Heaven and Hell in Europe
Guy Bates


I boarded the Talgo in Madrid and hoped to finish reading my book by the time the train reached Valencia. I took a seat across from a young woman writing on a pad of paper. A number of books sat open on the seat next to her. She looked up as I sat down. I smiled but she just pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose and returned to her writing.


As the train pulled out of the station, a light breeze blew in from the open window. I looked up from my book. The woman across from me was still scribbling with her paper and pencils. The Talgo moved slowly southeast along the Calle de Toledo toward the river. We crested the brow of a hill and I saw the Rastro, a sprawling flea market, popular for generations. Soon the traffic and hustle of the city gave way to the rolling hills, fields of barley and wheat, vineyards, and orange groves of Old Castile. And with the clack-clack, clack-clack of the metal wheels on the seams of the track, I easily fell into a deep and untroubled sleep.


I awoke to the train whistle as we snaked through a low ravine. Black and gold sunflowers stretched up from the bank and nearly reached the blackbirds sitting on the wires above the track.


The train slowed and cut a wide berth to the right as the cleft in the hillside opened to a broad, grassy plain. A strong, frowzy odor filled the car. Thousands of short-wooled merinos were grazing on the plain. They were tended by a handful of men wearing wide-brimmed hats, brightly colored shirts, and scarves tied around their necks. The men walked in and out of the flock, whistled sharply and tapped the ground with long, wooden staffs. The bleating of the sheep was almost as thick as their inescapable, fusty smell.


The Talgo continued to slow. We stopped in Cuenca, a small town midway between Madrid and Valencia. The stationhouse was old, wooden, not much more than a shanty just a few yards from the tracks. Men and women stood on the wooden platform, watched their children play and run around the stationhouse, and called to them when they ran too close to the tracks. Some of the men wore the wide-brimmed hats and scarves around their necks. Many of the women wore faded shawls over their shoulders and scarves over their heads. A few sunflowers–smaller than those in the ravine–grew along the west and south of the building.


I reached into the inside pocket of my jacket and pulled out my pocket English/Spanish dictionary.


“Sunflower ... sunflower ...” I mumbled as I turned the pages. “Sun ... sunflower.”


“Girasol.” It was a woman’s voice.


I looked up. The woman with the books and pencils was looking at me over her glasses which had slid down the bridge of her nose again.


“Sunflower is ‘girasol’ in Spanish. But you won’t find it in that miserable little translator.”


“You speak English.”


“Yes. I’m from England. Most of us speak English. Some speak Welsh or some other barbarian tongue with all of those glottals and bilabials and fricatives, but I speak English. And quite well, thank you.


“But I thought you were Spanish.”


“Quite.”


“But you didn’t say anything when I sat down in Madrid.”


“Should I have?”


“Well, I smiled at you.”


“Oh, that was a smile? I thought perhaps you’d had a difficult lunch.”


I laughed. “I’m sorry. You looked busy. I didn’t want to bother you.”


“I’m doing research for a book on Spanish dialects and regional influences and how they create words peculiar to the area. Basque, Moor, Andalusian, all that. I teach linguistics ... at Cardiff.”


“That’s interesting.”


“Tedious, really. But it affords me an opportunity to travel in the summer and still fulfill my publishing quota. The university picks up the tab so expenses are almost nil. And I’ve learned the difference between heaven and hell in Europe.”


“Heaven and hell in Europe?”


“Quite. Traveling in Europe can be hell. There are a lot of people pretending to be what they aren’t. It’s a bit of a game to recognize them, step around, and find the genuine article which, comparatively speaking, is heaven. Everyone has their niche and should follow it precisely.”


“I see.”


“No, I don’t think you do. Here, I’ll explain. Heaven in Europe is where the French are the chefs, the Germans are engineers, the Swiss are bankers, the British are the police, the Spanish are dancers, the Italians are the lovers, the Americans are investors, and the Japanese are the tourists. Do you follow?”


I nodded.


“Hell,” she continued, “is where the Germans are the police, the British are the chefs, the French are dancers, the Spanish are engineers, the Swiss are the lovers, the Italians are the bankers, the Japanese are investors, and Americans are the tourists.”


“Aaahhh ...”


“I’ve so enjoyed our little chat, but I really must get on with my research. Chapters, deadlines, all that. If you must speak, the club car is two forward. Hope you don’t mind.”


“No, not at all. Thanks for translating ‘girasol’ and explaining the difference between heaven and hell in Europe.”


“Quite.”


The Talgo lurched forward as we left Cuenca. The damp, pungent odor gradually faded and I read a few chapters before I drifted off to sleep again. When I woke up, my companion was gone. I looked out the window and took a deep breath. I saw fields of wheat and barley, vineyards, and orange groves in the gently rolling hills of Valencia.
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