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CALIFORNIA Making a digital-age circuit through Silicon Valley. F3   |   MASSACHUSETTS “E” is for Edward — Gorey, and his eccentric Cape Cod home. F6  

The start of something big
From a half-dozen of our seasoned sojourners, six tales of first times

There’s a first time for everything, as the indisputable saying goes — and travel is no different. Who can forget their first 
glimpse of the Grand Canyon? Their first espresso at a Paris cafe? Their first time standing haplessly at the baggage car-
ousel as their suitcase fails to appear? (Okay, scratch that last one.) For this collection, we bring together a half-dozen
travel firsts. Some of our contributors were newbies through disinclination, others from simple lack of opportunity —
and all own up to a certain level of trepidation. But whether it’s traveling by bus or seeing that flying chandelier up close,
trying new things can change your perspective. And isn’t that what travel is all about? STORIES, F4-F5
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BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN

W hen you’re a child prone to carsickness, the
wheels on the bus going round and round are
nothing to sing about. On field trips, I sat at the

front of the bus with my teachers while the cool kids sat
in back joking or jamming to a Walkman. 

Over the years, my aversion to bus travel only grew.
Headlines reminded me that buses occasionally careen
off cliffs, cross medians or catch fire. As an adult, I have
managed to avoid intercity buses. In addition to a fear
that heavy braking, curvy roads and stale air will
unsettle my equilibrium for days (I never grew out of
my susceptibility to motion sickness), I worry that I’ ll
have an unbearable seatmate, run out of snacks or feel
trapped when I need to stretch my back. I imagine
buses delayed by hours, stuck on the side of the road or
stalled in traffic.

Of course, it’s easy to steer clear of buses when you
love being in the driver’s seat. I road-trip through time
zones like some people binge on Netflix — I can’t get
enough. I like to leave before sunrise, stop on a whim,
play loud music, drive in silence, pull over when I’m
hungry and reroute when I hit traffic. Plus, I pack the
car with things that don’t board buses — my bike,
paddleboard and beagle. 

When Chinatown buses rolled out in the 1990s,
leading the wave of discount bus lines, their low prices
tempted me. But I’ve still opted for the eco-unfriendly
car or the wallet-unfriendly train and never regretted
my decisions. I’m not alone. A friend who travels often
told me that she would sooner poke her eyes out with
knitting needles than take the bus.

Then, last month, I needed to travel from San
Antonio to Austin for a flight. I asked my Austinite
friend Chris, one of the coolest kids I know, about
transportation between the cities. It’s a no-brainer, he
said. Take the bus!

Just like that, I shelved my fears and booked a trip on
Megabus.com. The 90-minute leg was just $5 (!) so for
another dollar, I splurged on a reserved seat and table
up front. 

In San Antonio, I rolled my suitcase a half-mile
through downtown to an empty parking lot at Fourth
Street and Broadway. The blue double-decker bus
arrived slightly before our scheduled 5:30 p.m.
departure. A dozen people, most of them young, lined
up by the back of the bus like they knew the drill. We
left our luggage on the pavement with the driver,
trusting that it would end up in the cargo compart-
ment. 

I took my seat. A young man sat across the table from
me, and we each had empty spots next to us. A woman
and two kids sat across the aisle, and I looked longingly
at their bag of road-trip snacks. 

As our driver inched the bus out of the parking lot, he
welcomed us and mentioned the restroom in the back.
If you talk on the phone, he said, please use whisper
voices. My tablemate made a quiet call and began
watching a movie on his phone. There was a time, I’m
told, when one could expect to meet fellow passengers
on a bus — wanderers, tourists, romantics. I looked
around and saw video on demand. 

We merged onto Interstate 35 going north, and after
returning a few texts, I relaxed my gaze out the window.
The central Texas landscape isn’t my favorite, but it was
refreshing to stare aimlessly at the horizon with nary a
thought of speedometers or gas gauges. I recognized
names of small towns I’d once visited and daydreamed
about a long-ago Texas romance. 

We passed Cowboy Harley-Davidson of Austin, just
outside the city, and I texted my friend Chris our ETA.
We hit some traffic but still arrived ahead of schedule, a
few blocks from the capitol dome. 

I stood up from my comfortable seat and stretched.
Yee-haw! My blessedly uneventful ride was over. The
bus hadn’t flipped or ignited, I hadn’t turned green,
and by the time I had exited at the rear, my luggage was
on the pavement. I casually grabbed my bag, waited for
Chris to pull up to the curb and hopped in his car. Like
I knew the drill.

travel@washpost.com

Kaplan is a freelance writer based in the District. Her website is 
melaniedgkaplan.com. Find her on Twitter: @MelanieDGKaplan.

Riding like a dream 
from station to station

BY MEGAN MCDONOUGH

S tanding alone, fretting and perspiring on Independ-
ence Mall, I knew it was crunchtime: Did I want to
spend my final hours in Philadelphia in line waiting

for a chance to peek at the Liberty Bell or did I want to see
the world’s first pizza museum? 

Many people, understandably, would have chosen the
former. History, patriotism, America. I get it.

Thankfully, in that moment, I had only one opinion to
consider — my own. 

I flagged down a car and booked it to the primo pizza
haven. Browsing its food-themed memorabilia collection,
which included kitschy goods that included a pizza-party
Barbie doll and silver “Star Trek” Enterprise pizza cutter, I
probably should have felt guilty for choosing a public
shrine to the Italian pie over America’s most famous broken
bell. And for the two scoops of Little Baby’s chocolate
pomegranate ice cream I devoured for lunch. And for the
fancy, frozen craft cocktail I splurged on the night before. 

But I didn’t. For the first time, I didn’t have to explain,
rationalize or compromise my travel plans to fit anyone
else’s mood, budget or schedule. The possibilities were
endless. And the decisions — bad, good or indefensible —
were all mine to make. 

When I told friends and family I was going to Philadel-
phia for the weekend, their responses were all the same:
“With who?” Once I told them I was going alone — and that
it was my first foray into solo travel — they perked up.

“That’s awesome!” 
“How brave of you.” 
“I’ve always wanted to do that!”
But there were some outliers. 
“You’re going to a new place, by yourself . . . by choice?”

said an acquaintance, with a quizzical expression. 
I can’t deny experiencing some pangs of doubt when my

Amtrak train arrived at 30th Street Station. For years, I had
viewed solo travelers’ accounts of their journeys with awe
and admiration — also, a smidge of envy. Their polished,
glossy posts made solo travel look alluring and adventur-
ous. What if my experience fell short? What if I failed
miserably at being a lone ranger?

A day of exploring Center City and Old City helped me get
my footing and calm my nerves. It was liberating, albeit a
bit daunting, to know I had nothing to consider but my own
(loose) itinerary. I proceeded each day at my own pace —
snapping secret selfies at the National Liberty Museum,
losing myself in the quaint beauty and peacefulness of tiny
Elfreth’s Alley and re-creating Rocky Balboa’s famous
movie run up the steps of the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

Solo travel forced me to become comfortable with the
uncomfortable. Whether it was navigating my phone’s GPS
system in a new part of town or figuring out how to talk to
the person in the bar stool next to me, I had to acknowledge
that the feeling was new, weird and unusual. Then push
past it. But there were times when traveling solo challenged
me. For example, dining.

“The reservation is under McDonough,” I half-whis-
pered, half-mimed to the Talula’s Garden hostess. “For one.”

My heartbeat quickened, and a wave of anxiety flowed
from my flushed cheeks to my grumbling gut. It was dinner
time and, after delaying my reservation twice, I had finally
conjured enough moxie. 

While I have eaten many meals by myself — at home, at
my desk and on the run — nothing could calm my nerves as
I entered the beautifully lit patio alone. At first, I was
convinced everyone was watching me, wondering whether
I had been recently jilted or was simply friendless. I felt I
needed to broadcast that I was eating alone by choice. 

Despite my initial discomfort, I soon came to appreciate
the benefits of dining alone. Small, simple details often
missed in the company of others — textures, colors and
music — were evident and impressive. Suddenly, my lonely
dinner became both manageable and enjoyable. 

As the trip progressed, I realized that although I was
alone more often than not, I was never lonely. By the last
day, my longing to share my Philadelphia experience with
others was dissipating. After all, it had, in fact, been shared
with multiple people — from the whipsmart Talula’s
Garden bartender who offered me drink ideas to the
friendly National Liberty Museum docent who offered to
charge my phone in the backroom to the jovial Ben Franklin
impersonator who offered me directions on the street. 

Though solitary, I had established genuine, if fleeting,
connections with an entire community of people I probably
wouldn’t have otherwise. 

And thanks to the City of Brotherly Love, I was in good
company.

megan.mcdonough@washpost.com

BY ANDREA SACHS

T he Great White Way was never my way. The idea of
Broadway — the crowds, the cost, the bathos — was an
affront to my community theater sensibilities. I imag-

ined Manhattan’s famed theater district oozing excess and
ego from every pore.

But at some point I knew that I would have to look into the
klieg lights. “Hamilton,” for one reason. Not that I was ever
going to score a ticket to the smash-hit musical, but if
Broadway is good enough for a Founding Father, then how
could I object? I also seemed to be the lone holdout: More 
than 13 million people attended a show this season, accord-
ing to the Broadway League.

Stepping into Times Square, I felt a heavy weight on my
cultural development and my wallet. Broadway tickets are
car-repair expensive, so I had to choose my play wisely. I
headed straight for the Oracle of Broadway, the TKTS booth,
one of four locations offering discounts of up to 50 percent. I
approached an employee helping bewildered patrons and
asked him to recommend a play for a Broadway neophyte.

“If you’re looking for classic-y Broadway,” he said, “then
‘Cats,’ ‘Phantom of the Opera,’ ‘Chicago’ or ‘Kinky Boots.’ ” 

TKTS was selling tickets to all four, which benefited my
budget but enabled my indecisiveness. (The offerings 
change daily.)

I asked him about his first Broadway show. 
“Your first Broadway play will be different than mine,” he

said, “because I went when I was young.”
Was that a cloud passing overhead or did he just throw

some shade my way?
I started chatting with an actor starring in the off-Broad-

way show “Bastard Jones.” He agreed to play a supporting
role in my melodrama.

“ ‘Phantom of the Opera’ is a classic,” said Matt McGloin,
who has also performed in the District. “Its reputation is so
big, people from around the world come to see it.”

If I were a return theatergoer, he would have pushed
harder for “Natasha, Pierre & The Great Comet of 1812,” a
new musical based on a fragment of Tolstoy’s tome. 

But for my inaugural outing . . . 
“ ‘Phantom of the Opera,’ ” Matt said with conviction.
“ ‘Phantom of the Opera,’ ” I said to the man working at

window No. 7.
I paid $79, half off the price of a prime seat in the

orchestra section. 

A first solo jaunt, in the 
company of anxiety 

Bright lights, big chandelier: The ‘Phantom’ lure of Broadway

ILLUSTRATIONS BY BEE JOHNSON FOR THE WASHINGTON POST

At the Majestic Theatre, I joined the short queue and
opened my bag wide for the security guard. Inside the venue, I 
hovered near the bar, eyeing a souvenir cup decorated with the
Phantom’s mysterious white mask. A woman ordered an apple
juice in the cup, paying $10. I opted for the water fountain. 

I took my seat three rows from the stage, second cushion
from the aisle. All around me, people were taking photos of
the classically august theater, one of Broadway’s largest with
1,645 seats. I ducked to avoid a Snapchat-in-progress. (Note:
The Majestic bans photography and video, but no one seems
to enforce the rule.)

A few minutes after 7 p.m., the lights dimmed, the actors
materialized on stage and the little girl behind me ripped
open a bag of chips. I was so close to the action that I could 
see the sparkly red eye shadow on the actress playing
Carlotta. I am pretty sure that I gasped, or at least sucked in 
some air, when the chandelier took flight like a sequined
UFO. I marveled at the lavish costumes, the extravagant set
design and the ceiling-shattering high notes. The music
sounded a bit like the Eucharist of Synth-Pop, but I felt
myself letting go, bodysurfing on the waves of emotion.

During intermission, I perused the merchandise and was
proud of myself for now understanding the relevance of the 
music box with the cymbal-clapping monkey. (I didn’t have 
to sit long for the answer.) The second act started with the 
little girl breaking into a new bag of snacks and the visual and
aural assault of the “Masquerade” scene. I remained pinned
to the play for most of the singing and dancing, though 
sometime around Scene 7, my mind drifted to the Koreatown
restaurant near my hotel. I snapped out of my food reverie as
the show neared its dramatic finale. The last image of my first
Broadway show pricked my heart: the Phantom’s mask 
glowing like a white lily in a bright ray of sun.

The audience rose for a standing ovation, and I did, too.
The cast, musicians, set and costume designers, lighting
directors, Andrew Lloyd Webber and, yes, the chandelier
worked really hard to keep us entertained for more than two
hours. They deserved palm-slapping applause on thankful-
ly straightened legs. 

Most of the theaters disgorge at about the same time, and
I joined the teeming masses on the sidewalks. Outside the
Shubert Theatre, two women asked me to snap their photo
by the “Hello, Dolly” sign. They raved about the show, but
were disappointed to learn that Bette Midler was on vaca-
tion. At least the Phantom showed up for my performance.

andrea.sachs@washpost.com


