Happy 4th of July
By Mark Reedy

My brother and I high five while the rest of the line looks at me like I’m crazy. This might have something to do with the fact that we just knocked into about six people with our huge backpacks or maybe it’s because they have no idea why I’m happy that it’s July 4th instead of July 3rd.


We’re in the process of getting off the Stena Line ferry from Britain to Holland. We left Harwich, England six hours ago after we had suffered the eight hour long bus ride from London. I didn’t even know it was possible to drive eight hours one way in England without ending up in the water! So now it’s just turned midnight and we’ve been traveling since ten o’clock in the morning and we are ready to get off this boat, get on the train, and get into our hostel room. But before I tell you about all that, let me tell you about this fourteen hour trip we’ve been on today.


We woke up, hung over from celebrating our last night in England, and rolled out of our twin beds in our fourteen person hostel room. We say goodbye to our friends and hop on the Underground, burdened down by backpacks that extend from the napes of our necks to the tops of our thighs and jut out at least two feet from our backs. If you’ve never been on the Underground, it’s really quite amazing. It’s London’s subway system and it runs throughout the entire city and surrounding areas, but when you’re tired, hung over, and carrying everything you’re surviving off of for the next month on your back, the wonders of the Underground are replaced with noticing how overcrowded, overpriced, and under-ventilated it is.


After a couple stops, we arrived at the Victoria Tube Station and waded through the mass of Brits obnoxiously not noticing us except for the occasional surprise glance at my boardshorts and skateboard. What can I say? I’m from So Cal. We stepped up into the frosty, summer air and headed right for the train station, looking every-which-way as we cross the street. After two weeks in London we still couldn’t shake the feeling we weren’t looking the right way, even with the big, bold, white lettering on the street telling us which way to look.
I leave my brother in a corner of the station while I go to buy the tickets to Harwich. I walk up to the counter, after standing in the “queue,” and ask the lady politely for two student tickets to Harwich. I hand her our International Student ID cards and start to pull out the funky-colored pound notes I’m going to need to pay with. But of course, it’s not that easy. She glances at out ISID cards and pushes them back to me, telling me they don’t accept these cards and, just so I know, they don’t have trains to Harwich but they have a bus going to Ipswich, which is just one quick train hop away from Harwich. So we buy ridiculously overpriced tickets and get on the bus, ready to start our long trip. And that just about brings us up to speed.


So we’re back to my brother and me on the ferry. We haven’t eaten anything since about ten o’clock in the morning. The “bureau de change” on the ferry won’t cash in our traveler’s checks so we can’t get food on the boat and the bus we had been on all day obviously didn’t have any food. We are ecstatic that we’re getting off the boat because the first thing we’re going to do is head straight to the nearest bureau de change, cash in our last remaining traveler’s checks, and get some food.


By the time we get off the boat, it’s about 12:45 and the last train for the city is leaving in five minutes. My brother and I quickly scan for the bureau de change, but don’t see it anywhere. We walk to the customer service desk, apologize for not being able to speak Dutch, and ask where we can change our checks in.
“You can’t. We don’t have an exchange bureau here.” We’re stunned. Let me summarize the situation. We are at an international harbor between England and Holland. England’s on the pound. Holland’s on the euro. They have to have a bureau somewhere! I ask the lady where in town I can change my checks in, but of course everything in town is closed because it’s 12:45 at night. We walk to the train and ask the ticket collector if we could possible pay when we get to the next stop and he laughs in our face and tells us to get lost. The train pulls away.
It’s now 1:00 in the morning. We’re in Hook van Holland, which is a very nice little town but somewhere that we don’t want to be at. Now that the last train for the night has left, we decide to wander into town. We hop on our skateboards with our huge backpacks strapped on tight and cruise into the center of town. We find the one hotel in town, which strangely enough was called Hotel Americana, and decide that we have enough money to cover a one bed room and that we’re going to stay the night. But of course the hotel’s closed. Before this, I didn’t even know hotels did close. I thought they were all 24/7. But this hotel is closed.


We’re moneyless. We’re homeless. We’re tired. We’re hungry. My belt just broke and now my pants are falling down. This is not the way Fourth of July should start out, but whatever. It’s all good. We skateboard down the street, trying to find somewhere that’s still open and we run into a café that has a good fifteen people sitting outside on the patio.


I stop to talk and the moment I pull up, they all start talking to me about my skateboard and where I’m from. These were incredibly friendly and outgoing people and I’ve just spent two weeks in London, so I’m not really used to this. I ask them about where I can change my money and they tell me to try Hotel Americana, which I know is closed. I tell them this and they kind of laugh and try to brainstorm, but all they come up with is telling me to try the post office in the morning.
My brother and I get back on our skateboards and ride away to the calls of “Ay, California! Skateboard! Aaaaay!” Dejected and tired, we ride back towards the outskirts of town. As we aimlessly wander through this town, we bump into another guy. We start chatting with this guy and he suggests we go crash on the beach. It’s only about two miles away. Genius! It’s free, it’s a really nice, warm night out, and two miles is nothing on a skateboard.


We board out to beach, which takes us about half an hour, and decide to set up camp behind this beach restaurant. It’s still a warm night, but by the time we reach the beach, a light sprinkle has started. The kind of sprinkle where you can see it coming down and you can feel it hitting you, but it’s so light that you’re not getting wet. Let me just reiterate, the shower is really, really light. I hop over the wall of the restaurant and grab one of their huge patio umbrellas, figuring we can keep the shower off of us. We throw our bags down under the umbrella, try to get comfortable in the sand, and get ready to doze off.


“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I scream at my brother, who screams back something at me. His mouth looks like he said “What!?” but I can’t hear the noise. The thunder is so loud that I can barely hear the voice in my head telling me that God hates me. Lighting flashes and now I can’t even try to read my brother’s lips because my vision’s gone entirely white. I blink away the white clouds in my eyes and the night cascades back into my pupils, marred by purple rings here and there. Five minutes after we set up camp, the light sprinkle we could barely feel decided to grow up. We’re pinned down under our shoddy umbrella, which is leaking everywhere. Lightning and thunder are everywhere. I’m from Southern California, born and raised. I didn’t even know storms like this existed. I’m pretty sure if we had a thunderstorm like this in Long Beach in June, it would signify the end of the world.
We huddle under our umbrella, desperately trying to keep ourselves dry, along with our skateboards and backpacks. Right as we don’t think it can get any worse, the wind picks up and almost tears the umbrella away. This wind was probably the reincarnation of Hitler. It was evil. It starts blowing the rain sideways and it’s trying to steal our umbrella and it’s loud- Like I said, Hitler. We’re getting soaked to the bone and finally decide at the next lull in the storm we’re going to make a break for it.


On the road leading to the beach, we’d seen a bus stop. One of those three walled enclaves you stand in while you’re waiting. This is where we decide we’re going to wait out the storm. We strap on our backpacks as we hunch under our shelter and wait for the rain to lighten. We wait for about five minutes before we decide the rain’s not going to lessen up for us to casually stroll down the beach. “Go, go, gogogogogogogogo!” I let go of the umbrella, the wind snatches it and throws it about thirty feet down the beach, we bolt down the beach, running with our backpacks and skateboards bouncing everywhere. My Ipod falls out of my pocket into a puddle. I make a mad dash for it and keep running. My brother drops his skateboard, I lurch down and grab it and yell at him to keep running. The rain feels like it has something against me personally, coldly pounding into me. The bus stop is only half a mile away.
We finally get there. Safety. We’re out of the rain. We’re soaked to the core. Our backpacks are soaked to the core. Our skateboards are soaked to the core. The Hitler wind is screaming at us to get back into its reach. The thunder and lightning are throwing in their two cents about every other minute, raging against us for daring to try to get away. But we’re safe because we have our bus stop. We huddle down into the bus stop, trying to stop shivering. We can’t. I decide to change clothes because what I’m wearing is drenched. I strip down to my chonies and open up my backpack. Everything is just as wet as I am. I pull out a couple magazines. Well, they were magazines. Now they’re just lumps of paper glued together and warped by the rain. I pull out Gravity’s Rainbow. It’s nothing but trash. I dig into the center of my backpack, hoping to find something, anything dry. No luck.
I grab three pairs of wet clothes and put them on. The under layer of board-shorts and a t-shirt. Another layer of jeans and a t-shirt. And finally, a pair of slacks and a long sleeve dress shirt. I may be wet, but it’s freezing outside and I’d rather be wet and cold than naked and cold. It’s 2:15 in the morning. This whole ordeal has only taken about an hour. We try to fall asleep on the concrete floor of the bus stop. Doesn’t work. We try to entertain ourselves. We’re too tired. So we wait. And we wait. And, just to mix it up, we wait some more.
Four hours later, the sky’s changed from black to dark grey. The rain’s lightened up to just rain, instead of the beginning of the Flood. We’re stuck two and a half miles away from town and we’re miserable. Finally, people start showing up. I’d average it out to about one person every fifteen minutes. Let me describe exactly what these people are seeing. Two people, exhausted, half-drowned, and wearing rather nice dress clothes, stuck inside a bus stop outside of town. I would have given us a ride. Apparently Californians think differently than the Dutch. Everybody was super nice and friendly and sympathized with us and then walked away. After about an hour of striking out, some guy who got dropped off at his car (because he was too drunk to drive home the night before) gives us a ride back into town.


It’s now about seven in the morning. The post office opens at nine. Hook van Holland has an actual town square. A big, open square right in the middle of town and this is where my brother and I decided to wait. We sit and wait and doze in and out of passing out and eight o’clock passes. Then eight thirty passes. Then eight thirty-five. You get the picture, time could not have moved any slower. Nine o’clock! We try to run to the post office, but all we could muster was a fast trudge. The post office is open! We’re saved.


“Sorry, we don’t exchange money here.” My mouth drops. It drops some more. I am beyond depressed. The post office doesn’t exchange traveler’s checks. But the liquor store does. It doesn’t open till ten. One more hour. Just one more hour! We wait an eternity for ten o’clock to roll around and finally the town clock (yes, there was a real old school town clock) chimes ten and the liquor store opens its doors.
We cash our checks in, walk back to the harbor, buy our train tickets and get on the train. Well, I got on the train. My brother got on the train and then ten seconds before it leaves, he gets off, leaving me with his bags on the train as it pulls away. The whole train is laughing at him. I’m laughing at him. I’m super pissed but after a night like we just had, my brother missing the train is nothing.
By the end of the day, we’ve reached my friend’s house in southern Holland. I’m dressed in an extra pair of PJ’s his mom gave me and I’m eating one of their homemade rice pies. Our clothes are in the dryer, our money’s in our pockets, our bellies are full, and we’ve got a bed to sleep in. As rough as our Fourth of July was, it was awesome. It might have been difficult and wet and depressing and exhausting but it was worth it. All’s well that ends well.
