. Just as we were filing lost baggage claims, it turned up somehow. How French, we thought. No we only had an hour to catch our connecting train on the other side of Paris.  So, with heavy backpacks we hightailed it to the bus shuttle, to the Metro, then walked about 20 long blocks through Jardin du Luxembourg to Gare Montparnasse to catch a train, any train going to Brittany. We caught the train to Rennes then another to Auray - all in a rush to make sure we got the last ferry to Belle Ile from Quiberon.  Pushing it to say the least. Desperate to recover the lost time, I suggested we might have to veer from Shannon's Master Plan (a white binder complete with printed maps and itineraries - perfect for the anal dictator :)) and hitchhike.  We made a sign: "Aidons-nous, s'il vous plait!  Nous avons besoin aller to Quiberon (Gare Maritime) In other words, translated:  Help us people, we have a luxury resort to go to -- give us a ride!!!!!!!  

Just as we were about to break out the sign in Auray, a bus to Quiberon magically appeared. The stars aligned!  And the ride was gorgeous.  Going right down the peninsula, the landscape of craggy cliffs, pines, Cyprus trees, and boats in marinas gave me a familiar Santa Cruz feeling.

We caught the ferry by the skin of our teeth.  We stood out on the front deck through the Channel waters.  The wind whipped us around, but we peered out with our binoculars, spying our destination as we rolled toward it. When the ferry came up to the port, it seemed the entire town was out there as a waving committee.  We waved just for the hell of it.  

We landed and Shannon's friends – our hosts, Jeff and Jennifer, appeared amidst the masses.  They’d been hanging out at the bar all day, hoping to catch us on one of the ferries. Great, we thought, party already! We went to a restaurant in the centre ville of Le Palais and gobbled up some seafood.

As the sun set, the lights from the Citadel took its place. Originally built as a monastery, it stands above the town like a safe haven. I learned that though that after centuries of chaos - what with the Celts beating off the Gauls and then back again; and the Normans (the Vikings) beating off everybody – one of the French kings decided a restructuring was in order. Monks were out; guns and prisoners were in.  Finished in 1572, complete with canons, towers, and a deep moat, the Citadel became a final resting place - not for converted souls - but for the heads of unlucky prisoners. The Germans must have felt in familiar in this territory then when they invaded in WWII.

But that was then. For now, we wanted to crash. Jeff and Jen took us back to their place, or rather the one they’d swapped from a French family. Jeff and Jen were traveling with their family of tow-alongs: Jen’s parents, Chuck and Barb, and the “girls,” Karis, 42, and Laurel, 19. They all shared the Big House.  

Thankfully, we weren’t sharing it with them. Jeff and Jen were looking out for us. To our delight, they generously had prepared our own little romantic apartment. Up cement stairs with no railing, our attic was perched above the garage. During the day, on one side, there was a sea scape and France in the distance; and on the other, the two skylights opened up to Belle Ile itself filled with incredible farmland, prairies, cornfields, a forest, trees, and colorful hortensia flowers. Across the road was a dairy farm popping out fresh eggs in the morning. Perfectly pastoral, but also with the edge of the sea just a hair’s breath away.  

The next morning woken by a rooster and doves, we went to the Big House (temporary home to our hosts Jeff and Jen and their crew and had a lovely breakfast. Then, on to bike riding around the island.  Our borrowed bicycles (mine with one gear, Shannon’s with the brake stuck permanently on) will become our ticket to this paradise.  Sheer joy!

Shannon got sick from allergy medicine so a re-feeding in town was in order.  I searched through the markets and boucheries to find him grub. Then, we waited his stomachache out while watching the ferries come in and marveling over a seagull as it ate out the guts of some ray or something.

Restored, we rode the bikes through Port Vagan and on to a town called Bangor.  It's three streets wide with a church in the middle and Jesus being crucified in front of it. Across the street from Jesus is a pizzeria, which is supposedly the best food in town. Quel strange. We decided to go to the grocery store and had a picnic in a sheep-ridden pasture.  There are bathtubs outside on different farms, for what we don't know. We wanted to eat and cozy up in one, but thought better of it. (Later we found out they are cow troughs.) Also, there were French kids' day camps with tents all along the roads. They play tinny French music and gallop around.

When you’re riding around you can feel there is something serene yet melancholy about the place.  Apparently, the light brought Claude Monet here in 1886.  Trying to capture the essence of Brittany and the island, he painted the same rocky seascape 36 times in two months. And there are mementos for the actress Sarah Bernhardt everywhere.  She had a summer home built for her somewhere on Belle Ile.  And I also found out that before WWII, Belle-Ile was known for having a colony of blue cats.  Blue cats?  Only in France I guess.  They supposedly had wooly, grayish-blue fur with copper eyes and were brought from Syria during the Crusades, they were all but wiped out in WWII.  We never saw one.

After Bangor we left the haystacks and went back to explore the coast north of our apartment and Le Palais.  The cliffs are much like Dover and Shannon walked down to touch the sea and look at the deep caves.  Then, sleepy from our day of exercise, feeling the warm sun on our faces, as well as the crisp wind, we nestled into one another and took a nap on a rock -- the most refreshing nap ever.

We awoke and walked around.  We were amazed when we found these barracks and bunkers from WWII – turret holders and gun holders.  Apparently, the Germans had used Belle-Isle as a naval base. No memorials to be found, no monuments – but the ghostly remains now blend into the seascape.

One of the bunkers was appropriately given its due. A new brown “present” sat in the middle of the floor. And it smelled like urine. Sixty years later it was now a huge toilette with colorful graffiti on the walls.  

We came home to a fantastic fish dinner that Jeff had prepared.  Afterwards, the whole crew went into centre ville to a fashion show.  Much to Shannon’s dismay the show was not, as we were told, a “lingerie” show.  Waiting for Karis to get her hair braided was too much, so we went to hop the three bars in town.  

Wednesday night is late night in Le Palais. Downtown was popping with different stages and performers and hippy vendors. Everything was open until two and we wandered around checking out the French scenes. We discovered the Belle Ile strip – three bars next door to each other.  One had an R & B band that took themselves very seriously.  But earlier in the day when biking, Shannon and I had seen the local discotechque, Club L'Atlantile.  We had to check it out - even though it was a pretty long walk. The girls whined the whole way there, and then at the last minute bailed.  So Shannon and I went and danced the night

away with a mixture of French and American hits.

At the disco, we met a gaggle of folks.  In the bathroom, I started talking to two ladies in French.  They chatted back to me until we discovered that duh, we all spoke English. They were a whole group of Brits! The Brit guys were wearing Elvis glasses inside the club.  Tres cool.  So we danced with them. Then later we met these French guys from Nantes who kept insisting they wanted to come to our wedding. They were hilarious.  Another character on the dance floor was the drunken French guy with long arms who would find any woman and just dance and kiss her and then move on to the next one. He had the longest, octopi-groping arms I’ve ever seen.  He’d crouch real low and reach out his arms – whoever he caught, he got.  He got two of the Brit girls!

Our French club watch had just begun. Later throughout France we drove by clubs such as “The Betty Boop” Club and “The New Must.”  We decided next trip we should have the mobile home disco – drive around Europe with a big disco ball, have Vespas in the back, and set up a disco wherever we felt like it.

We walked home at about 4 am – and quite a long ways—but the stars made it worth it.  We kept each other’s hands in pockets to keep our bodies upright -- Then back home, we crashed.  That was our FIRST day in Belle Isle.  Wow.

Next day, today, woke up at 4:30 PM – (shhh it’s a secret.  When Jeff inquired about, we hemmed and hawed…) But heck, our asses are sore from the bikes!  And jet lagging.  But tonight we were cooking for everyone – 8 of us in all. So we rode on down to the Casino, the grocery store.  Shannon had brought a French menu book so we picked one from Brittany - Poulet Estragon.  We bought chicken, spices, mushroom sauce, and risotto for our meal – even Cognac since there seems to be a taste for it here.  I picked out the cheeses for our appetizers – all of the cheeses from Belle Ile are chevre (goat) so I went with Brittany’s cow cheeses instead.  The best was Merzer, a dry, slightly fruity white cheese.  For dessert, crepes – confiture fraises (strawberry jam), beurre sucre (butter and sugar) and I’d discovered the salidou, or caramel sauce, at the creperies downtown the night before. And then, who should meet us in his car to take home the groceries for us?  But of course, our charming host, Jeff.  Amazing!!!!!  

On the way home, I drove my bike into a ditch and a briar bush.  Shannon watched the whole collision in slow mo -- very funny.  I tried to turn too quickly and the ditch seemed to just call me in.  I wasn't hurt---much.  

We had a fabulous time cooking together.  The feast was lovely.  Shannon’s a great chef and I, a splendorous assistant.  Bon appetit!

Now we're hopefully off to a beach party with the Brits we met last night.

Avoir for now,

More later, love love love Beth (Mom, sister, daughter)

> > 

Brother,

Please call mom and dad and let them know I'm here. 

Roman too.  The fuse on our little annex has gone out

as has the phone and hot water in the Big House.  The

phones in town require a card even to call collect and

we've never been actually at a store in town when the

town is open.  Difficult Euro stuff.  I keep worrying

Mom, Dad and Roman haven't heard from me, so email

seems best if you can pass it on.  I wanted to today

when Shannon and I were stopped at a stop sign near

town, but dinner was waiting for us and it was hard to

do.

To carry on:

The beach party that night never manifested due to

cold weather.  But we can't say we didn't try and that

we didn't make our own party.  We rally hard.  At

midnight we decided to try the bikes to the nearest

coolest place -- the German bunkers.  It was pitch black and there is

only a broken lumiere on the front of his bike and a flickering red brake light on his back.   He rode up ahead on the streets and would flicker to let me know where he was.  It’s like riding Braille because we're getting to know the streets so well we can even anticipate the hills with groans.  Every night, Shannon tries to get out of the hill with another way-- to no avail, Sisyphus.  

This night, the wind was bad, but the shooting stars were so out of this world we couldn't deny them.  We got a bottle of wine and a mummy sack (sac sarcophagus en Francais) and rode on through the Ichobod Crane streets where you can't see anything but the shadows of the trees against a pale gray sky.  The only lights are the light houses, and in the distance Quiberon, the tipping point of France.  We rode on and one can't help but think of how the Germans were here, they've made bunkers and forts at every beach.  Belle Ile must have been used as a naval base; the U boats hovering around these cliffs.  It's hard to imagine how this peaceful place managed. Nazi flags must have been flying over all the buildings, signs changed to German, and people’s farms and homes and beds being slept in by soldiers.  I’ve read that when Nazi’s came in, a warning would be issued that if a German soldier was killed, 10 French would be shot.  Germans even changed French clocks to be on German time.

But Brittany itself has survived the Celts, the Romans, the Normans, the French, the British – that it's just another piece of history added. I learned today there is a monolith from Druid days on this island, sitting there on the crossroads, waiting its time to be the only piece left.

Tonight, we lay down under the stars, beating out the wind in a shared mummy sack and viewed the Milky Way sprawled right above us. The Big Dipper (Drinking Gourd) is so vivid and clear and there were so many stars, it was like a feast.  Afterwards, we came home, raided the kitchen for some leftovers and the cheeses and went back to our annex.  We polished off the bottle of wine and talked on into the night Great night!

Our perfectly pastoral place has its peccadilloes serieusement.  We awake to the crazy rooster who doesn't seem to know what time a day it is - ever.  He cocks when it's light and he cocks when it’s dark, but never clearly when the sun is rising unless he's chatting with the doves.  We call it battle of the bands, Belle-Ile style.  (Shannon's a night owl, so I make him do his night owl call to chime in).

Our apartment, as I’ve said, is above the garage. This morning, I suddenly noticed an odor. A leaky, gasoline-smell is permeating our attic.  In that garage, for some reason, there’s an American hummer and the entire garage seems ready to go aflame at any second. Maybe the family has plans to gas the demented rooster and take over the island in the Hummer?  For us, it’s just another way of getting high, I guess.

Our days have developed into a rhythm. We wake up, shower together – it’s the eco-friendly thing to do, what with the European water shortage ( - and descend to the Big House.  We eat up and then get on our bikes.  We coast down a steep and curvy road, past a creperie that is never open when we need it, past a yellow ochre house (on the way home up the endless climb this house encourages us that we’re almost home), past a camping site, past children chirping and dancing to tinny French music at day camp, and down into the main town – Le Palais.  In the afternoon, on our way home, it’s the same – but all uphill.  Ouch.  And on our way home, we encounter the LEVE PONT – the raised bridge.  The first time we approached it, the bridge was up and we watched a few of the crammed in boats go by.  We waited and waited and waited for the bridge to go down.  We thought we’d wait forever.  Then, we translated a sign telling us that it would be up for another two hours.  Every day from 4 to 6 pm, the boats would come in and out.  We rode on, thinking we might have to get a drink in town until 6, but we luckily found an alternate route. 

Today, we spent the day with our hosts, Jeff and Jennifer.  They drove us to a nearby town, Sauzon where the tide had pulled so far out the ships were sitting on their keels.  People were wading through the floor of the port digging for clams.  The sun was hot, the town felt very Mediterranean.  Then we went for a walk along the coast, and looked at the clean waters down the cliffs.  We saw more German forts, caves and a craggy coastline so dramatic it was breathtaking.  Then in a clearing would be wild blackberries to eat - delicious.  The sun was so intense I bought a sun hat, which proved unnecessary within the next moments.  Belle Ile's weather is so mercurial that it will change within a matter of 20 minutes; you have to rush to make sure you get where and what you need while the sun shines.

Then, we picked up a hitchhiker - a young guy who said, in English, “I'm going to the beach to meet a young boy" which we thought very funny. I asked him where the party was that night and he said "Oh, all over the island."  Thanks, for the specifics. We’ll just keep our eyes peeled, mon ami.

We got to Donnant beach and it would have reminded me of Hawaii - had it not been so cold.  Yet still, kites were flying, boogie boarders boogeying, and our feet sank into the softest sand. I went in just to my ankles while Shannon waded out to the boarders.  And then there they were again - German bunkers with gun openings built into the rocky hillsides. It's all paradise, with just a hint that things aren't always as perfect as they seem.

Back at home it was clearly naptime - our fav. Later, we indulged in a meal of leftovers and wonderful jambon. I mixed the rotisserie chicken with the risotto that Shannon had made – and another feast was had. So amazing. Even though the risotto burned due to the strange pot we couldn’t open, it was still good enough to eat leftovers in every shape and form for the whole week.  

In prep for nearly every meal, Jeff, Jen, but mostly Shannon, go on rampages against the enemy:  The Moushe. the French fly. They’d found anything and everything to curl up and inflict their revenge. 

Then a night on the town – Belle Ile strip – we saw the same band as the night before, Texorama.  Three guys played - the guitar player had an incredible face with fierce teeth gnashing.  They played and sang in English one song that we couldn't place, but I'm sure was an American T.V. theme song from the 70s.  But we were too American and too embarrassed not to know the name of it, so we decided to tuck in early.  We got a snack.  The moronic crepe guy whose lips dangle off his face as he speaks convinced us that everyone was resting up for Fete Port, a festival of all the ports on Sunday. It made no sense – it was Friday, two days away.  So we left our three bars in town and decided to go home.  Ugh, more bike riding.  The bikes were becoming extensions of our asses.  

We got lost when Shannon made a wrong turn. I thought he'd done this on purpose to check out the group of youth hostelers who were drinking out of big Orangina bottles and peeing on the walls.  But not.

So we ended up riding around in total darkness in unfamiliar territory. It's scary and exhilarating.  Nice to know it's a safe place to experiment in, but to ride a bike downhill in pitch black - wow.

Next morning, I was wrecked, couldn’t wake up. Shannon, My Hero, made oefs and potatoes and brought me breakfast in bed. We rallied each other, swearing not to waste the best day weather-wise.  After all, we’d slept til four the previous day. We needed to head out soon, too, as weather might change.  “Sleep on beach, sleep on beach” I chanted to myself as we rode to the neighboring beach that we’d tried to find the night before.  It was less than satisfying – more like mud flats.  The tide was out, full of overly-clothed families.  We needed boobs, for Pierre’s sake – we’re in Europe!  We decided to ride across the island to the big beach - Grand Sables, which means great sands.  

The ride was a lot of uphill with many little beaches on the way, but it was incredible.  The pine trees smelled so refreshing, and then to look through the fields of hay rolls on one side, and then to boats on an ocean on the other was to die for.  We parked ourselves on the beach, I took off my top (Ooh la la), and we took a nap.  We thought about a boat, but were so comfortable we couldn't.  Shannon and I went for a chilly dip.  I swam out for a bit.  Even though the water was freezing, it felt so great to swim in the ocean. Strangely, it's not that many people going topless - only the older Euros.  Generally the men's trunks have become like American shorts and women wear bikinis – both pieces.  It's slightly disappointing that some self-consciousness has crept in.  It doesn't feel as carefree, and we were surprised, that a lot of people even had wetsuits to go in the water.

On the way back home, the rusty crusty bike of mine decided to give us problems and I was thankful we even made it.  The tire kept scraping the frame, my one gear went out, and Shannon had to thrown it upside down cursing the thing a few times.  It was the most irritating thing we've encountered yet. He’d fix it, it would slip, fix it again, then again.  Plus while bikers have the right of way on this island, cars are right up on you and there were a lot of hills.  

He finally got the bike working.  Then, in a rush to get home, with a car breathing down my back, I rolled into a stop light a bit too carelessly and was in the path of a Vespa coming my way.  Shannon freaked that I was going to get hit and gave me a stern lecture once I made it across the road. All was well, though, he had fixed the bike, and when we got back home, our hosts had fixed us a most amazing raclette dinner.  We were ecstatic.  

Raclette is a perfect melting cheese.  The machine melts it and then we pour it over potatoes and bread.  Hmmmmmmm.  Wine galore.  Shannon's tired (who wouldn't be?) so I guess we won't go to town to see the three-bar action....

The next day, Fete du Ports was happening.  But when we got there, where was the fete, we asked?  Ou?  Ou?  It was just a bunch of roasted pigs on a spit and some weird gypsy folks -- the underbelly carnies of Belle Ile were out.  No food or anything.  Definitely the weirdest non-fair in the world.

Suddenly, I realized what we were seeing:  Belle Ile locals.  Up til then we’d seen the French, mostly Parisian tourists.  Here were the real deal sailors, the mariners.  I found out that the population of Belle Ile developed much like Australia’s:  Get thee from a prisonery. One of the last battles of the Seven Years War was the English attack on Belle Ile. Even though the war was effectively over, the English decided to attack, just cause they could.  Hardly anyone was left after that.  So when Belle Ile was returned to France under the terms of the treaty of Paris, good old Louis XIV decided that the island should be repopulated.  Who better than exiled Acadian prisoners from Nova-Scotia?  Heck, they speak French.  Good enough.  So in 1765, those Acadians who didn’t die of small pox came to Belle Ile. So the gypsy-carnie clan we were seeing must have descended from them.

Not a good scene.  I even was about to walk into the church just to look and somebody slammed the door as I stepped up.  The kids on the steps just laughed.  So we decided to hitch it out of town to the beautiful beach, Donnant. Everyone was going the other way to the festival and getting a ride was looking pretty hopeless – for the first time we started bickering about whether to stay put or walk forward.  But just then, a car pulled up.  It was our hosts!!!  Our guardian angels.  They drove us to the beach.  

On the beach, we laid out on the towels, bought some ice cream, looked at the German forts, listened to Shannon's iPod with Italian music, and just rested in bliss.  He went exploring and found a lagoon.  I sat on one of the rocks with water swishing around like a Lorelei.  It was picture perfect and the water was at least 10 degrees warmer. 

Hitchhiking back was looking grim because we waited too long.  We watched sheep and tractors go by, but no ride.  Then, this couple in this vintage car pulled up.  The car looked like a cross between an old Volvo and an old Volkswagen.  The stick shift had a huge black handle. Old school.  We got to Sauzon and went to festival.  By now it was late afternoon.  We passed a drunk man lying in the street.  We had to admit the festival might be getting a little better.  But still not great -- we were laughing because we always hit things in lull time.  So we walked through town and bought our hosts a thank you photo book of Belle Ile (We wanted one for our own memories, but Shannon convinced me to wait and get it online, rather than lug it around).

Just as we were about to leave, on our way to hitchhike out – guess who we saw? Our hosts!  Again.  They had hoped to catch us to eat with us, there was to be a fireworks show and more sea chanties.  To think, we would have missed all that!!!  So we sat down, had a perfect meal of turbot and wine, while the sea chanties were sung on stage in perfect harmonies.  Everyone with guitars and who could hold a note -- in French and English, sang loud and drunkenly.  Then the sky lit up with fireworks over the marina and set the adjacent hill on fire!!!!  The fireman didn’t even come by just let it burn.  Hilarious.  

We finished our meal, we laughed uproariously about the hillside and went home to get our bikes.  The citadel was open so we snuck in there and the shadows on the walls were really eerie.  Then we went back - our last night in our perfect little annex.  I was already missing it. The big cloudy skies, the clear air, the freedom on bikes. Even the down-syndrome Rooster.  It'd been a perfect time.

But we were on to the city.

The next day, we took the first ferry out.  Our host made us galettes (meal crepes vs. dessert crepes) to take with us and gave me his book on Brittany (to be then passed on to my parents.)  We hit a train from Quiberon to Auray and chatted with a nice family who recommended the city of Dinant.  We picked up our car at the rental place.  Then we hit an Intermarche (think French Walmart) and bought wine, picnic stuff, and for me, what Shannon refers to as “couchee muffins.”  For our perfect picnic lunch, we went to centre ville Auray and sat by the bridge overlooking the Bono river.   The town felt very English, like an Elizabethan town with cobblestones and timber-framed houses.

Initially, we had a rough time maneuvering the highways and reading the maps.  We got out post its and marked the pages.  He had a system marking the towns where we were headed but not going to.  But the signs would disappear and then reappear, so it was hard gauging the proper direction and staying on the right highway.  When we hit the rural roads, every town seemed to be empty - ghost towns with closed shops and empty swing sets.  We’d drive around the center roundabouts, all of which had perfectly manicured flowers and gardens, and then nothing. The town of Pipriac with its military cemetery, gorgeous church stained-glass windows, and soldier statue caught my eye as interesting, but where was everyone?  Like it’d been evacuated.  And there were so many little towns with no one in them.  A sign would announce the town, then one roundabout later, the same sign with a big red slash through it.  The only places in every town that seemed never to close were the Chinese restaurants.  Strange, mysterious, almost other-worldly oases we wanted not to deal with. 

We drove for hours listening delightfully to Europe 2.  Great music – makes me want to get satellite. A soundtrack of French and Spanish songs, as well as American (Coldplay, Green Day’s “Holiday”  (This is the dawning of the rest of our lives/On Holiday).  Some song about “liquefy into the ocean.”) 

We were in search of an ancient 4,500 year old cairn, La Roche-aux-Fees somewhere in the fields near Janzer. We looked for it everywhere.  Then suddenly, Shannon’s zoom-in radar honed in.  It must be right here, he said, and sure enough, we turned a corner so I could pee for the thousandth time, and there it was.   

Forty-one stones, it’s a four-room structure about 13 feet tall.  One of the rooms had what seemed like a children’s room (lower ceilings) and then larger rooms.  There was even an awning with one side precariously resting on the upright stones.  The fields and trees around it too made their own statements.  They were dignified and the branches were swaying in the wind – definitely a presence could be felt.

We wanted to get on, then, and just as we were about to give up and park to sleep, we looked to the west.  There, with the sun setting right behind it, was Mont St. Michel.  The sun sets at about 10:30, very late.  From a distance, it looked like Disneyland, with the light and dramatic sky behind it.  The abbey was built around the 10th century, but the spire wasn’t added until late 19th century.  You could see the different architectural styles and where the additions were made over the centuries.  It used to be all those pilgrims couldn’t get to it when the tide was out, but they built a causeway in the 1800s connecting it to the mainland.  The tide does rise though, and we saw some parked cars with the water creeping up around them.  We ran into the old city, with its cute and narrow streets. The abbey itself was closing, but I snuck in, going up the wrong way up a down staircase, and held on for dear life as the hordes of tourists came down.  It’s still a place of pilgrimage – too many tourists.  I’m glad it was night; the big windows, flying buttresses, the vaulting and gothic shadows were mysterious and haunting. They had monk’s music playing.  The abbey had been used as a prison at one point during the French Revolution.

Then to sleep in the car, what an awful experience!  Stiff but excited for our next leg of the journey, we spent an oh-too leisurely morning reconfiguring the car to see if we could get any length for Shannon’s long legs and my knee that was bothering me from the bikes in Belle Ile.  I peed unapologetically into a grate.  Then, Shannon drove on through to Brugge.  We parked the car (more of my peeing in a grate, much to Shannon’s dismay.  Desperate times…) Bicycles were parked everywhere, two floors of them. 

I went to buy a map in the train station and boys were break dancing.  How 1980s.  I found another bathroom and decided to pay the 30 cents and do my business properly.  The attendant was a beautiful woman and the bathroom was coed.  The urinal was right by the door.  As I came out of my stall, I saw a guy peeing into the urinal while ogling at the bathroom attendant’s ass.  Euro-strange…

What a sweet little town Brugge is.  The red Brueghel roofs, the architecture, and the canals are so charming.  Even though it was teeming with tourists.  The Clydesdale horses pulled carriages around the cobblestone streets and did their best to dodge all the people.  A full orchestra had parked their instruments in the middle of the marketplace, playing the whole score of Phantom of the Opera. I ducked into a lingerie shop and saw the most hideous lingerie I’ve seen in my life.  Polka dots with stripes and lace, etc.  I like quirky, but even the fashion here struck me as odd.   I bought Roman a silver Belgian stamp which commemorated the independence of this lovely country that used to be Flanders.  We went and had a coffee in what used to be a hospital where people did pilgrimages to die.  I had a rich lunch of rabbit grandmother style and he had Belgium brisket.  Delicious, yet cheap.

Now we're at our apartment that Shannon rented in the Jordaan section of Amsterdam.  We love it, but at first were very irked.  The woman we were renting from, Jackie (nicknamed Bucktooth Mary for her obvious overbite and British accent) had neglected to tell us that she was renting us a ROOM, not the whole apartment.  Our love nest felt invaded! 

Once we got over that shock, we accepted the fact that it had an incredible therapeutic bed, and two skylights that looked out onto the Amsterdam backyards. We were only a few blocks from Ann Frank’s annex on Prisengracht.  We marveled that it felt like Ann Frank to be tucked in on the very top floor.  This added to the history we were already feeling. And the clock tower bell must have been hers too – the most melodious and our favorite chimes the entire trip.

With Ann Frank in mind, our perverse and duplicitous selves headed out at 1 am to check out the Red Light District!  We quickly learned that while the ladies stay fluorescent all night long, Amsterdam itself closes shop even earlier than LA -- bars and coffee shops are down at 1.  Strange, in fact, mind blowing. Shannon got up early to move the car out of town.  Otherwise we would have been paying 25 euros a day to park!  We decided to take a break after all the driving, and get up early the next day.

The next day turned into 4 pm.  But that's our pleasure…

The "coffee shops" are so cool, different themes and feels.  In the evening, we saw a live sex show at The Pink Elephant.  The marquis display is a pink, neon, naked, dancing elephant that catches passers-by’s attention with a startling piss.  The show bordered on erotic, but mostly interesting – except for the disgusting “Jersey” couple.  I was a bit disappointed that the performers didn't ever quite lose control.  Both Shannon and I, at different points, were asked to come on stage to interact with a performer.  It was pretty hilarious.  Shannon had to bite a banana that the dancer had put on her “special” area.  He looked so shy and sheepish – very cute.  I, on the other hand, was invited to strip a beautiful muscular African-American man.  Part of the interplay was me interacting with another female audience member onstage.  Much to the delight of the audience – and Shannon - she and I had a chemistry, too.  The stripper complimented me afterwards; even Shannon said I became his assistant more than just a random audience member.  Not all bad for me!  Back in the audience, I got sprayed on by the ejaculating gorilla.

We've also been getting very high.  We’ve decided – perhaps not in a sober state – that really hashish is better than drinking - gentler fun, very normal, no hangover.  It’s the Heineken beer guzzlers, after all, who are harassing the Red Light ladies, not the pot-heads.  We’ve been delighting upon perfect chocolates, fudge, and a truffle with chocolate and cardomon.  Interesting tastes.  Hmmmm.  Also, there’s a delightful hashish cake called space cake.  It’s like pound cake.  And space coffee.  

Word of advice:  Do not smoke Purple Haze before going to the Rijks Museum.  We dodged out of the rain into an ivy-covered arch, looking out onto a fountain and smoked out.  Then, Shannon had to take advantage of the free lunch they were handing out – though they wouldn’t let us into the museum to eat it.  By the time we got squared away inside, the hashish kicked in.  My legs became lead and it was everything I could do to keep them from buckling under.  At any moment, I was bound to fall headlong into a Rembrandt.  We finally sat down in front of the Nightwatch for what felt like hours.  It’s bigger than life, and even bigger than that depending on what you’d smoked. 

I bought an Amsterdam jacket a) because it was cold and everything we had was wet, and b) to be easy on Shannon’s eyes.  He was sick of my pink and black jacket, referring to it as “the pink nightmare.”

While I´ve been accident prone, he´s been losing things left and right.  His sunglasses, and his bathing suit (we just got an email from our Belle Ile host.  Shannon left it drying on the ledge in Belle Ile), and of course the Master Plan.  Our losing of things seems to be a switch off.  I would put something down or it would mysteriously “forget to be in my hands,” or Shannon would tuck his sunglasses or bathing suit somewhere or maps or etc.  It seemed par for the course and we were very patient and helpful in trying to recover lost items - retracing steps, returning to rooms, checking things over and over again.  To his relief, Shannon got his Master Plan back – Fed-exed from Auray, France where he'd left it at the car rental.  The notebook thing was funny to me.  I think because of his forgetting it, he had to let go.  From there, he has opened up entirely.  He´s free from the restrictive aspect of it, and the unfolding of his spontaneity is so fun to watch.  Still, I had to make tons of phone calls in French trying to get the thing back.  We had called from Brugge, had it Fed-Exed from France to Amsterdam.  And then the funny thing is when we got lost in a hellacious trap ALL THE WAY AROUND THE VORTEX OF PARIS, the directions were in his notebook and it never occurred to him to check it.  We ended up at Versailles at sunset.  Another wonderful sunset.  On our trip, he’d outgrown the old plans and grown new ones.  Very fun. 

I don´t know if I´ve said enough about Amsterdam – we really fell in love with it.  We’d both been there before, but not like this.  The bell tower there has been our favorite.  We never even missed not having watches or cell phones.  The first weed we had made us laugh ourselves silly.  The rain brought us home early and we peeked our heads out of our two attic windows to talk to one another like teenagers.  He’d stick his head out the window, “Psss, Beth.” I’d peek my head out the other window.  “Yeah?”  “Come sneak over to my house.”  “Hmm I don’t know, my mom might get mad.  I don’t want to get in trouble.”  “Oh come on.”  And we’d throw ourselves down on the bed laughing hysterically and rolling into each other’s arms.

Our second night, we had a sensual evening of cheese and wine in bed, “lipstick” loving. But Amnesia haze knocked us down flat.  We woke up at 1 am and decided to go out.  We found the Dutch party.   We saw a locked door but heard music coming from inside.  A cute Spanish soccer guy let us in – and never let us go.  He kept repeating to us with earnestness:  “My English…no good.”  Over and over.  (We could have told you that…)  Shannon bought some 1 euro beers and we watched everyone at the party.  A 7-foot tall guy was wearing lederhosen, a Russian fur hat, an earring, and red short socks with Amsterdam crosses.  Everyone was singing along with the music - old 40s Dutch war ditties it seemed to me.  The Spanish soccer guy clung to us and liked to point out all the different places he had slept at the place – “right here” he’d point to the corner and “over there” to another corner - and something about how, after his professional soccer days were over, his van was impounded by the police.  We finished our beer.  The suspicious singers didn’t like my asking about the origins of the Dutch songs.  Or maybe the fact that I was singing along with the revelers.  Not just singing, belting them, in mangled Dutch, raising my beer and stamping my feet. Lederhosen guy did not like us.  Nobody but soccer guy did, and we had a feeling nobody particularly liked soccer guy.  We started getting antsy.  But we were literally locked in and our new sidekick with the short-long had the key.  Finally, he said only politely (I believe he would have asked us to share a corner with him that night) “Any time you want to go (gesturing) I am the one with the key.”  Shannon nodded vigorously.  We jumped up.  We waved goodbye to our friend and walked home through the rain. Everything was closed, but there was a fresh feeling in the air.  

In general in Amsterdam, the rain dampened what we were able to see, but we still enjoyed wandering anyway, going from coffee shop to coffee shop (Was it Milky Way that was our fav?), past tile stores and shoe stores and even an Aboriginal museum.  We napped and looked out our attic window at the rain.  One time, at the coffee shop Barney’s, we watched what would become a typical scene.  A customer would walk out after a meal.  The waitress would politely stop him at the door or on the street:  Excuse me, did you forget to pay?”  Forget to pay? And yes, in his hashish haze, he had.  But no shame, it was just another day in Amsterdam, and he would cough up the cash.  

Lots of AMAZING eating in Amsterdam.  Our favorite was this pancake place mostly because of the waiter.  So quaint. Up narrow stairs almost at a 90-degree angle, the ceiling was so low and had tea cups hanging from the ceiling by hooks.  I felt in a Johnson place, so cozy with the rain outside.  The waiter was a flamboyant queen.  I asked him about the menu, ‘was there coffee in a pot?’  And he looked over his glasses, very dryly, and piercingly, “Is it on the menu?” Shut down! I sheepishly murmured “no.”  “That´s right,” he snapped, “Then

we don´t have it.”  Then I asked about a chicken ragout (ratgut, what????) dish and he said they didn´t have it.  Smart-ass Shannon smirked, “But it´s on the menu so you should have it.” AGGHGHGHGH!!! The guy was so put off – Oh, he´d met his match.  He stared at Shannon over his glasses for a good 30 seconds.  Hilarious.  He liked us after that.

And of course, Vitjay, our Indian restaurant.  We were so in love with it, we ate there twice.  It was an anniversary of Indian food in LA, we noted.  On our second visit, they gave us dessert on the house.  They were bummed to hear we were heading out of town.

Our last night, the rain let up and we went on a romantic canal ride. Sigh.  Then we were going to go to a club - Club 11 - which everyone kept saying (including Bucktooth Mary or Jackhammer Jackie) was not too far away.  But no, we ended up walking on the floating pier forever only to get there and have it feel like we were dealing with LA bouncers.  They wouldn't let us in without paying a cover, so we bailed.  We watched some graffiti artists instead, then hiked it

back as the weather got worse and worse, the north wind off the channel more and more piercing.  We ducked into our favorite coffee shop - a very Bob Marley feel - smoke filling the place, got flirted with and smoked out by the guy working there, and spaced out watching some blonde wigged fat women almost get backed over by an ambulance that was having a hell of time maneuvering through the red light district.  On our way home past the carousel, past the Dam Hotel, we swore we'd pay a visit to Ann Frank.  But then, the torrential rain came down and since every street changes its name and we were high and soaking wet, we got lost, peed our pants laughing, but eventually made it back home where Bucktooth had kindly taken our wet clothes out and dried them.  Thankful for that!  Still, we sing that song so appropos:  "I was gonna go to Ann Frank's house, but then I got high."  It says it all.

We drove from Amsterdam through France and here we thought things would go differently.  Shannon had wanted to take the train and insisted we stop in Lille, France to drop off the car and pick up another one in Perpignan.  I was against the idea, but as it worked out.  Our staying in Amsterdam another day meant that we´d have to return the car on Sunday.  Shannon didn´t (nor did I) think of the fact that everything was CLOSED on Sunday.  Oh boy.  So the train idea was out. 

We drove and drove and stopped for dinner in Orleans.  There was a cool bridge monument and he town looks so perfectly middle ages that it looks like a set.  Or the back lot of Universal.  Funny, too in Orleans and generally in all the places, when we come into town -even Amsterdam - everything is closed.  (Except of course the Asian restaurants.  We broke down and had Thai.)  We´re like this is alien world – Shannonland.  Did everyone get kidnapped and here we are the only ones in the world?  We have the town to ourselves but nothing to eat.  With Shannon, I feel like a cavewoman to his caveman.  In his endless pursuit of food, I traipse behind him wanting to shop but can´t stop for his grumbling stomach which leads to much acidic farting - ew :)  But then just as we´ve given up and are about to leave, the town suddenly comes alive.  Like in Orleans, suddenly people are on the streets, drinking beer bongs.   Tables and chairs were set up outside -- and the town is hopping and we´ve missed it.  Funny.  We’d look to each other and say, well, we’re our own party.

Shannon drove out of Orleans, then parked at about 3 am and slept in the back seat.  I woke up and drove through the morning.  And as the sun rose through the fog in the Pyrenees, in Roquefort cave territory, it was worth the drive to me.  Stunning valleys and forests, through the gorges peppered with exquisite chateux.  Near the Pyrenees, we passed a most beautiful bridge.  It was so much like the golden gate bridge in white. 

We were in Barcelona for only a few hours -- even ate at the same restaurant where Roman and I ate 2 years ago off the Ramblas.  Loads of birds on the Ramblas - in the cages¿  (Spanish computer so I´m playing with the punctuation)  But it was hot, touristy, Roman wasn´t there, it wasn´t the same - and the people were the most disgusting disturbing folks you could imagine.  Shannon said, “Oops the Uglies are here.”  So we hightailed it out of there to a sweet little beach town called Sitges.  It´s hilarious!!!  The beach is

gorgeous (so far I´ve used too many adjectives because there are no words to describe how beautiful, spectacular, exquisite, and on and on everything is.  I´m banned from using the word glorious as ¿¿It drives Shannon mad.  So we say it´s the G word.  (There’s also the P word: Prague.  Another unmentionable).

Hotel Acadia, our bed-and-breakfast base, really feels like home – our first place actually alone.  We take very many long and meaningful showers together.  (There is a water shortage in Europe, we wink at each other.)  We take them both in the morning (it took a day or so to remember where that bruise on my shoulder came from); and in the afternoon, after a day at the beach to wash off the sand that collects like a sack o’poo in my bikini bottom. We started this new kiss called “conferencing” where we would make the day/night plan with our lips together – a talk-kiss.  In Sitges, the grooming continues.  Shannon comes up with a new hairdo for me – long and pinned in the front in contrast to his original coiff for me – an upsweep, clip-up job.  I also love him dressing me and picking out my outfits.  Also, of course, I give the daily foot and hand therapy – rubbing lotion over Shannon’s dry and peeling skin.  It’s a soothing way for us to talk and touch and laugh and giggle as we’ve been doing the duration of the trip.

The town is mostly gay and lesbian and then kids and families.  Kids are playing on the jungle gym and slides above the beach until all hours of the morning, while the gay men hug the beach walls underneath them, waiting for a pick up.  Weird and fun mix.  Nightclubs you can walk back and forth in and then walk right out to the beach.  

One night, I was dancing so crazily that Shannon picked me up to swing me, I

kicked my leg out and banged it on this table.  Oh my dias!!!!!!!  Pain.  Another bruise to match the other leg -- but every town I´ve had some bang up.  Belle Ile the bike in the ditch, Amsterdam I ran into a street pole, and now this.  Shannon sat me by the beach to get some ice.  Meanwhile, I was surrounded by Spanish and Algerian do-gooder guys trying to take care of me --- rubbing the bruise.  Shannon came back the hero with ice and was a bit put out by them, especially since then they conspired to get rid of Shannon to take me out with them.  We ditched the guys, and laughed our way limping down the beach, passing the gays hovering by the beach wall and the possible glory holes in action. We speculated that might be why there are so many sausage stands in this town! Pecante is the best wurst in the world!

The moon is full and the reflection on the ocean is amazing.  We walked up to the church that looked over the town and discovered that the town actually starts there, where we thought it ended there.  Winding cobblestone roads right on the water, with crashing waves.  

During the day, we love beaching it.  The water is pretty warm and the undertow pulls you pretty hard even though the sand is soft and shallow. There were different sections of the beach - family, local, way gay where there was barely an inch between each gay man, and boob beach, which is where the topless lesbians seem to be hanging it all out to dry.  I did what Shannon called a “pin up girl dance,” letting the waves throw me around -- so freeing just to roll

around and let the water take you.  Felt like dancing free flow.  Even the lifeguard stopped to watch my impromptu.  Tapas and topless!  

Shannon, too, is fun to watch standing in the water, surveying the scene looking half man with his beautiful broad back and half boy, his hair sticking up like Alfalfa.  (I’m the Barber of Seville…he broke out in song, one day) Yesterday Shannon saw a stingray in the water and warned the kids around -- but then it wandered off.  Perhaps it found more visionary victuals at boob beach.

We´ve made our own sangrias in the little hotel.  The hospitable hotel receptionist, cross-eyed Cristina who´s pretty except for, alas, her left-angled eye gave us a bucket.  In our room, Shannon and I cut up lemons and oranges.  The grapefruit soured it a bit, but hey I said, they’ll taste better and better the more we drink.  We talked and drank and talked, moving from our balcony to our bed as the sun set on our last night.  We went out for a bit, with every intention of going to a club, but somehow the bed beckoned us back in.  Oh, how it did!

We´ve eaten incredible rotisserie chicken (Super Pollo!), imbibed lots of sangria and licked up ice cream in Sitges.  We even encountered a double cone, delicious scoops sitting side by side.  And one night after buying a Pecante hot dog, Shannon pulled an Amsterdam.  Only three blocks later did he realize: he forgot to pay.  But here, no one was going to chase after you for a gentle reminder. He went back to ask the vendors if he had paid.  The man asked the girl.  The girl shrugged no.  Another one said no.  I guess we’d all been talking to a couple of hot lesbians and everyone forgot to have him pay.  So Shannon paid; they were stunned and grateful at his honesty.

We´re off to Montserrat today, and then to Perpignan where our trip diverges.  He is off to Italy and I am back to Paris to come home (or rather to Philly for an all night recording session and then the Sierra’s for a hiking marathon.) 

So sad, I’m in shock. 0h,it went by so fast.  19 days and 24 hours of

Shannon and Europe and sights -- dreams come true.

When we stopped to eat in Terrarassa, outside of Barcelona, a bird shat diarrhea buckets on me.  It’s a sign of good luck, they say, but the timing…grrrr.  We were crazed with hunger, it was our last day, the rain came down, and I didn’t find it amusing when Shannon couldn’t help but laugh.  I went and scrubbed down in the only place I could find: a McDonald’s.

Later...

Montserrat was transcendent - a 12th century monastery with a boys' choir.  The basilica is set in a craggy mountain and with the mists surrounding the place, it was quite a sight.  We didn't take the funicular because of the fog, but hiked in and took in the serenity. Shannon was so tired, we sat on a bench and he took a cat nap in my lap.  We heard the monks singing for the evening service and walked the grounds. We had a fog of our own looming; we were

going to miss each other very much and this time we could put the parting off no longer.  Also, Shannon was very worried that our dalliance here would mean I'd have to race the car back to Paris.  It was a nine hour car ride vs. five hour train.  It was unsettling to him for me to drive alone (and he was right.)  Then, after much brooding and consternation, he came up with another plan: somehow he'd get me on an early morning train from either Perpignan or wherever.  He saved the day again --- while I napped in the car, he found a very strange bar/internet/hotel place with 3 stragglers.  The plan: We'd return the car in Montpelier and he'd get me on a train at 7:30 am.

Earlier, we’d decided to have our last meal in Figueras, right outside of Gerona, one of the last stops before the border.  This was Dali's town and as we drove in, yes, surreal was the word.  It was cow pie land -- reeking of merd.  In fact and it made us wonder if the smell might have made Dali mad, because it sure was affecting us.  We found a museum that was an addition to Dali's home, the walls of which had giant eggs sitting on the rooftops.  The decor on the outside of the ruddy colored building -- polka dots of dough-colored bread looking things.  But did they look like bread?  Uh, more like cowpies. Very weird – and appropriate, a tongue-in-cheek nod to the surroundings. We ate a meal of tapas and something else we couldn't discern because the waiters were so nice, we couldn't deny them their suggestions, even though we had no idea what they were talking about.

A final nap in the car in Montpelier with Shannon’s legs sprawled over the steering wheel and my head in his lap.  This was our best car nap and we actually slept.  A nervous ride to fill up the gas tank,finding no station except out of town.  And then the parting...oh my tears!  It was the most fabulous and exciting trip ever!

The trip really has been about discovering places but also about discovering Shannon, a new territory. He and I are laughing so much, it´s like we´re highschool sweethearts - very silly, very romantic, so much fun.   He calls me High School Beth now, noting that even my voice had changed to one of delight. His too.  We’d done a lifetime of excavation on each other.  Any disappointment or strange Euroness, we seemed to make it our own party. 

We´ve met some incredible characters:  the soccer guy who snuck us into the weird Dutch party; a rude gay Dutch man with a wax hand; Gita, a troll-looking bartender who I pissed off by spilling a drink straight away, then getting in her grace because I knew the origin of her name (Gita, Bagavagita); Bucktooth Mary - our hostess in Amsterdam; Bucktooth Margaret, a bartender here in Sitges who was dismayed that the "holiday makers" don’t come round this street.  (Bucktooth Margaret blew Mary out of the water.  Her teeth were crashing into one another, and her mouth couldn’t even close.  Her sidekick, Laurie, was no prize either – we speculated they were lovers while Laurie’s husband was off in Iraq.  Laurie was a reader – what she could get her hands on in Sitges- and sh’ed read, to our delight, Princess, the movie Shannon is producing.  

Also, Duane who led walking tours in Amsterdam and who our friend Dylan must meet; Wendy, the joint roller, and of course, or fabulous hosts in Belle Ile, Jeff and Jen and their crazy crew.

As I boarded the train to Paris, I could barely see Shannon through my tears.  He kissed me deeply three times and unloaded my bags on the train.  The doors closed and he ran alongside the moving train for a moment, remembering one French couple we’d seen do that on our first day’s train ride from Paris to Quiberon.

Au revoir, Manpri’s (men’s cropped pants) and short longs (bad soccer haircuts)

Au revoir, mariner-striped shirts (Belle Ile mostly, but then they seemed to haunt us in stores across Europe)

Au revoir, oodles of bottles of wine and endless fromage, and cum-promises and MSG protein shakes, and island bike rides,

It’s been heaven and I never want to leave!!!  Serieusement!

