Hello all. I thought I might share the last few days of my journeys with you all. I left the company of my fellow travelers, Carlye, Maya, and Julie on Friday the 7th of January. The next 4 days were to be a blur. I’ve tried to capture them the best I can. Hopefully you’ll enjoy.
So, onto my basketball game last night...

 

We were down by 2 points with 8 seconds left. Mickey rebounded a missed shot and was fouled on the lay-up. He made the basket tying the game and putting him on the free throw line with the potential to put us up by one. Univalle called a timeout hoping to ice him. After the time out Mickey coolly stepped up and nailed the shot. 8 seconds left and we're now up by one. We attempt a full court press that looks like chaos on the court. Univalle is desperately trying to get the ball up court. I take my eyes off the action to look at the scoreboard, thinking that 8 seconds must have passed by now. I look up and it says 00.0 and I quickly look back and the ball is leaving one of the player’s hands. It didn't even touch the rim. I think it was a 18 foot fading jumper in front of our bench. The Ref calls it good. We lose by one point. There is no instant replay in this league. Ain't that a bitch? It was close, but I really don't think he got the shot off in time, but there is no buzzer in that gym to signal the end. Only the ref trying to do the same thing I did. Look at the clock and the shot at the same time.

 

I'm not sure what I was thinking, I thought I might play at least a little, but I sat the entire game. Apparently they practiced 5-6 days a week for the last two weeks. And we lost the game that I missed. We didn't play like we'd been practicing though. It was an ugly game all in all. Pretty lackadaisical. Tonight I have practice at 7:30. I'm looking forward to playing again. I wanted to play so badly last night. But enough hoops... 

 

So, onto my trip home...

 

It could have been a trip to hell, but alas, home was still here when I finally arrived. Perhaps I was just passing through. What are those journeys called? When you pass through adversity and come out transformed on the other side. I'm sure there is a name for it. Not a vision quest, but something similar. I think it is a Literature reference, so help a brother out here. 

 

Anyway, I digress. Let me just start you out with my initial thoughts when I got on the bus at 6:30 on the lonesome Friday night headed from Mendoza, AR to Cochabamba, Bolivia to make it to a basketball game that I would end up being cheerleader at. Adventure and traveling alone hanging in the air like a lost romance? What a great time this would be to think and reflect? A time to get in touch with myself and get grounded? No. No, not quite. So here is a personal look into Wendell's inner dialogue on that fateful Friday just after I found my seat and stowed my personal effects. Prepare to be astounded. I’ve kept to the truth to what may be my own embarrassment.
 

"Get off the bus Wendell. Get off now! Right now!" (Really, I don’t refer to myself in the third person, even in my own inner dialogue. As I reflect, perhaps it was the voice of God. You may feel the same by the end of the story) 
"No just relax; I'm sure it'll be fine." 

"No it won't! Get off. You can still catch a bus to Salta and figure out a way home from there." "Relax, it'll be an adventure. Adversity always means a good story to tell" 

"No! There's no way this old piece of shit bus is making it on a 23 hour ride. Listen to that engine. Look at these decrepit seats. Your knees are already pressed into the back of the seat in front of you. Was that a live chicken in a box being stored under the carriage? Nah...Couldn’t be. Could it? Fuck it. RUN! They told you this was a bus cama. When? 1965?" 

"But I'll lose the money I spent on the bus fare" 

"So what. Get off! Go to Salta." 

"I just can't spend that extra money."

"Sure you can."

"But I might miss my game."

"So what. Is it worth the hell and a broken down bus?"

"Oh come on, this is Argentina, buses only break down in Bolivia."

"Yeah, yeah that's a good point."

"Fuck it, this bus ain't making it."
"Why is it so fucking hot in here? It says aire conditionar on the side."

"Shit! The doors are closing and the bus is backing out." 

"Did it really take me 20 minutes in this sauna to be that indecisive? That's not really a lot of thought for 20 minutes of thinking. Must be this damn heat. Where is that air conditioning?"

 

So I settle in for a 23 hour bus ride to Pocito. My ticket says Salvador. Somebody else at the company told me it was in JuJuy. Oh well. I've never heard of Pocito, but off I went hoping to be heading in the right direction. I could at least feel a tinge of the air conditioner kicking in. But I was still sweating badly. I’m leaking every wear like a soaker hose. My shirt was soaked, my pants were damp, and the back of my head was dripping sweat slowly down my back. But at least there was that little breeze of air conditioning I could feel every once in a while. You may not have noticed yet, but those neck pillows that are so comfortable and soft are great insulators. It's like wearing a scarf around your neck. Maybe it is warmer than a scarf. I could hardly use it. And I have to contort myself with both legs in the aisle to lean my seat back. It didn't matter what position I was in my ankle or knee or hip was always tweaked. Least room of any bus we've been on. I read until it was dark and then tried to sleep. The bathroom was always dark. There was no light. I used it twice and was surprised both times when I stepped out into the light and I wasn't covered in piss. I had experienced two miracles in one day. It wouldn’t be the last of my divine intervention.

 

Somewhere around 2 am I wake up with my neck pillow soaked, sweat no longer lazily running off my body, but pouring off. I had put down 4 liters of water that day and I pissed maybe 3 times all day. So at 2am I look out the window and the guy next to me utters the first of what amounts to about 6 words of the entire 30 hour trip, "Aire Conditionar es roto." He uses no inflection what so ever. He just simply stated the fact. No emotion at all. 2 am and it must still by over 90 outside and the bus must be over a 100 inside. I began to lose track of time at this point. The bus, the countryside, and the lightening storm in the distance lost their edges. 

 

Somewhere the next late morning we arrive at a station and we all get off. Salta maybe? “How long are we going to be here?” I ask. Until the air conditioner is fixed. Well, thank god for that! I'm still sweating. I haven't stopped sweating at this point since the air conditioned room Thursday night at Winca's Hostal. It is now two days later. My wife has my deodorant and my toothbrush. I'm not fresh. 

 

About an hour, hour and half later the air conditioning is fixed and we all get back on ecstatic to have air conditioning again. My sweat has again slowed to that of a soaker hose about an hour after the air conditioning is fixed. I'm actually pretty happy about this state of slow sweat leakage.

 

A half hour after I have cooled down to what amounts to the bed of a desert river that saw heavy rains two days prior the bus pulls over to the side of road and the engine turns off. We wait for 15 minutes. The heat has again jumped to over 100 in the bus. Nobody moves to even ask what is going on. It is too hot to move or think. Maybe that was my problem in the beginning; it was too hot to think quickly or decisively. I think we all knew anyway; there was no need to ask. The guy next to me utters the last two words of the trip, "Bus roto."  All I can muster in return and in English is "Yeah, no shit buddy." 

 

So another hour later after cooling in the 90 degree shade of the bus flicking ants off me as I'm trying to read about Mormons while sitting in what turned out to be a bed of tiny prickly burrs I would pick off my pants for the next hour; a bus shows up to pick us up. Unfortunately the bus is almost full. Fortunately I find a seat on the stairs and the bus is actually air conditioned. I think I was more comfortable on the stairs then in the other bus. The conductor assures me that the gas leaking out the side of the bus and stinking up the interior is "no hay problema." Well... if you fucking say so amigo. 

 

Like I said, I was losing track of time and space at the point. The gas fumes were fueling my fire. I've hardly had any sleep and what sleep I did muster was racked with lucid dreams that made no sense and involved extreme heat. That was when I almost curled up to my neighbor thinking it was Carlye. We eventually arrive at another terminal. It could have been 20 minutes; it could have been 2 hours. Nobody will ever know. Most of the folks got off and I found myself a spacious seat (in comparison). It was a bus similar to the one we took to La Paz, but I was on the top level. I am able to sleep a little and the soaker hose was turned down real real low. I checked my armpits at that point and found that I didn't smell nearly as bad as I would have thought. Good news for the little green men sitting around me. But they have space helmets on anyway. I wondered what intergalactic store sold those and what they would cost. Little did I know I would need one later.

 

So I at least had 6 or 7 hours of a decent bus to Pocito. We arrive at 12am on what must be Sat. It takes a lot of energy to figure these things out through the haze. Actually 12am would make it Sunday. So there you go. I collect my bags from the bus. I'm still on the Argentinean side of Pocito with no idea what to do. The tent and sleeping pad I was carrying fell off on the ride and as I was attempting to put them back on my backpack when a kid comes up and grabs them. "Come me," he says, "you go Bolivia, no?" Well, how was I supposed to say no to that? I was too tired to lie and had few other alternatives.I'm struggling to even see straight at this point and this kid is leading me off into a field and across some train tracks to where, he assures me, Bolivia is located. He works for the company he says. Yeah....and which company is that?  I make sure to grab my stuff back from him just in case. He keeps struggling with me though wanting to hold them for me. I'm very confused. 
 

Fortunately we caught up to a lady and her two daughters somewhere on the train tracks. They spoke a little English and assured me that we were heading in the right direction. I latch onto them for good measure. Why wouldn't I when they had glowing halos over their heads and wings on their backs. There were swords of fire hanging from their hips. There was no way I was leaving these ladies. Crossing the border into Bolivia was like entering a waste zone. It was dark with very few lights. Some guy was welding the gate that must be used to keep Bolivians from entering Argentina. Is this hell I thought? I can't imagine too many Argentineans wanting to go to Pocito, Bolivia. The streets were covered in trash. It was everywhere. It made that little coastal town in Costa Rica, with its overflowing trash cans, seem pristine. But my angels were there to guard me, keep me safe, walk me through the desolate waste land that can only be on the boundaries of hell. Bless those angels.

 

So the angels let me share a cab and got me to a hotel next to the train station. They have no Bolivianos so I pay for the cab and their hotel room for their good Samaritanism. They have Argentinean pesos of course, but it was too hard for the guy working the front desk to convert the amount into b's. After 5 minutes of his struggling I just threw the money at him and assured the lady it was alright. It was like 37 b's. She promises to wake me up in the morning and buy me breakfast in return. "Sounds great!" I say, along with many many thanks and that I’ll again be returning to church full time just as soon as I return home. So about 1:30 am, after I'm showered and have brushed my teeth for the first time in several days (I bought a tooth brush and soap from the hotel) I fall into my decrepit bed and sleep heavily; I don’t move. Did I mention I had no towel? The heat dries quickly.
 

6am sharp the knock on the door groggily wakes me out of bed. The angel from the previous evening, halo dim in the contrast of the blazing sun coming through the door leading outside, has already been to the bus terminal and checked on tickets for me. God bless that lady! My bus wasn't to leave until 6:30 pm. So I stumble over and buy my ticket for my next 11 hour bus ride. The lady tried to convince me to come to breakfast but I assured her that I was only interested in going back to bed. Pocito, of course, is no cooler that Mendoza. And the humidity was much higher. I woke up at 11 and struggled to find something to do rather than just sweat. I stopped at a little restaurant for some food. I'm not sure if I was discriminated against or not, my Spanish being so bad, but the proprietor and the waitress were having a good laugh at my expense. Horns from their heads were pointing at me menacingly. No problem usually, I can handle being the butt of foreigner humor, but I got absolutely no service whatsoever. I sat and drank some water I had brought for 15 minutes while other people came, sat down, and were immediately brought drinks of their choosing.  I left, angry. Dirty devils!

 

I sweated all day. I stunk. I found it ironic that after I showered I would begin to stink. Maybe I had a space helmet on too. I take two cold showers before leaving that night.

 

The next leg of my journey started at about 7pm and the bus wasn't much better than the first one, except it has no air conditioning. It did have windows though. But those don't work very well when there is bloody rain storm happening outside. Remember the bus ride to La Fortuna, Costa Rica? A sweltering 6 hour bus ride with no windows and 40 extra people than there were seats. Well this one to Tarija lasted 13 hours. There were only 5 or 6 more people than seats. One old man with one arm who probably hadn’t bathed in 3 or 4 weeks was laid out on the floor next to me sleeping loudly. Occasionally he would cough a horrible rattling, half choking, half lung diseased cough that was always immediately followed by the longest wettest farts I’ve ever been privy too. I wondered briefly what the connection between the coughing and farting was. I donned my space helmet. 

Did I mention yet that the road from Pocito to Tarija is through the mountains and is unpaved? It reminded me of the road of death, or the "Worlds Most Dangerous Road," I should say. We stopped and backed up on several occasions for other vehicles to get by. The drop offs on the cliff side were fortunately quickly covered by darkness, fog, and driving rain. Funny how hiding a 1000 meter cliff on a single lane road in fog and driving rain can seem fortunate. Yet there it is.  There must have been an accident as well, because I awoke at one point and we were sitting in what was a mountainous traffic jam with buses and trucks all around. No one was moving at all and I was sitting underneath the air vent in the top of the bus. It didn't seal tightly. Nothing like adding a little Chinese water torture for good measure.
We stopped somewhere in the mountains around 2am for dinner. Maybe it was 12am. Or was that 10pm.... I was still sweating. The rain, although subsided, had not cooled anything down. Most people bought dinner from the restaurant. I was too scared to yet eat food from hell. I settled for a package of chocolate cookies and bottled lemonade. 
 

I eventually made it to Tarija. I stunk horrendously. I could hardly stand myself. I put my jacket on in hopes of masquerading the stench. I smelt as though I'd battled through the darkest depths. The airport was open at 7am when I arrived by taxi; although no one was there. I promptly took a nap across four chairs. I checked in early to get my big pack off my hands. The guy reminded me I have to pay 30b's for the change of ticket and that I can pay when the lady that runs the cash register arrives. No problem. I come back a half hour later… or was that half a day? The lady then tells me I have to pay another 74b's because the trip through Santa Cruz is more expensive. I argue with her for 5-10 minutes that I decided to leave on the 10th and go through Santa Cruz because it didn’t require the fee she was charging me. The lady at the travel agency assured me of that. No response from the register lady except that it “es mas caro, Sir”; senor rather. Since when is having a stop over more expensive. I could have left a day earlier and taken the direct flight to Cochabamba. I coughed up the money so I could see the Santa Cruz airport. They smoke in airports in South America. 
Julie was right; I left hell and entered Retardville. I was home and exhausted by 3pm on the 10th of January. Home from my game pissed off from losing and wanting to play by 12am. Showered and in bed by 12:30 tossing and turning, flipping channels for an hour more. Up at 8:30 this morning not able to sleep anymore. What is wrong with this picture? Shouldn’t I sleep all day? 

 

So now you know every last detail of my last few days. I did meet a few nice people at least. Saviors, actually, guiding me through a dark land. 

