I was first greeted by color. Loads of color. The gray of the buildings, the pealing green paint of the shutters, the stark contrasts of the clothing hanging on lines above my head, and the bright iridescent blue of the sky. I had to stop to catch my breath to take it all in at once. But then my senses went into overload. I could smell bread baking, the fresh scent of the sea, coffee bubbling and somewhere off in the distance the earthy smell of fresh fruits and vegetables. And I hadn’t even left my alley. 

As I began my journey outwards, three dark headed little girls darted out of a corner and began to play at my feet. “Hello,” I smiled down at them. They were adorable. “Mi llama Rebecca,” I tried, faintly remembering my nearly non-existent Spanish and hoping that the phrase was close to Italian, which I had heard was close to Croatian. At this they all began to giggle and started rapidly pointing to my head. It took me a moment to figure out what was fascinating them, and then I remembered my hair color. Laughing with them, I grabbed a chunk of my white-blond hair and kneeled down to the closest girl. With my free hand, I took a piece of her hair and held it next to mine. We all laughed at the stark comparison. 

When I finally reached the end of my street, three things greeted me at once. First, was the huge marketplace in front of me that I had passed through earlier. Hundreds of booths were set up, selling everything from clothing to figs. It was hard to believe that hours earlier it had been virtually empty. Second to catch my eye was the large fortress beyond the market. It was huge and at first glance it reminded me of a castle. I knew from my limited Croatian knowledge that it had to be part of the Roman ruins. I just had no idea that I was staying that close to it. Lastly, I noticed the sea. It was off to my left and from what I judged only about a five-minute walk. It glistened like diamonds.

I was giddy at the thought of exploring such a place. It was a smorgasbord of color, sound, and scent. So completely different it was from Bled I might as well have been on the other side of the world. 

Still, I knew that food was the first priority. I hadn’t eaten since the Asian place in Ljubljana and after that I needed to e-mail Mom to let her know that I had arrived safely. She didn’t even know where I was. The last e-mail that I had sent her said that I was leaving Bled. 

Maria had pointed out the Internet café earlier and I was delighted to find that it was also a place that sold used English books.  I had read the only one that I had brought on the plane over and I had been desperate ever since to read another. The Budapest Rough Guide was getting a little stale. By now I can practically quote it. They had a decent selection and I picked out a horror novel by Anne Rivers Siddons called The House Next Door. For the purchase I got fifteen minutes of Internet time. 

Mom had e-mailed me asking me where I was and how the train ride had been. I gave her Maria’s telephone number and tried telling her a little bit about Split, although I hadn’t really been there long enough to comment about anything other than the gorgeous weather. 

Surprisingly, Jon had e-mailed me as well. It was short and mostly about work, but at least he wrote. He did say that he missed the sound of my voice but I found this odd since for the past few months my voice had been doing nothing but arguing.  

As I was leaving the café, I struck up a conversation with the guy who was working it. He is Australian and has been here for about two years. When I told him that from Split I was headed to Dubrovnik he thought that plan was wonderful. He said that I would never see a more beautiful place on earth and as I sailed out the door he shouted, “Welcome to Paradise!”

Luckily there was a food stand close to the Internet café. For lunch I did a very healthy thing and bought a slice of what I thought was chocolate cake (turned out to be poppy seed) and a Coca Cola. I took my food and my drink and headed across the street to a bench that overlooked the sea. Off in the distance I could see white vessels against the blue sky and flocks of seagulls fluttered in and out of the palm trees. It really did feel like a paradise. A few people walked by and seemed to take an interest in me, but it was mostly harmless looking old men. With my hair color, I sure don’t fit in as a local here.

It was so warm in the sun on the bench that I didn’t want to get up. Since I didn’t have anywhere else to be, I took my newly purchased book out of my backpack and began reading it. It was the single most relaxing period of time that I have had since this trip began. I had a decent place to stay, I didn’t have any schedules to adhere to, I wasn’t meeting anyone, and I was warm. Jon, Louise, Angelina, and the rest of the world seemed like a distant dream. I could hear people in the background talking and laughing as they lunched at the outdoor cafes but their foreign voices and sounds just blended into the water that lapped up against the side of the wall in front of me.

