


They’re intent on completing their round the world trip in 10 years and, possibly, 
to invent whatever excuse afterwards to remain in motion
   Lonely Planet Magazine.

The Book of Independence works its magic like a bellows on the embers of wan-
derlust, inspiring us to break away from the norm, to slow down and smell the 
proverbial roses… or cow or elephant dung. It’s not about what you’ll do after 
you retire, it’s about what you do before you die.
   Chris Collard, Overland Journal Magazine.

They’ve lived through everything… from elephant  attacks provoked by getting 
too close to a herd with calves to getting shot at in Ethiopia.
   Telediario 2, TVE, Spanish Television.

We are very much enjoying your book! It is very fun to read of your time in 
Egypt, in places we also visited last year. Your stories are wonderful, and really 
capture what overlanding is all about. Thank you!
   Roseann Hanson, Overland Expo.

Pablo and Anna are genuine. Their vision is a simple one, without pretense, that 
offers the rest of us the option to attain our own dreams, no matter how deep. 
Pablo y Anna, bravo y buena ruta.
   Cemil Alyanak, Excess Noise.

We’re just back from a 3,200-mile overland trek through Labrador and 
Newfoundland, Canada. Though there were a lot of black flies and mosquitos, 
we also came across a one-of-a-kind bug on the road, La Cucaracha. We were so 
surprised to meet Pablo and Anna that day, as they could have been everywhe-
re on the planet. I read Pablo’s book on the way home. With the sunset on the 
Atlantic Ocean, and dreaming about our next adventure, I thought to myself that 
this moment gave a magical touch to a trip that was already perfect.
   Jean-Francois Babin, Quebec, Canada.

The book is hard to put down. Pablo’s writing somehow manages to intimately 
connect the reader to these far away unfamiliar places with their diverse landsca-
pes and cultures. If you love adventure, travel and delving into the human spirit 
found in far away cultures ‘The Book of Independence’ is a must read.
   Bryon Dorr, Exploring Elements.

An inspiration. I love the way Pablo describes how he feels about places, people 
and events. Great read. I wish there was more. I will definitely buy his other 
books soon as they’re translated in English.
   Marc Joinville.



I loved your book. I love the image of Anna Amazon-Woman chasing off the 
pursethief with her power. Safe and joyful travels to you.
   Elise and Wolf, California.

I miss you guys. Dr. Jim in Connecticut received the book you signed for him. 
He is my writer friend. He considered my gift to him with your note as ‘EPIC’.
I honor my promise to you. I want to help in your journey and translation of vo-
lume 2. Please tell Anna she is sweet! And you are a true champion in freedom.
   Mike Bellamy

I have been reading your book “Around The World In 10 Years” and you des-
cription of your reason to go on your adventure matches my feeling about my 
life. I think it matches many people of the Earth’s feelings too. I hope you visit 
us when you come east. So glad our paths crossed during our adventure.
   Bruce Hutcheson, Kentucky

This overland autobiography will leave you laughing aloud, inspiring you 
to get out and experience another part of the world -one that is well outside your 
comfort level. 
   Jeremy Edgar, Arizona

When I pick up a book, I hope that the pages that are about to reach my eyes 
are ones of treasure, ones of inspiration. I want to be transported into the world 
of the writer as they share their story through their mesmerizing words, those 
of wisdom, strife, and adventure. Reading a title such as this already takes you 
to the front step, and Pablo Rey’s enchanting tale does the rest. You hear of so 
many stories about the race to travel and it leaves you wondering… What hap-
pens when you stop running and just be? To take a whole adventure, and make it 
your whole life? The definition of ‘exploring’ doesn’t even begin to cover it. Pa-
blo takes you through a whole new transformation into a world that the English 
language barely has words to define. I can only imagine what it would be like to 
be a fly in Pablo’s brain as, even translated into English from Spanish, his words 
are so artistically magical, that it is impossible not to whisk you away into this 
alternate universe.
   Sarah Blessington, Exploring Elements

I loved this book. Pablo has such a unique writing style, and my, what an adven-
ture! Highly recommended for all the dreamers out there.
   Jake, Kindle reader
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Foreword

  Halfway through the journey of my life
  I found myself bewildered within a gloomy forest
  For I had lost all trace of the right path.

So wrote Dante during the year 1300. Exactly 700 years later Pablo 
Rey also discovered he was in a gloomy forest and was in urgent need of 
finding the right path. Our paths crossed a dozen years later in a series of 
breathtaking synchronistic entanglements worthy of a meeting between 
Carl Jung, Salvador Dalí, and Hunter S. Thompson. It all began when 
some friends who are in the habit of helping and housing world-travelling 
Mitsubishi Delica drivers told me they had guests arriving who might be 
of interest. They, like me, were from Barcelona. The Spanish population 
in Vancouver, British Columbia is small. Smaller still is the Catalan com-
munity, so I quickly invited myself.

As part of the mysterious lattice of coincidence which follows me 
around, I was at this point through the journey of my life also looking to 
make great changes.  Extended travel to obscure locations was at the top of 
the list. The disillusionment with many aspects of my gloomy daily routine 
was becoming unbearable, and clearly a different path was necessary. 
The event was a pot luck dinner, and I took along a large tortilla (potato 
omelette), some pa amb tomàquet (lightly toasted baguette smothered 
with tomato, drizzled with olive oil and sprinkled with salt) and some 
fine Penedès wine. After talking with Pablo and Anna about their travels 
and adventures, I bought their book and was quickly won over. Not only 
did the text resonate with much of what I believed, but remembering the 
places described in the book brought back many pleasant memories. I 
have always travelled light on my long-distance bicycling adventures, 
sometimes ridiculously so. Pablo and Anna have, also by accident and as 
described in the book, stumbled on the same counter-intuitive truth: the 
further you want to travel, the less you need to take. Much the same is 
true in life. I am struck by the similarities in our ways of thinking and of 
how they have made continual travel more than just a lifestyle choice but 
rather an art-form centred on the search for the right path.



The role of meaningful coincidence in our lives generated hours of 
late-night discussion and many empty bottles both in Vancouver and when 
I visited them in Barcelona. While we all have a healthy disbelief towards 
claims of the paranormal, the tendency to encounter just the right person 
with just the right skill-set at just the right moment to make just the right 
highly unlikely series of events unfold runs through much of this narrative. 
There are various plausible explanations for these seemingly highly 
improbably chance meetings, but even being well aware of the statistical 
reality does not reduce the magical quality of these events as they occur.

I decided the book deserved to be made available to a wider audience, 
and so undertook the translation into English. As much as possible I’ve 
tried to preserve the rhythm of the narrative, as I soon realized that for 
this book the cadence of the language was far more important than purely 
grammatical considerations. If the rules had to be bent, I would bend 
them. As a musician this made a great deal more sense to me and felt 
more comfortable when I read back the passages.

While this project took many hours to finish, it was far from a solo 
effort. Special thanks go to Christine Lambert for the many excellent 
suggestions when my translation seemed clearer to me than to her. Thanks 
also to Jay Willoughby for putting up with us as we endlessly debated 
the merits of a single word or phrase. Thanks to Lori Pappajohn and Pep 
Ventura for additional editing. Thanks also to Anna Callau for cooking us 
all some memorable Catalan meals before and after our extended proofing 
sessions, for much insight in clarifying some obscure points and subtleties 
in the text, and for the gentle humour. Finally to Pablo Rey himself whose 
questions during the reviews of my efforts often elicited the possibility of 
a different interpretation from what I had originally considered.

My hope is that with the publication of this book in English, a larger 
audience will consider the possibility that travel is not just something to 
do while on holiday. Rather, it’s something far too important and necessary 
to postpone. For those lost within a gloomy forest, consider travel as a 
vocation, not merely a vacation.

Joaquín Ayala
Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada

April 2013



Keep your dreams! Madmen have sweeter ones than the wise!
         Charles Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du Mal.





It’s always the same story: as soon as you get used to the pace of 
your vacation, a phone rings. There’s a call from God, Allah, Jehovah 
or your conscience reminding you that it’s time to get back to work. 
Sometimes it’s the same electronic buzz of your old cell phone that 
awakens you in a foreign land. But no, your phone is switched off. You 
promised.

In any case it startles you. That ringtone is yours, and your body 
responds like a faithful dog. Your hand slips unconsciously downwards, 
slowly falling towards your pocket. Pavlov would be proud. And you 
stop singing along to that new song you like and that’s being played in 
the bars and radios of half the planet, la-la du-bee du-doo. Your brow 
begins to furrow. You reach for your phone and find a half-empty plastic 
container of suntan lotion.

The bitter flavour of melancholy, like bile, taints your mouth. For 
an instant you can taste your home town, and you don’t like it. Your lot 
in life is not bad, but it sucks from this perspective. You look at your
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swimsuit and further down to your feet, tattooed by a healthy tan broken 
up by lighter bands caused by the straps of your sandals. A sheet of 
letterhead, garbage, brushes between your legs before blowing 
onwards. The cries of a child are emergency sirens. And then it 
happens, you remember.

Remembering causes disgust, especially when an avalanche of 
images forces you back into reality. You do not live among palm trees, 
but you’d love to have sand in your garden. You know soon that time 
will once again be dictated by something far less significant than the 
transit of the sun. Everything you now have before your eyes will soon 
disappear through the back window of a taxi. For a month you’ve been 
living the original dream of humanity, the dream of independence, 
where reality only vaguely resembles an alternative lifestyle.

Remember, it’s only a holiday; you’ll have to leave even if you 
want to stay. There it is again.

Then you mumble an insulting reply that’s jumbled with the dull 
response of the phone’s annoying owner. The reply isn’t important; 
diga, salam, yes or aló, the accent is irrelevant. Whether you are near 
or far, you’re back.

This time, what started the acid reflux was finding the return trip 
section of a plane ticket that remarkably was made out in my name. I 
had landed in Johannesburg because it was the cheapest starting point 
to terra incognita, and a series of coincidences had left me facing Martin, 
a Swiss with Bob Marley’s dreadlocks. Martin had just crossed Africa 
in an old ramshackle safari-brown Land Rover, a classic, and was 
looking for people willing to share some dollars and the cost of petrol. 
I needed to surprise myself.

It was the end of July and I had fled to the south of Africa for six 
weeks, taking advantage of a month’s holiday and an extra fortnight by 
way of a mental health issue. My brain no longer worked well. It was 
serious, but not quite enough to require being put on a psychiatrist’s 
wait list. I had merely started questioning the meaning of the inevitable. 

You have to work; you must take the bus every morning at the same 
time. Or drive in the same direction, in the same traffic jam, listening to 
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the same radio station with an expression on your face like something 
out of a wax museum. You have to pay the electrical bill, the telephone, 
the utilities, the children’s school, the damn mortgage or the rent. You 
have to go to the office at sunrise and leave at sunset. This is normal; 
this is what life is all about.

Billboards on the street and ads on television proclaimed that the 
only alternative was to drink Coca-Cola. Then your world would be- 
come a factory which would radiate happiness into outer space. The 
guys from Atlanta had already begun their campaign of replacing the 
cocaine in the original formula with lysergic acid.

Yes, I too worked in the wonderful world of advertising. I came up 
with ads, developed ideas that helped you choose the best beer, the 
car best suited to your needs, the hotel with the best services. I liked 
that tension, that continuous challenge of ingenuity versus deadlines. I 
could have devoted myself to writing poetry, but this paid better.

In my defence, I admit that I never did exactly what I was asked 
to do. You should tell stories concisely, but I always wrote too much. 
“Yes, very nice, but get rid of half the words.” As if writing were like 
stacking stones.

I used rare expressions, metaphors with a unique foreign cadence 
and occasionally put forward some original proposals. Lately I was 
determined to find a way of slipping a street protest into an advertising 
campaign. Kamikaze tomatoes committed suicide against the ground 
to avoid falling back into the arms of a head of lettuce; a squatter 
covered in piercings sold mortgages for a respectable bank; satanic 
phrases hidden in the texts advertised a gin in green bottles. It was 
undoubtedly my subconscious sending messages to the other side. 
Something was wrong.

The year 1999 was strange, different from all the years that had 
preceded it. There were still a few months to the end of the millennium 
according to Pope Gregory XIII’s mathematicians, who had baptised 
our calendar for four centuries. The simple numerical occurrence that 
takes place every thousand years had somehow changed the mood on 
the street.
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The world had divided into two camps: those who were in favour 
and those who were against the transcendence of dates ending with 
so many round numbers. The most common reaction was sarcasm 
and affected curiosity. But there was also a slight feeling of dread. 
Indifference was inconceivable. People argued in bank line-ups, at 
the supermarket and in elevators. Each building had a Nostradamus 
as a porter. Everybody had to have an opinion; raise the thermostat, 
talk about God and the Antichrist, even though nobody believed 
anything exceptional was about to happen. Wars would not stop for 
a day. God would not be descending to Earth to turn us into human 
beings. It was impossible to think we’d all win the lottery.

In the media, few prophets, clairvoyants or tarot card readers 
predicted the end of the world. No serious newspaper wasted ink 
printing catastrophic headlines. It was not profitable. The message, 
“you see, I was right, the world did end” just wasn’t on.

The only ones that seemed worried were governments and 
corporations. They feared that all computers would revert back to some 
analogue prehistory and stop working as year 99 became 00. Nothing. 
Can you imagine? In their nightmares, all debts, all transactions, all 
the wealth and well-being achieved through years of accumulation, 
gone in a historic second. Abracadabra, now we’re all equal again.

It was humanity’s second most common dream, the dream of 
equality.

The last thing I needed during that holiday was to associate with 
another fugitive. When all was said and done, Martin and his dreads 
made a reasonably sane ensemble: almost thirty years old, wanting to 
do things, full beard and various harmless extravagances, fitting for 
someone who had just crossed Africa in an old 4x4 held together with 
baling wire. For example, he had invented a language based on sounds 
which could only be translated into sensations, doubt, joy, confidence, 
a problem: “Curucu-cucoo! Pundaee! Cuac-cuac-cuac…” It was an 
Esperanto for travellers in foreign lands.

His system was very simple: he first tried speaking in one language 
and if he was not understood, he tried another. The third time he would 
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invent it. Seconds later he had set up a relationship based on laughter 
and the fearless acceptance of ridicule. If they don’t understand your 
words, let them understand your emotions. It was a resounding success. 

“Sometimes they bet amongst themselves regarding my madness. 
I could see it in their eyes. You know, nobody attacks crazy people, 
especially if they’re happy. Laughing lunatics are harmless.”

There were the two of us in Johannesburg, but we needed a third 
road trip partner to help defray costs, and this was a problem. Almost 
everyone who slept at the hostel travelled with a companion. Few 
people vacation alone, and fewer still have the liberty of forgetting 
that golden chain called plans. Among that small percentage, even 
fewer were not dangerously insane.

“Inga, her name is Inga, and she speaks little English,” this is how 
Martin introduced her while unfolding a large worn and taped-up 
Michelin map on the ground. Folded up it was as thick as a Bible. 
“Should we go to Harare?”

Inga was typically German, neither beautiful nor ugly, fat nor 
thin. She had brown hair and worked as a nurse in some small Baltic 
town eleven months of the year. It was always cold there. She knew 
how to give intramuscular and intravenous injections, how to take a 
pulse on the carotid artery, and how to change the diapers of ancient 
grandfathers who would sometimes reach out and caress one of her 
Teutonic breasts. Inga was the opinion poll model German: self-
sufficient, with some higher education, trusting, beer-drinking, with 
only a sporadic smile, like all the good productive citizens of Northern 
Europe. It had taken her years to abandon those crazy summers in 
coastal Spain and fly by herself to Africa. Well, to South Africa, the 
most developed country on the continent.

Our opinion of her changed when we discovered that she suffered 
from anxiety attacks every time she thought about the adventure she 
was on. Instead of getting excited, she became frightened: “I am alone 
in Africa, on an unknown route, increasingly far from the airport, from 
my embassy; from the hospital recommended by my health insurance 
provider… das is zum kotzen!” The anxiety attacks could occur while 
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catching a glimpse of baboons running like dogs by the side of the 
road, or while interacting with a group of peaceful and humble 
black housewives, or during a routine police road check. The latter 
was particularly dangerous. Her nervousness made us all suspects in 
everything: white subversives out to undermine a black government, 
illegal immigration, and even drug trafficking. Thinking of prison only 
worsened her anxiety.

Because of this, she began scratching her hands, wrists, and forearms. 
Insecurity caused her to itch. Within fifteen minutes the first scratches 
appeared. Within the hour she had started to bleed from small wounds 
that never healed. Only then would she forget she was in Africa, pull out 
a first aid kit and patch herself up.

Inga stayed behind at Victoria Falls. Her departure was the closest 
thing to a primary school sticker swap: “I’ll trade you a weird German 
for a quiet Japanese.” Takayuki was small, silent, and also travelled 
alone. His goal was to cross Africa on a push scooter, which was 
enough of an excuse for his best friends to vacation elsewhere. He 
wore clown’s shoes that were four sizes too large to push himself 
along more efficiently and (this was almost a miracle) he had still not 
been run over by a truck. It was all just a matter of time. Every trucker 
eventually gets his minute of fame in the yellow press.

In those few African weeks, many extraordinary things happened 
to this office clerk: I dug up whalebones along empty beaches, 
climbed huge sand dunes in the desert, learned how to walk unarmed 
amid lions and elephants, and watched the rising green bubbles of the 
Zambezi River rapids from below. Almost every day I walked along 
trails scratched into the jungle or on soft, sandy paths. It was my 
personal return to a simpler life; a life of innocence, when we still 
believed we were all free.

Three weeks and many kilometres later, at Windhoek, Namibia, I 
put my hand in the wrong pocket and pulled out a folded paper; the 
airline ticket, the return flight. I remembered that I had to go back; this 
was not my real life. This was just a borrowed life, a holiday.
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I returned to the animal kingdom of Barcelona sandwiched between 
a woman with nostalgic eyes and a water filter sales agent who spoke 
compulsively. He had just finished a week of isolation in a country 
where he didn’t understand a word of their language. I was his ear, the 
dummy on which he practised his stories about his satisfaction with 
the buffet at the Sun City Hotel-Casino and his safari amid the black 
prostitutes of Johannesburg. “That’s really dangerous,” he repeated, 
“not like those gay safaris in armoured cars to see wild animals.” He 
practised his best phrases on me, the most striking, which he would 
later use on his friends and customers. He talked too much.

When the movie started I put on my headphones and turned the 
volume to zero, determined to confront what was tormenting me: my 
return to real life, not too dissimilar to the life of the water filter 
salesman.

I took out the wrinkled piece of paper I had left in my pocket since 
Harare and read it again: ‘Life is everything that happens while you’re 
making other plans.’ That phrase was from a certain loud-mouthed 
character named John Lennon who was shot and killed one cold 
December night. Lower the curtain, the show’s over. I had a room 
papered with maps, books and magazines that took me to the end of 
the world without leaving home. I wanted to go to all these paradises, 
but ‘one of these days’ or ‘in a few years’ had become my favourite 
excuses to avoid the commitment that involves betting on what you 
really want to do in life.

When I opened the door of my mortgaged apartment I knew that 
I had to go. On the other side was the life of a stranger with steady 
work, routines, obligations and television. Staying meant taking the 
path to security, and that meant planning a nice funeral. I had already 
buried a previous life I was supposed to live. Why not do it again? 
Why not kill the life you’re supposed to live?

Why not start again?
Eight years had passed since that first great adventure, when I had 

landed in Madrid on an Aeroflot plane with stops in Recife, Isla de Sal, 
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Algiers and Moscow; half the world. Now life was again beginning to 
become predictable. Why not change history?

That night, after having sniffed each other for two hours and talking 
about the month and a half of living separately, I confessed to Anna that 
I had not brought her back anything from Africa. Yes, I was a miserable 
cretin who could only offer her candy-coated words, wrapped in sweet 
poison.

“Would you like to drive around the world with me?”

Who hasn’t dreamt at least once of travelling around the world?
To put it another way, who hasn’t at some point wanted to start a 

new life closer to their dreams and farther from reality?
Seated at my side, Anna is still sceptical. After nine months of 

building castles in the sky, she’s not sure this is the way. She turns 
her head, looks at me and smiles with pursed lips. This is perhaps just 
another dream from which we’ll awake at any moment to find 
ourselves entrapped in a new series of sticky routines.

Pinch me, please.
Thirty-six hours before our planned date of departure, Anna received 

the results of a medical test that assured her an operation was needed. 
Some cells from her cervix disagreed with our plans and conspired to 
fill our heads with disastrous messages. Nothing is as good as it seems. 
The trip is a bad idea. Everything can go wrong. That was a month ago, 
when at the last minute we delayed the trip, “just as we were about to 
leave.” A terrifying phrase if it ends there.

But no, Anna pinches me. It hurts.
She cranes her neck with evil satisfaction to look at the intense 

blue sky through the windscreen. She must detect the hordes of odours 
filing past as the city undresses itself of cement at sixty kilometres an 
hour: carbon monoxide, sewers, air fresheners, cheap perfume, fried 
food, freshly baked bread, hot asphalt. The same smells that fatten with 
the heat of summer. We know we’re leaving, but our bodies continue 
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entwined with the logic of driving along a known path. There are still 
the same buildings, the same bridges, the same traffic lights, and the 
same music on the radio. “And now, once again for your listening 
pleasure, this summer’s top song...!”

We’re still at home. Nothing has changed on this bright June day. 
In fact, we’re only going to Ikea to buy a new shelf to arrange our lives 
better at The Independent Republic of My House. We move away for 
a beer at a different beach. We go to the supermarket to fill up the 
fridge because it’s the beginning of another month. Have you brought 
the Visa card? The left side of my brain senses something new in the 
chain of events and grabs the steering wheel harder.

Pinch me again.
In the rear-view mirror, the number of cars following us to the 

east multiplies, as if escape were a shared dream. As if we all had 
chosen the path of uncertainty. But no, little by little they disappear; 
they pass us or find their own way. Our new home, a 1991 Mitsubishi 
L300/Delica 4x4 has the same aura as the Volkswagen hippy-vans of 
the 70s. It’s another slow nuisance bloated with luggage.

Inhale. I fill my lungs to slough off another layer of old skin. 
I’m still not sure that this is real and not another invented story, not 
another weekend stamped with an expiration date.

Exhale. On the sides of the road the wind is blowing. Oaks, pines 
and maples shake their manes like stressed out backup dancers.

Inhale. The clouds rush by and birds let themselves be dragged 
from one tree to another like they are on some wild roller coaster ride. 
A young man on the road remains perplexed.

Exhale. Every day that ends brings us one step closer to death. What 
should we do? Sit and wait for it? I prefer to run, run towards it.

Inhale. I feel my pocket but can’t find my telephone or my anchor of 
keys that weighed me down so much. My instinctive anxiety returns, 
I’m drowning. The telephone, where is my telephone?

A gust of wind blasts through the window and decontaminates the 
van. Some scales fly out, others cling desperately to the skin. The odour 
of narrow roads violently hits our faces: the essence of forest, fresh 
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grass and humidity, the smell of recently-cut wood, of thick wood 
smoke, concentrated stench of…

“Cow shit… Anna! We have left the city!”
The aroma appears and disappears capriciously. Every time it 

returns it reminds us that the rest of our lives, what happens after this 
and what we don’t know is going to happen, is starting. My skin erupts 
in millions of small volcanoes, I feel it. The whole body and every 
latent bacterium, every molecule of flesh, blood, fat, fingernail and 
bone reverberates frantically with a new anxiety. We’re on the road.

“Do you realize that? This is what freedom is like outside the 
big cities of Europe; smelling cow shit every day!”

Innocently, we have decided to drive around the world. The reality 
is we have set out to overland across some of the worst terrain on the 
planet. We have changed our large apartment for a micro living-space 
of just five square metres, and a secure job for an insecure but more 
intense life. You can only regret what you didn’t do, never what you 
tried but failed at, even if this ends up being the worst of our failures.

“Go around the world? How? With what money? Towards where? 
What did you hit your head against?” I remember the confused look on 
Anna’s face as if she were in front of me.

“Why not? We share our savings, we rent out the apartment to pay 
off the mortgage, we buy a used 4x4 in good shape so we can live 
inside, and we find work along the way to earn some money. Yes, it’s 
madness, but it’s madness for the unusual, not for the impossible.”

Within half an hour she said yes. By then I had already told her about 
my discoveries in front of a large map. It’s possible to drive through the 
south of Europe to the Middle East, and descend into Africa to Cape 
Town, where all roads finish. Afterwards we’ll see, but we could cross the 
Atlantic by boat to South America, like my grandparents did. We could 
start again in Tierra del Fuego, reach the furthest point north of Alaska, 
and return back to Barcelona by way of the Siberia-Finisterre highway.

That highway does not exist, but I didn’t tell her that.
Nine months later the smell of pre-Pyrenean cow dung acts like an 

elixir, Channel No. 5 for my guts. Every time I inhale I remember that 
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it’s not another day. It’s today, at this moment, right now. Exhale; relief 
and uneasiness shift to shake my foundations. The dreams of so 
many centuries of work and routine are here, beyond the barn and the 
fertilised fields glimpsed through the trees, all within the blink of an 
eye. History is not written in stone.

Anna continues smiling.
We first met at her office, in the late afternoon. She was tired and 

I tried to do my good deed for the day by speaking nonsense. My 
Good Samaritan act vanished quickly when I noticed the contrast 
between her 1.8-metre-tall Amazon body and her make-up free face. 
No war paint here. It is what it is, kid. Over her nose, two pieces of 
sky laughed on my account.

What a match.
We started having dinner, walking on the beach and making love 

a couple times a week. We progressed from sharing our immediate 
desires to sharing those things you only tell your pillow: things which 
come out when you’re drunk or very excited. The sense of feminine 
practicality was in her blood and won out from the very beginning: 
“things are the way they are, there is what there is and what there isn’t, 
there isn’t, at least not yet. We shall see if it happens. Who knows?” 
Her philosophy was to live one day at a time. Enjoy the daily routine 
of the city, the same which awaited me after work.

What could possibly be better than having coffee, beer or rum 
with the same old friends in the pub at the corner?

In the city, you can choose between God and the Devil. You can 
go to the theatre or the cinema, go to a dance, tally up planes in the 
sky or hug your family like a real Italian. You can have a bubble bath 
and spend the weekend in the mountains or in a shopping mall. In 
fact, you can do anything. Cities are anonymous; you can only see 
what you are allowed to see.

A face. The front of a house. An illustrious last name. Music at 
full blast, clothes. In the city it’s easy to disappear and stop being 
the honest family man to become Lord of whatever you want: leather 
straps, dog collars, and harnesses anatomically designed for human 
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jaws. That bruise came from when you fell. That scratch came from 
your cat. The vacation money was stolen right at the front door of the 
bank. The car too. You would never bet it at a poker table. You can 
tramp around neighbourhoods where honourable housewives would 
never be seen shopping. You hang yourself and resuscitate every 
morning, forget your documents and use pseudonyms, artistic names, 
Lolita or Gabriel; complete angels. You can check out dives where 
you would not expect to meet up with your children, or your parents.

In the city you can be a social devil: friendly, kind, charitable, 
honourable. While you choose all the available adjectives, you can 
live the life of the famous or the phony, run after balls of different 
sizes and cover it up with the routine of a stable job. When you get 
bored, you can sink yourself into the Internet or surf channels until you 
find some surreal TV show from Korea. No, urban life is not all bad.

Ours orbited around the same old stops. The Everyday Bus Company 
announces the departure of your regular bus number 12,330. From 
home to work, from work to home, with stops at the goddamn bathroom 
mirror, the bastard’s desk, the underhanded hand of your office 
companion, the Deception Bar, the wink from the mannequin in the 
window, the ‘here we go again’ exhaustion, and finally, with any luck, 
two sincere words from the eyes of a friend: “you alright?”

“Tired. But we must go on, right?”
That’s how it went until The Click. It really was a click, the trigger 

that set off a pickpocket right in the heart of Barcelona. The unique 
click sound of Anna’s purse emerging amidst thousands of clicks and 
repetitive sounds. The click that decided the future by sending an alarm 
signal to the brain which calculated instinctively: we must defend our- 
selves without getting knifed in the liver. The PAF! as Anna reacted, 
slapped the face of the pickpocket and kicked him between the legs. It 
surprised us all. The poor fellow folded over and started to shrink. She 
said something along the lines of “get out of here, and don’t be such an 
asshole”. I was beside myself.

Let’s start again. Hello Anna, we met five months ago, but it appears 
I still don’t know you. Who are you?
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Forty-eight hours later we descended a ravine in the Pyrenees with 
some friends. We travelled along the river and rappelled with ropes 
between waterfalls. We jumped between pools of transparent and frigid 
water while splashing about lazily. This was paradise. Then we came 
upon a 12-metre-high cliff that dropped off into a deep pool that came 
directly from the Arctic.

“I bet you won’t jump,” I boldly stated.
“How about you? Would you jump?” she replied challengingly.
“Certainly, but you first.”
Anna jumped. I was doomed.
Now, while the smell of cow dung conquers the universe, we again 

jump. As hopeless optimists, we believe we know what will happen: 
a man and a woman move into a house on wheels. They live many 
adventures, they are happy and four years later they return to their 
starting point. It seems simple.

The Everyday Bus Company announces the departure of unique 
voyage number one, destination the end of the world.

All we know about Africa is that there are wars, hunger, and vast 
empty spaces on maps. The roads are good, bad, or non-existent. 
There are policemen collecting souvenirs and black men in loincloths 
and Armani suits. There are palm trees and elephants. There are 
stories of foreigners disappearing forever, swallowed up by the land 
of Tarzan, that illegal migrant who became king of the jungle. And 
there are tribes, deserts, malaria, the Nile, weapons, pyramids, and 
some Muslim fanatics. We know we’re going to be robbed. We 
know that more than once we’ll end up losing.

I look at Anna. I try to imagine her reaction when we face a 
dangerous situation. Will she have so much courage in Africa?

I outstretch my arm blindly, caress her cheek, and put my finger 
in her eye.

“Get out!”
“Do you realize we’ve left?”
“Yes,” she replies while sticking her head out the window to feel 

the wind. The same revolutionary air pulls the last sticky spots of 
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Barcelona off our skin. In front of the windscreen there is an intense 
blue sky criss-crossed with green and brown rays. “I will believe 
we’ve really left when returning becomes harder than continuing.”

The world changes through the windscreen. It’s not a cataclysm, 
nor that mystic illumination that raises you to the edge of good 
karma. It’s the distance; kilometres enrich the soul.

These are the opening moments, the originals, the certain and 
emotional succession of first times. It doesn’t matter if you don’t 
understand too well where you are. During the first sunset in an 
unfamiliar place you look for a remote dark corner. At the first 
dawn you get your first backache after sleeping for the first time 
on a mattress that’s three miserable centimetres thick. At the first 
truck stop the first discord arrives and the first dubious looks 
follow us. In the second road bar, we hear the first gurgled words in 
a different language. Outside, the first honking horn becomes distant, 
like the first pages of a virgin book. 
I raise my arm to return the first wave from another van and remember 
that it’s been two days since I last showered. Perhaps I should lower 
my arm.

The Pyrenees Mountains continue to give way to surly peaks and a 
mosaic of French fields, fenced, ordered and squeezed to the last square 
metre, repeating themselves on each side of the highway. The land- 
scape in front of us is the same as the landscape behind us; the only 
thing that changes is the shape of the white houses or the green and 
yellowish tone of the crops. On the horizon another ancient and walled 
village rises, with the church steeple towering over the red tiled roofs. 
The road signs mark detours, parking lots, service stations and even 
the distance to the next toilet. All that is left to chance is schizophrenia, 
unexplained murders, monsters lurking in innocent looking villages, 
passion or accidents caused by parties that ended too late. Europe 
seems like an organised country where every square of the map has a 
supervisor who hates surprises.
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The skyline changes its profile and becomes more remote, a point- 
less but effective pursuit. Every day we must undo the daily trace of 
the sun. May the next dawn awaken us earlier until the hours confuse 
themselves and the strings of time become entangled. We take some 
unnecessary detours: narrow paths that end at the edge of cultivated or 
wild river shores, anonymous old villages, new vistas that always look 
towards the east.

On the fifth day, after the first curves of the Alps, a great STOP 
sign appears. It is so large and exaggerated there is no possibility it 
would ever go unnoticed. A Swiss police officer automatically lifts his 
arm in a clean, academic gesture. No doubt he received an Honours 
Degree at the Swiss Border Guard University.

“Bonjour” 
“Bonjour”
“What are you carrying there?”
The policeman looks at us with curiosity. I suppose we display 

the idiotic smiles of those who finally start to walk the path they 
have dreamt about for far too long. Behind us lies the future: canned 
food, containers full of drinking water, old tools and the chaos 
of uncertainty. In the same pocket I have an incomplete list, five 
wrinkled sheets of paper, which the policeman takes suspiciously 
between two fingers. He fears he may be holding the bacteriologically 
contaminated object that will end all life on planet Earth.

Apart from Spanish there is something else he doesn’t understand 
and his nostrils flare instinctively. His eyes move from one side to the 
other, peeking at the interior of the van over my shoulder. “What is 
this?” he asks opening the papers. This is too hippie for him. He looks 
at our foreign faces, and licks his parted lips in a straight line. He 
retreats into the passports, Spanish from Barcelona, Spanish from 
Buenos Aires. He looks again at the general disorder, and shrugs his 
shoulders in resignation. We are white; the only strange thing is our 
happiness.

“Perhaps it would be better if we say that we’re only carrying our 
home,” suggests Anna. 
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And it’s true, because behind us is our bedroom with a skylight 
window in the ceiling, a living room with shelves full of more or less 
useful items and a small library behind the co-pilot’s seat. There’s a 
kitchen with a frying pan, pot and cutlery as well as a 2.5-kilogram 
butane-gas cylinder, and a collection of tools in a drawer. That’s the 
workshop. All of this in the same five square metres. Over the ceiling 
there’s an attic filled with things you usually save just in case. The 
bathroom is as large as the fields and the view out the windows changes 
almost every day. They even have curtains.

‘Home is where you find it’ proclaimed a famous Smirnoff 
advertisement at the beginning of the 90’s. I turn my head and can’t 
avoid distorting my idiotic smile: this has nothing to do with the 
illustrated encyclopaedic definition. Our home is a house of gypsies, 
an old van returning to the Maghreb from anywhere in Europe, a 
refuge for vagabonds, a nomadic and lonely caravan parked under 
the street lamp of some anonymous alley.

Now we’re foreigners everywhere we go.

Switzerland is like France but with fewer road signs. Everything is 
immaculate, orderly and clean, though the streets of Geneva reek of 
dead cat: buildings collect all their organic waste under the stairs in 
sparkling containers picked up by the city trucks once a week. It’s a 
true natural resource.

We pass by a house surrounded by dozens of stiff garden gnomes 
with the same idiotic smile I see in the mirror: they look like ten 
marijuana smokers locked up in a small bathroom. It all makes sense 
in this fable of a town surrounded by vertiginous mountains covered 
in trees and white hats. I bet Snow White will be around the next 
corner holding up the hem of her gown.

But no, what I see is a stable with an advertisement on its roof for 
‘Fromagerie Le Solliat’, a cheese factory. The place is idyllic, perfect, 
a postcard printed on super fine Swiss paper, impeccable. Some twenty 
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rustic houses built of stone and wood on both sides of the rue du 
Village, the village’s street, the only street. Next to the open doors of a 
carpenter’s workshop are pots filled with flowers and tools. Behind that 
are some fat cows penned up in a corral. Beyond there is forest.

Next to the barn owned by Heidi’s grandfather lies the old 
camperized Land Rover I met in Africa. I look through the dirty 
windows; the open scars in the seats display a flesh of foam. The 
drawers are disjointed bones filled with dust, tired, the belly of a buffalo 
tortured by bad roads. Every scratch opens up a mental photo album 
and all from only forty days that I travelled with it.

“Martin?” I ask a man holding a hammer on a cushion of sawdust.
“Go up. Second floor, on your right. The door’s open. If he’s not 

there, he will be at the bar. In the village. Down below.” He answers in 
spurts before putting two nails in his mouth.

The door is indeed open, but there’s nobody home. When we 
descend, the carpenter raises his thumb towards the back of the house 
while he continues sucking his nails. In Switzerland nails come in 
three flavours, Roast Lamb, Emmental Cheese, and Abbey Beer.

Martin came back from Africa a bit over a month ago and it appears 
he has returned into the rhythm of his old life. He left his windsurfing 
board in the nursery by the lake and found a job in a small company 
which produces a line of erotic watches for Arab sheikhs and eccentric 
millionaires. He is not sorry to be back.

“Putain, where the hell are you going with all this stuff?” was the 
first thing he said on seeing the van.

He’s right. The stuff on the roof looks like a bump on the head. 
When you live in the excess of cities it’s difficult to distinguish 
between the essential and the accessory. You’ve decided to leave, but 
what are you prepared to sacrifice? You pack too many clothes, too 
many precautions, too many prejudices and too many useless items.

“What is this?” asks Martin, on seeing a square box plastered with 
pictures of the most obedient girl in the world.

“Her name is Maggie. She’s an inflatable doll. It was a gift from a 
friend so we’d always have someone to talk to when we became bored 
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with talking to each other. She’s the best. If you squeeze her left nipple 
she says “Oh yes! Oh yes!” She always agrees with you.

He looks at me disconcertedly.
The table in his house is topped with bread, cheese, wine and some 

recent stains. He has recovered the life he had stored in boxes before 
leaving for his overland trip, but he still has his Leatherman knife and 
many other things on hand, like the drum with tribal inscriptions from 
Zambia. Sometimes he still blurts out a selection of some of his most 
absurd expressions, like the “curucucu!” he lets out when he’s happy. 
He doesn’t have a television set and doesn’t read the papers. He simply 
went back to a quiet life next to the lake, surrounded by old friends.

The theme of our conversation is travel; routes from the past and 
adventure plans for the future. About the rented Mongolian horse 
that tossed his rider, who ran after it through the forest towards the 
corral they had left five hours before. About the suspicions of the 
Sudanese police and the forbidden pictures of the Dalai Lama that 
entered illegally into Tibet. About the sad joy of Havana, the risks 
involved with Mexican mescal, and the mountains of Peru. About 
Japanese tourists who reach the end of the world without speaking 
any language other than Japanese, and of travellers who no longer 
recognise their homes.

But the story that takes us the furthest is that of Yak, a Swiss who 
wanted to reach Tibet by bicycle. The two years of the trip became 
four, then five, and now six. When he stopped in front of the Potala 
Palace he asked himself what he would do if he returned home. So 
he decided to keep going. He disembarked in Japan with hardly any 
money and found a job in a hotel cleaning rooms, pushing a cart piled 
with sheets and scraping off small condoms that were stuck to the floor. 
He crossed the Pacific and reached Alaska and from there pedalled all 
the way to Patagonia. In the United States he was poor because he only 
owned a bicycle. In Guatemala he was rich because he owned a bicycle. 
He crossed the Atlantic to South Africa and we met up with him in 
Zimbabwe. He was pedalling his way north, back to his home, 
wherever that might be.
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We enter Italy through the Great St. Bernard Pass. We splash about 
in an inundated Venice and we descend down the Italian Adriatic Coast. 
We avoid Rome so we won’t fall into the chaos of August, but we end 
up trapped by the noisy tourism of Rimini. We cross the Abruzzo Range 
towards the south and for two hours we try to enter Naples. We follow 
the road signs but once and again we return to the same crossroad, the 
same plaza in the same village far from the city. It’s impossible, 100 
kilometres ago we were on that exact corner. The fellow who installed 
the road signs had a twisted sense of humour.

When we eventually arrive in the centre of Naples it’s 11 p.m. 
and the party is out of control. Thousands and thousands of excited 
people, move, drink and yell at the same time. It’s almost surreal, 
the closest thing to being at the last carnival during the end of the 
world. At midnight the bells strike and Dolce & Gabanna turn into 
Sodom & Gomorra.

A comet inexorably approaches the city. It’s all now, everything 
must be now.

The streets are full, swarming, packed and overflowing with some 
of the most extreme type of human being; a kind of biological entity 
whose genes die out if it tries to reproduce outside of its familiar chaotic 
ecosystem. It’s an explosion of hormones destined to conquer the world 
by way of hugs, pizza, and opera singers: the Southern Italians.

Mamma mia.
Street festivals in Naples are over the top, a modern bacchanalia 

in the epicentre of Camorra country, the mother of all Italian mafias. 
Everything is allowed. Nobody has bothered to close off the centre of 
the city and cars mix with people in waves. Emotional tsunamis clean 
the chassis of our van with the latest Versace designs. Two girls jump 
on the roof of a parked car looking for something while oscillating to 
the rhythm of the music coming from a nearby bar. Vespas with three 
or four passengers on board come from every direction, without any 
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sense of order. Two men communicate by way of shouts with half their 
bodies sticking out the window of their cars. Vedi Napoli e poi muori 
prophesies graffiti on the side of a building. It’s fantastic.

In the centre of this apparent disorder, a team of workers takes up 
the cobbling on a street. Nobody cares if they work for city hall or if 
they’re digging a tunnel to rob a bank. Today, anything goes, it’s the 
Festival of the Madonna Del Carmine, the Virgin of Carmen, and God 
is partying.

Prostitutes brighten the corners with fires burning in steel barrels 
to further heat up the summer night. A neon light in a store claims 
La notte a Napoli é bella. The third version in two days of the bolero 
‘Solamente Una Vez’, this time with maracas, emanates from an old 
bar. A bottle is smashed against a wall. The street’s fruit market is open, 
empty, but open. We slowly move through the laughter and whispers of 
sellers who, five metres from a deaf and mute policeman, keep asking 
“hashish, telephone, camera, hashish, what are you looking for my 
friend?” On the stage built in the plaza there is a band playing African 
music. Welcome to Naples! Long live anarchy!

In front of an alley we spot the rusty remains of an old Fiat 128 
painted in blue and white. It’s an historical monument covered in square 
letters: DIEGO, FORZA NAPOLI, MARADONA.

Naples is real, poor, scandalous, and yes, Maradonian. The rebel 
hero, cursed by the owners of soccer’s international federations, led 
a revolt in 1987 to resurrect the word “pride.” The agricultural south 
had always lost the annual football wars against the industrialised 
north. That is, until that magical year, one thousand nine hundred and 
eighty-seven, when Diego Maradona became the stamp of a saint, 
the symbol of hope, the spiritual Godfather of the south of Italy. The 
Napoli, a medium almost-small team, won the Scudetto for the first 
time in its history and then went on to win the European Cup. History 
is not written in stone.

“Bongiorno. Where can io leave the furgona? Where can io trovare a 
safe place for the macchina?” I ask nervously, in a jumble of languages, 
to a couple of policemen who are admiring the human spectacle.
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“A safe place, in Naples? Bwah-ha-ha-ha-ha!” they burst out in 
gales of laughter. I laugh with them, naturally, what are you going to 
do? Ha-ha-ha…

And now, where are we going?
All the entrances to parking lots are lower than the van. In other 

words, there are no parking spots for us. A small voice, half angelic, 
half demonic, recommends against parking on just any street, much less 
during the nocturnal manifestations of partying Southern Italians. For 
the first time I noticed the vast illuminated silhouette of Mount Vesuvius, 
the symmetrical and dark sleeping giant that crouches behind the city.

Sleeping in the dormant volcano might be the safest option tonight.

“Spagnoli! I was with the Navy in Spain. Giovanni, do you remember 
those Spaniards that we fought in Madrid?” asks an old man to his 
buddy, enthusiastically recalling the memories of a life that might 
not have been his.

“What?” asks the doubting grandfather of all grandfathers, 
stretching out his ancient turtle-like neck. He lacks hearing aids, he 
lacks teeth, but has a wealth of years.

“Of course you remember those Spaniards we beat up in Madrid” 
he repeats raising his wrinkled fists in Torre Anunziatta, several kilo- 
metres south of Naples, deep in the heart of Italy. We are looking for 
a beach and a public shower.

When they finish telling us their war stories, there was four of them 
and we were three, Puerta del Sol, Franco, Mussolini, women, but they 
were hot, they send us to Lido Panzarotto, a great cement parking lot 
enclosed by grey crumbling walls, connected to the beach by a small 
door. Next to it is a beverage stand held up by yellow metal panels 
and three men scattered among a jumble of chairs and tables. In one 
corner is a mountain of fishing nets and on the other side there is an old 
abandoned car. It is a decadent fortress isolated from the sea.

“Buonassera” I say as a greeting. 
“Buona sera” replies the trio.
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“Would it be alright if I parcare here and dormire la notte?” I ask, 
reinventing the Italian language.

“Certainly. No problem. It’s quite alright,” reply Nello, Andrea and 
Franco in turn, 150 years between the three of them, while they offer 
us a couple of chairs.

Before sitting down we look out through the door that leads to the 
beach. On the other side, some two hundred metres away extend the 
ruins of a fortified island.

“Look, black sand,” says Anna.
“Of course, from Vesuvius, it’s a volcanic area.”
“And tomatoes, onions…”
On the sand and over the waves floats a giant red and white salad. 

The entire beach, as far as the eye can see, is planted with thousands 
of salty and gleaming tomatoes and onions, ready for harvesting. An 
ocean that brings fresh vegetables!

“It’s the Lido Panzarotto!” says Franco, accentuating the vowels. 
“Every evening after five the tomatoes from the canning factory come 
in with the tide. The onions start to arrive at seven. Every morning at 
sunrise, children clean up the beach, and then the crowds arrive.”

Nature is like that.
We set up our kitchen, the antique pot which belonged to Anna’s 

grandmother, an assortment of cups and plastic mugs and we start 
boiling some water to make coffee.

“That’s a pot for pasta. It’s going to make Enrico hungry!” says Nello 
pointing to his brother, who saunters up walking behind his stomach.

“No, this is our pot for everything, pasta, coffee, soup…” 
“You’re going to cook pasta?” asks Enrico.
“No, it’s for coffee.”
“Coffee? In that pot? Coffee is taken short, ristretto!”
“Who’s going to cook pasta?” asks his mother, a strong and restless 

grandmother, who sits next to the fishing nets.
Nello is a 40-year-old mechanic, and a decade ago emigrated with 

his wife and children to work at a Mercedes Benz factory in Germany. 
Every summer he comes back to Torre Anunziatta to enjoy his months’ 
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vacation with his family. When it’s time to go back, he phones the 
company and says he is too ill to return.

“Molto malato! Stress, I ate a poisoned fish. I have an enlarged 
stomach, my feet are deformed, I can’t even walk! Two months!” he 
repeats lifting his fingers in a sign of victory. Family is family.

His healing therapy consists of fishing every night with Enrico, who 
permanently resides by the sea. They float out over the Mediterranean 
in a small boat, drop their nets in front of the beach, and collect them 
before sunrise. They pull between 50 and 100 kilos of fresh fish daily. 
Some they sell to restaurants in the city, some are left over for their 
mother who prepares snacks at the bar on the beach.

Andrea approaches the pile of nets and begins to extend them with 
care. They have to fix the strands that broke last week. They all get 
together and while new knots replace holes, they talk. In Italy, silence 
is not an option.

“Andrea scuba-dives to depths of 10 to 15 metres in his search for 
octopus.”

“La mamma had ten sons and now has fifty-four grandchildren.” 
“Pompeii is an incredible place with statues of people who died two 

thousand years ago.”
“You have to be careful with motorcyclists, they’re the ones that 

will steal from you. They’re protected by the Camorra.”
“The beach, the coast of Sorrento, that’s what’s important... the 

coast is beautiful!”

The next night, after dining on crusty bread with onion and hot 
peppers, with pate, with several cooked plates and beers which appear 
from a refrigerator hidden behind the counter, after several stories of 
mainland animals, of fish with four eyes and octopuses that fed a family 
or fed on a family, Nello invites me to set out the nets on his boat. He 
only invites me: in southern Italy a woman’s place is at home.

Anna bites her tongue, enough to make it bleed, and enough to make 
her seek refuge in the van and cure herself with chocolate. I heard on 
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the radio that the dream of 90% of Italian women is to go on holiday 
without their husbands.

Ten minutes later we push the boat into the water. It’s a moonless 
night and the darkness, an inky blackness printed on a black back- 
ground, slowly devours us. Nello guides the boat diagonally across 
the waves that are trying to overturn us. They intensify and push us 
with greater force towards the shore. The sea knows the boat will 
scratch its womb and stir its body.

I position myself at the bow, far from the taca-taca-taca of the 
motor that sounds like a chef’s knife on a cutting board. I’m the 
umbrella, the sponge that absorbs the salty foam that breaks against 
the wooden bow.

When the motor slows, Enrico, strong and fat, begins to row. Then 
the waves surrender and Nello lays out the nets, metre by metre. He is 
careful to ensure the floats don’t become entangled with the weights, 
and the grey rhomboids descend gently. Afterwards he points the boat 
towards the small fortified island, illuminated by the reflections of the 
lights from shore. It’s been some time since the Saracen tower was 
abandoned, and every year it falls apart a bit more, like a sand castle 
surrounded by old scattered Lego blocks. They didn’t mention we were 
going there, and my imagination races.

“On this island they used to torture people, hang them, guillotine 
them,” explains Enrico passing his finger across his neck.

If I turned my back on them they might harpoon me and throw my 
body into the water until I disappear. Or even better, they might chop 
me up into little pieces so that Mamma can cook me. Tomorrow I’ll be 
the daily special on the menu. And Anna is on the beach...

I hardly know them. Our lives crossed some 30 hours ago, we 
played the role of visitors and I know little about the locals. I only 
know what they are willing to say and what I’m able to understand. 
Neapolitan fishermen, a beach with a salad, a huge family, they’re all 
friends, running a bar in summer, builder and mechanic the rest of the 
year. We understand each other through our eyes, our body language 
and some macaroni Italian. And then there’s mamma and things which 
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I remember from when I was a child in another city thousands of kilo-
metres away. Surprising, they’re much the same as here.

But travelling means trusting; to let yourself be taken by strangers 
to physical or mental places you would never arrive to alone. Trust. 
Just by allowing others to take the rudder, you can discover places 
that you didn’t even know existed.

My imagination soars, but I’m still soaking wet below this starry 
sky. I hallucinate about the dark landscape and my absurd fear of 
becoming shipwrecked this close to home. Trust, trust. In the west, 
many people distrust anything unfamiliar, or anything that is not 
habitual. If faces have different features or different skin tones, 
we must be cautious. If the words they use are different, we must 
doubt. We have to find what is hidden behind that glance because 
something is always hidden. And we must be suspicious, in case 
they do something to harm us. Something – whatever it might be. If 
they cover themselves too much, they’re religious fanatics. If they 
wear loincloths, they’re savages. We must distrust because they’re 
different from us, different from the traditions which we grew up with. 
It’s understood, naturally, our traditions are the only right ones.

We arrive at the rocks outlined by the echoes of light and we 
navigate between the massive boulders. Infidel stones hide rocks 
that are even older, trapezoidal shaped, put there by Venetians 
a thousand years ago. Stones inhabited by spirits that cannot die, 
witnesses of violent betrayals. In front of me I see Enrico’s fat finger 
slicing his neck again. A shiver runs down my spine.

But we must trust. Fear can grip you, but one must learn to appease 
it, to control it. We must trust. France, Switzerland, Italy and Greece are 
not that different from Spain. Our destiny lies much further than that, 
after Turkey, where the footsteps over the tightrope become less certain.

The beach is deserted, and there is nothing distinguishable between 
the rocks – just shadows which cast monsters and ghosts that flicker 
with doubt. They’re my own private ghosts.

The boat remains silent. The only sound comes from the waves 
hitting the wooden sides of the hull, and the whispering of fear.
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We must trust. Especially when every evening we must find a 
different place to sleep: the street, the parking lot, next to a church or 
a gas station, on the beach or between some bushes. Will it be safe 
here? Are truck drivers sounding their horns to say hello or to tell us 
to get out of the way? Why can’t that man get his eyes off us? Why 
are those others giving us a furtive look?

Fear is inevitable when you take the first steps toward places where 
no-one is expecting you. Places where you don’t have a reservation.

Fear that they’re going to steal from you or that you are going 
to be assaulted, shot, hit by bullets which were never aimed at you. 
Fear of disappearing, of disappointment and blood poisoning. Fear 
of never again having a good job, of contracting malaria, of not 
being understood, of corrupt policemen filing trumped-up charges 
against you. Fear of the long knife of a fisherman during an innocent 
night outing, of religious fanatics, of accidents hiding around the 
next curve, of crashing into a Coca-Cola truck in some forgotten 
corner of Africa.

In this world, of all possible deaths, that would be the most absurd.
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On a 24th of July we disembark from the car ferry in Patras, 
Greece. The streets are being repaired, the traffic is skittish and an 
employee of a gas station, hospitably, threatens to send us to the 
emergency ward if we do not move the van from where we’ve parked 
it. No matter. We’ll find another village. Our confidence increases 
and our fears begin to recede.

When you live on the road, most of your plans are useless. It’s the 
trip that decides what’s going to happen. You become conditioned 
by your body, your van, the roads, by your interactions with others, 
and by your head. And there’s always one part of that equation that 
doesn’t listen to you.

We have already surpassed the first major crisis, the first major 
fight, when the trip around the world was about to finish at the heel of 
the Italian boot. It’s difficult to find equilibrium between the emotion 
of open spaces and the emotion of the heart.

“We can’t continue like this,” said Anna one particularly cloudy 
afternoon.

“Continue? We’ve just started...” 
“That’s why.”
Before we left, we knew we’d have problems. It isn’t easy to share 

life 24 hours a day, seven days a week, every month. Love can drive 
you to murder.

That period of adjustment was part of the new reality. The lack of 
friends to confide in and the lack of personal spaces lasted a week. 
The seismic shock left us no alternative but to talk, and to talk about 
everything. When you’re uncomfortable with something, you should 
say it. Nothing can be of such little importance that it’s not worth 
mentioning. But discussing something is not the same as agreeing with 
something. That’s why we began insulting each other.

It was a natural, spontaneous combustion during a turbulent 
afternoon. The recriminations increased in tone, neither of us ceded 
ground, and both of us were right about some stupid difference of 
opinion. We were still marking our territories like a couple of dogs 
urinating on new tires.
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“Idiot.” 
“Bastard.” 
“Imbecile.” 
“Jerk.”
“Hard-headed donkey.” 
“Gob of spit.”
“Mange with legs.” 
“Two legged cockroach.” 
“Old urinal.”
“Toad diarrhoea.” 
“Cap de suro.”
“Please insult me in some Christian language if it’s not too much 

trouble.”
“Cork head! It’s Catalan! Four years living in Barcelona and you 

still don’t understand Catalan, you idiot!”
“You think Cap de suro is a decent insult? You could exert yourself 

a bit more... You have nothing worse to say?”
“What do you think of ‘genetic malformation’?”
“We’re going to cross isolated regions, violent areas, places where 

people speak languages that we have no dictionary for and situations 
where all of these things are combined. If we want to survive we have 
to get along well, mosquito brain.”

“I know semen stain. If I didn’t love you I would not be able to stand 
your fascist face.”

“Mistake.”
“Metre-and-a-half haemorrhoid” 
“Entrapped fart.”
“Donkey.”
“You can’t repeat yourself! You lose!”
After that day, every time we had a problem we would insult each 

other. At first with anger, but when we started to improvise we would 
forget our differences and laugh. Accidental result of a bender, ill-fated 
abortion, damned virus, meat scarecrow. Our unfettered blood-rage 
leaves us meek and able to discuss the real problem. Rat from a Chinese 
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restaurant, tumour, mange with legs, platypus, worm. It’s a form of 
therapy designed to survive an unexpected reality show: ourselves.

The story continues at 
‘Around the World in 10 Years: The Book of Independence’. 

Get it now at Kindle and Amazon.com. 

Around the World in 10 Years.
15 years later we still live on the road.

I went a little further, 
      then still a little further, 
 till I had gone so far that I don’t know how I’ll ever get back.
    Joseph Conrad, The Heart of Darkness

The pontoon barge heading towards Sudan, on Lake Nasser, Egypt
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