\HERE isn’t a woman I know
‘Who hasn’t wanted to put an
ocean between herself and
her husband at some. point,”
my friend remarked when 1

apolegized for not returning her aoner
At noon a weel before, standing ialnfully
ight February sunshine, alized.that 1

dn't bear to:bechome- when my husband
returned fronya business trip later that day.
By 6:30 thatevening, I was on a plane to Eu.
rope. .

f‘i]othing terribly dramatic had precipitat-
ed my trip. My husband and I had argued
before he left, and suddeniy the. prospect of
going through the motions. of normaley. in
front of our 5-year-old seemed to drain all
the life out of me. In the middle of Astor
Place, far from our apartment, I was struck
with an epiphany:

No law said I had to be there when he got
back. I could go off by myself-someplace.
Semeplace far away. Right away.

My feet propelled me into the nearby
Barnes & Nable, where five minutés of flip-
ping through “AJ6urney of One’s Owi: Un-
common Advice fdr the Indeperident Wom-
an Traveler” and ™A Womarn Alone: Travel
Tales From Around the Globe” convinced
me that it might not be a great idea tg Wwan-
der alone through the médina.in M esh
or explore the caves of Cappadoci Tir-
keyby myself. In the end, I settled on Spain.

I earried my shopping bag of guide books
over to an Internet cafe on Cooper Square.
In. little more than an hour, fingers srem-
bling, 1 had booked a round-trip ticke: to Ma-
drid and a vastly discounted reservation at
the Hotel Adler, a luxury boutigue hotel that
__. would ordinarily have been out of my range.
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1 even had time to send my husband an
e:majl message explaining where I was go-
ing and why. Then, it was just a matter of
packing, telling my son and babysitter Ihad
Lo visit a sick friend (and that Daddy: would

- be'home sgony, andgetting (o the airport,

~1had let'the hotel know that I would be ar-
riving at 10a;m. In my expegience, the only
way toideal with jet lag is to sleep it off, and
I,& ended to take a nice, civilized napand
wake up fresh for dinner, {1 had too many
memories of being marched, headachy and
gravel-eyed, through a Eurcpean cit¥ the
day | aivived.) After an assortment of tiry
pastries and some erange juice, [ erawled
gratefully between smooth, lavender-sceni -

ed sheets and slept.

Dusk-had fallen when I opened the shut-
ters al 5:30, and the stores below my double-
8lazed windows were just reopening after a

Siesta almost as long as my own. If 1 had

been in France, I would have faced a frus-
‘trating lul) - before dinner. But this was
Spain, so [ had time for a quick shower and
some shopping.

On my way out through the flower-filled
lobby, I-asked the concierge to book. me alo
o'clock reservation at the celebrated Pedro
Larumbe. I had heard enough tales of for-
lorn tourists sitting in empty restaurants at
8or9o'clock.

Nothing about the shadowy, unmarked ex-

terior of Pedro Larumbe could have pre-

pared me for the dining rogm, At thie_fhead of
two flights of worn marble stairs, a“faded
velvet curtain was swept aside to reveal a
dazzle of Art Nouveay frescoes. Slender ivo-
ry-skinned womien, thejr dresses intricately
spangled in green and gold, comporced
themselves on every all in stylized foioests
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filled with fantastic trees. I was ushered.to a
carner table for four.

As soon as 1 had made mysell comfort-
able the dapper young captain-sommelier
was at my side.

“Would you care for a cocktail, Sefiora?"”

A'1'd like to see the wine list, please.”

“Here is a list of wines by the glass,” he

said, opening a menu and handing it to me.

“No, thank you. I'd like to see the wine list,

please.”

To my surprise, he stayed where he was.

“I think you'll find, Sefiora, that we have a

* very nice selection.”

turning tol
to smile a little, "1 love wine.”

I closed the offending document and put it

on the table.

“I don't think you understand,” 1 said,
k up at him and forcing myself

I_t-rlecl %o think of how to convey that | was
serious. without being obnoxious. Should 1
mention that I'd been a wine book editor?

That I'd been certified by the Wine & Spirit
Education Trust?
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Inspiration arrived: My -husband and his -

family own a vineyard in Cote Rétie.”

His eyes lit up.

“And now that I am finally in your coun-
try,” } drove my point home, "1 would like to
drink a good bottie, perhaps a Priorato or
Pesquera de Duero.”

“Ah, Sefiora,” he straightened, then gave
the tiniest of bows. “Welcome to Spain.”

He whispered something to a passing
waiter, whe returned almost instantly with
a leather-bound burgundy teme. The cap-
tain began leafing through it very fast, talk-
ing as much to himself as to me: “Yes, a fine
wine, made from Spanish grapes.” Finally,
he thrust a page in front of me.

“This is a beautifu] wine,” he said, point-
ing. “The Malleelus 2000, from Emilio
Moro.” It was also not unreasonably priced.

“Wonderful,” 1 said. “Now | have to decide

TS what to eat with it
‘-iM-T

y relief, the menu he was in both
Sparish. No need to spend half
vely consulting my “World

English
the evening

Food Guide’’ under the tablecloth,

Opviously, 1 couldn’t choose seafood witt,
such a red wine, although that was the res-
taurant’s specialty, so after much delibera-
tion 1 chose the Iberian pork cheeks with:
oloroso sherry on a swirl of apple and pea.
purée. The wine was indeed beautiful, very,
young but bursting with fruit. .

As ] ate and drank, 1 observed my sur-
roundings, not only the extraordinary roont
but also 1he ether guests. It occurred to me
that having been a New Yorker for 20 years.
had given me a lot of practicéxn eating
alone. ‘All those unremarkalflé meals at-.
sushi bars and ceffee shops and ordinary.
restaurants had made me comfortable everr
in a setting like this. And one of the unex-
pected boons of turning 40 was losing the
crippling self-consciousness that had caused
me such agonies most of my traveling life.

When 1 had finished my meal, the captain
reappeared, surprised and relieved. “This is
a very Spanish dish, Sefiora,” he said. “I was
very worried that you would not like it. No
foreigner has ever ordered this dish. But'l
thought, with the wine.”

dessert, but requested

il nedded asppeavipgly and
went off £ t. 1 drapk Shly'Evian as |
‘waited, trying to prolong my state of perfect

intokication. In a few minutes, he re-
appeared With a plate of six perfect cheeses.’
“Is that Idiazabal?" 1 said, pointing to a
golden wegdge, one of my favorites. ;
He raised his eyebrows, surprised per-
haps that an American should know a Span-
ish cheese beyond manchego, then smiled. 1
motigned toward the decanter, still half full.
“1 hope you'li.do me the honor of finishing
this with your dinner.” )
He beamed. "1t will be my pleasure.” o
With the check — which came to only.
about $55 without the wine — he brought me:
a large booklet about Spanish cheeses (in.-
Spanish), a brochure in English about tapas;;
and his card. -
“Now Sefiora,” he said with great serious=’
ness, “you need to learn to speak Spanish.” 7.
As I drank my coffee, he bustled around-
the dining room. He stood at the back wher{
the rest of the staff gathered arghe landing.
to say goodnight, afid I descenged the un~
even stairs carefully, a little tentative on my.:
high heels after so much wine. 7
When the chilly air of the street hit my:
face, | looked at my watch. It was 1 a.m., 7.
p.m. in New York. ¥y husband mus b€
walking in the door about now, 1 thoughit A%
1 hailed a cab, 1 felt atwinge of conscience’
at my slightly operatic escape ard Wwon-
dered, a bit guiltily, whether he “vould oe
able to get dinner on the tabie #5 enough 1
keep our son {rom melting down. B



