
  1 Getting Started


  The Family, the Vehicle, and the Maiden Voyage


  

  It turns out that our kids were the perfect ages for the trip. Ben was twelve when we left, which was just young enough to be willing to go at all and just shy of the angst that comes with teenagerhood. Molly, on the other hand, was nine and old enough to take it all in. If Ben had been even a year older, I doubt we could have gotten him on the road at all; if Molly had been a year or two younger, she wouldn’t have appreciated everything we saw and experienced.


  
    Our maiden voyage was one of those experiences that you look back upon in wonder: I must have been nuts; we’re lucky to be alive.

  


  Of course, this doesn’t mean they were enthusiastic; it was our idea, after all. But at least they were willing to give it a try, and by the time we got about a hundred miles from home, the die was cast—it was too far for them to walk back.


  Actually, a crucial moment had come—somewhat by accident—several months before, on the day our RV was delivered to our dealer, Mountain Road RV in Sabattus, Maine. We were at home when we got the call that it was in and that we could come over and check her out. By chance, both kids had friends visiting at the time and so we scooped everyone up—seven or eight kids in all—and took two cars full for our first look at what would be our home on the road.
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  And there she was in all her forty-foot glory—she looked plenty cool to me but I wasn’t so sure about the kids. I needn’t have worried, though. Before Ben or Molly could say a word, their friends pronounced immediate judgment—“Wow, this is awesome; you guys are really lucky! Can we go on the trip, too?”
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  That’s all it took; sometimes peer pressure can be a wonderful thing.


  We looked for the right RV for at least two years before settling on the Newmar Dutch Star (looking, by the way, is a big part of the fun). We visited dealers all over Maine and anywhere else we happened to be, subscribed to RV magazines, and talked to friends who had RV experience—but the real looking occurred on the Web.
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  Searching eBay and RVsearch.com became my late-night recreation after long days of Doing the People’s Business (and they were long days). I would read the specs, enlarge the pictures, visit chat rooms, read reviews, and google promising leads. (I don’t know about you, but I feel kind of proud that I was present when a new verb—to google—was invented. Imagine being around when someone came up with “run” or “jump.”)


  And the Web is an amazing resource. It approaches the economists’ ideal of a perfect market, where buyers and sellers have almost total access to one another and information is unlimited, available, and easily accessible. We are barely beginning to realize the potential this has for fundamental social, cultural, and economic change—but that’s another book (and Tom Friedman has already written it).
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  Once we settled on the type of RV and the most popular brands, it was the owner reviews I found most useful. Salesmen and company brochures can paint glowing pictures of power and comfort, but it’s the guy who’s paid out the cash and driven one across the Rockies a couple of times who can give you the best idea of what you’re getting into.


  Our maiden voyage was one of those experiences that you look back upon in wonder: I must have been nuts; we’re lucky to be alive.


  Here’s how it happened.


  It was Mary who had the truly good idea that leaving Maine in mid-January in a forty-foot bus during a howling snowstorm might not be the best way to start our trip. So the obvious solution was to move the bus south before the snow flew, drive the first leg out of Maine, with the family in the car, and start off in the balmy weather sure to be found in Virginia and the Carolinas that time of year (little did we know . . . but more on that later). This turned out to be a great plan, but not for any of the reasons we thought.


  The real reason it was a good idea is the “Things Will Go Wrong on Your First Trip” rule, and you don’t want to be screwing up while your spouse and kids just sit there watching and offering helpful comments.


  So on Friday the first weekend in November, State Trooper Bob Slattery (he had apparently drawn the short straw) and I headed the Dutch Star out from Brunswick, Maine, to Williamsburg, Virginia. I should have realized that it might not be the most auspicious beginning when I opened the door—literally to start the drive—and noticed the front tire was flat. Really flat, as in not drivable. And you can’t just whip out the jack and change a tire on a forty-foot bus.
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  The rig had been in our front yard (“dooryard” in Maine parlance) for a month or so while we packed it up in preparation for the trip. (It also served as a movie theater for the kids and their friends and was a great conversation piece in the neighborhood.) Somehow during this period, the right front tire had slowly deflated, but not enough to be noticeable until the day we were to leave. Here was the problem: there was no way we could change the tire—it would have to be handled by a shop capable of dealing with truck tires—but there was also no way we could drive it to such a shop, even one nearby.


  The solution was the first in a series of revelations that turned my admiration for the Dutch Star into full-fledged love. I love products that are intuitive, that are designed in a way that make you think the designers have read your mind. You say to yourself, “Wouldn’t it be cool if it could do X, Y, or Z,” and you quickly find out that it does—that they’ve anticipated your question, and answered it. Probably the Apple Macintosh is the best example of this kind of intuitive design around today (Microsoft Windows, on the other hand, not so much—how intuitive is it to click “start” when you want to shut down?).


  In the case of the Dutch Star, the designers had added a takeoff valve to the hydraulic air-pressure system (which feeds pressurized air to the suspension) so you could snap on an air hose and blow up your tires! How cool is that?


  So we ran to the nearby auto parts store, bought a fifty-foot air hose, inflated the tire enough to make it drivable, and headed cautiously to the tire dealer. They quickly figured out the problem was a faulty valve and fixed it in twenty minutes. (This would be the only tire problem we’d have for the whole trip.) Not exactly a triumphant leave-taking, but it worked, and Bob and I had the satisfaction of having overcome our first crisis. Unfortunately, there would be more.


  
    The warning signs were all around us. First, a guy went by beeping his horn like crazy. “Hey,” I said, “must be from Maine. Probably recognized me.” Next, we noticed that the bridges seemed to be getting lower and lower.

  


  The first leg—from Maine, through New Hampshire and Massachusetts, and into Connecticut—was uneventful. I began to get the feel of the bus—how it accelerated, turned, and stopped. I was also learning how much fun it could be to drive, and how easy, once you got over the initial feeling that you were maneuvering an elephant down the highway.


  So getting into Connecticut was no problem. The problem was getting out. For eight years the Maine State Police had looked after me very well, particularly when it came to getting from place to place. They were masters of logistics and directions. Want the best route to eastern Maine in a snowstorm? These guys know every fork in the road, as well as when the plows are likely to come by. So when our directions for this trip—nicely printed out in duplicate—said take various interstates south to the Merritt Parkway, then south to the New York Throughway and the Tappan Zee Bridge, well, that’s what we did. Unfortunately.


  As we pulled onto the Merrit Parkway, the warning signs were all around us. First, a guy went by beeping his horn like crazy. “Hey,” I said, “must be from Maine. Probably recognized me.” The ego of the politician at work obscuring the real facts. Next, we noticed that the bridges seemed to be getting lower and lower. Eventually we had to go under the arched bridges in the middle because the clearance on the sides was uncomfortably close.
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  Then we passed a stopped highway patrolman who immediately hit his siren as we blew by. “Must be after a speeder,” I offered. (At least I didn’t use the “probably recognized me” line again.) Oh, and I should probably mention that by this time night was falling and it was starting to rain.


  Somewhere during all this, we passed a sign that read, “Low Bridge Ahead—Clearance 9 Feet.” (The Dutch Star was 12' 6", by the way.) “What do you make of that, Bob?” I asked, mild concern creeping into my voice.


  “No problem, sir,” Bob replied. (Remember, I was still in office at this point and was therefore still The Man, thus the “sir.”) “That’s probably a bridge on one of the feeder roads after you leave the highway.”


  “OK,” I said, not so sure.


  Then came another sign, this one bright orange: “Caution—Next Bridge 9 Feet.”


  “What do you think, Bob?” my voice rising.


  “GET OFF,” Bob shouted, and I headed for the exit with barely time to signal and no idea what we would find at the bottom of the ramp. We pulled into a parking lot just off the highway to figure our next move (and to take a deep breath, if the truth be known), when the trooper we had passed several miles back flew by on the highway above us with his siren on and all lights flashing. Then we both knew—he was looking for us.
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  At that point, we had basically two options—stay off the highway and wind through the wilds of suburban Connecticut in a twelve-and-a-half-foot-high, forty-foot-long bus in the dark and rain and try to find our way to a real highway, or return the way we had come and take the spur back to I-95 we noticed when we got on the Parkway. By now we realized that going back on the Parkway was completely illegal. But we also realized that we could make it back in about twenty minutes (because we had made it this far), and this made the Parkway a lot more appealing than the unknown perils of option one.
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  So, back on we went—gingerly. And sure enough, as we pulled up the ramp, there was the sign we’d missed the first time: “Merritt Parkway—Commercial Vehicles and Vehicles Over 8 Feet Prohibited.”


  The good news is that we made it back; the bad news is that we were sucked inexorably into the orbit of New York City. The traffic thickened, the roads narrowed, and the rain increased. And then came the Jersey Barriers, those concrete portable walls used to divide an active highway from a construction project. It is no fun to drive an RV in proximity to Jersey Barriers, especially at night on your First Time.


  Next time you’re behind a car, even a big SUV, notice how much road there is on either side of the tires: a couple feet, easy. Now check the side clearance on an RV: maybe six inches. This is why shoulders (the wider the better) are the RVers best friend—they provide a margin for error, a real and a psychological buffer. Jersey Barriers, on the other hand, are the antithesis of shoulders—not only do you not have any margin for error, but also there is something very hard right next to you just waiting to take the paint off your side and send you careening into the middle lane.


  But we finally made it to the Tappen Zee. Never had I been so glad to be heading into New Jersey.


  Finding an RV park under these circumstances was out of the question, but we had to stop somewhere. Although I had let Bob drive part of the afternoon, I decided that it really wasn’t fair to put him in the position of being responsible for the Dutch Star, so I soon took back over—and was getting tired. (Having once driven the State Police Mobile Crime Lab, Bob did have some experience on me, but basically, neither of us knew diddly.)
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  Absent an RV park, the only remotely practical option was a thruway rest stop, although we quickly found that we wouldn’t exactly blend in. We gingerly pulled in and around to the back of the restaurant—and there was an elephant’s graveyard of eighteen-wheelers. There were dozens of them, lined up in hatchmark rows, most with their motors running—which gave the whole scene an erie background hum like the soundtrack of a Ridley Scott movie. And here we came with our cutsie green and gold paint job and gigantic windshield. I felt like a guy in a seersucker suit at a Harley rally.


  I was sure a large man in a black t-shirt would come to the door with a tire iron and suggest we move on before something unspeakable happened to us in the back cabin of one of the trucks. You know, those dark places with names like “Work Room” and “Pleasure Palace” in script on the side.


  But we were tired and out of options, so we crept into a slot between two huge rigs (as in eighteen-wheeler rigs, not RV rigs), locked the doors (which would have kept the guy with the tire iron out for about 26 seconds), and settled down to a distinctly uncomfortable night.


  We did sleep, but neither of us ever fully dozed off. It wasn’t because of uncomfortable beds or even the noise of the diesels on either side; it was more that uneasy feeling that keeps you from fully falling asleep in an airport or any other place you don’t really belong.
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  Saturday was a new day—clear, bright, and the Garden State Parkway positively beckoned. I knew we were OK on the height because of our company for the night. If those guys could travel this road, so could we. (It wasn’t the last time I used an eighteen-wheeler to reassure myself the road was safe height-wise—there were more than a few back roads, too, where I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw a big rig coming toward us. Wherever he had been, I reasoned, we could go.)
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  I did notice that when we approached the first toll booth, however, it was a tight squeeze. And like the guy who went by us in Connecticut blowing his horn, this was a warning. Which I again duly ignored.


  The problem came when we were entering the Baltimore Harbor Tunnel. Another sign you’ve probably ignored all these years is the one that goes something like “No Hazardous Materials Allowed In Tunnel.” Is propane (of which there was a big tank under our driver’s seat) a “Hazardous Material” as used in this sign? Apparently in some places it is; in others it isn’t. As we say in the law, this is not a settled question.
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  I wasn’t sure about the rules for this particular tunnel, but I was very sure I didn’t want to get off the highway to drive through a maze of downtown city streets on my second day of driving the bus.


  So we decided to brazen it out and headed for the toll booth. I concentrated on charming the young lady collecting the tolls, hoping that my honest face and winning smile would keep her from noticing that I was driving a forty-foot RV that undoubtedly had enough propane on board to blow a nasty hole in her tunnel.


  And it worked!


  She smiled back, took my toll, and wished me a nice day. I hit the accelerator and positively basked in our good fortune—for about 1.8 seconds. At that point three things happened more or less simultaneously: Bob screamed something that sounded like “LOOK OUT” (very similar to his contribution of the previous night), there was a tremendous thump on the right side of the bus, and the passenger-side mirror disappeared.


  I had just made the biggest RV rookie mistake of all—cutting it too close to some obstruction or another (in this case, a steel upright at the right side of the toll booth exit) and clipping off the side mirror. When we were shopping for the RV, one of the used units we looked at had all of fifty miles on it. It seems the new owner had knocked the mirror off while crossing a bridge on his way home with his wife in the passenger seat—and she refused to set foot in it again. It was a great deal.


  So into the tunnel we went, with the pilot (me) slightly rattled and flying at least partially blind. Suddenly, everything went completely dark.


  “I can’t see, Bob, I can’t see a thing!” I shouted, assuming that I was experiencing some kind of panic-induced blindness.


  “Take off your sunglasses, Governor,” Bob answered, trying (not very convincingly) to be respectful. They didn’t treat me this way during my first term.


  What came next was a real nightmare. We emerged from the tunnel into the blazing light (I was blinded again, but resourcefully solved the problem by replacing my sunglasses) and immediately realized what a disability it was to not have the side mirror. Quite simply, you have no idea what is going on behind or on the right side of the bus. To understand what this feels like, try closing your right eye while driving and don’t look in either the right side-view or rearview mirrors. I guarantee you won’t be able to do it for long, especially when you pass an on-ramp.


  So we had to do something; the problem was, there was no place to do it. We were in a jungle of concrete—ramps in all directions, tight under-passes, no shoulders to speak of, and all the traffic on the East Coast flying by at 75 miles per hour. (Have you noticed how the effective speed limit—as opposed to the legal one—has crept up in the last few years? Sixty-five now seems to mean almost eighty.) Finally, we pulled onto a shoulder (of sorts) a little way outside the tunnel.


  The good news was that the mirror was still there—hanging by the thread of the wires to the heater behind its shiny face. The bad news was that I had forgotten duct tape. This is a hard admission for anyone from Maine to make and I realize it will diminish my reputation among my former constituents, but there it is. We had nothing on board that even came close.
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  But I needed that mirror.


  So we did the MacGyver thing—MacGyver was a TV show from the 80s, where the hero finds himself locked in a room with an atomic bomb and six hungry crocodiles, and all he has to work with is a paper clip, two laundry tickets, and a Swiss Army knife. Each episode, he ended up building a short-wave radio or celestial telescope or some other impossibly complex device and miraculously got out of that week’s jam.


  What we had was a plastic pen, a pocketknife (not even Swiss Army), an extension cord, and an assortment of screwdrivers and wrenches. After a great deal of stopping and starting (and worrying that we would be hit by a wayward truck blowing past), here’s what we did:


  1. Took the mirror apart and pulled out the broken piece—the vertical steel pin that connected the mirror to the brace still attached to the side of the bus.


  2. Used the knife to cut off both ends of the extension cord and split it up the middle, producing two pieces of wire, each about six feet long.


  3. Unscrewed (slightly) the base plate of the still-intact brace, opening up a little crack between it and the body of the bus.


  4. Cut the pen to the right length and forced it into the hole in the brace where the broken steel pin had been, then forced the mirror down over the pen.


  5. Used the wire to support the mirror, running the wire around the mirror and back to the side of the bus, securing it in the crack under the base plate (see step 3), then tightening the plate down, thus holding the wire in place.
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  It sure wasn’t pretty (it looked like one side of the bus had run through a giant spider web), but it worked. We had to stop every now and then and climb out to adjust the mirror (which made me appreciate the electric mirror adjusters in the car), but at least it gave me some vision—and proved extremely useful later in the day when we kept hitting merges on I-95 that would have been impossible without some awareness of what was going on to starboard.


  The rest of the trip that Saturday was uneventful, unless you count the truly harrowing passage just south of Washington, D.C., where I-95 and the infamous Washington Beltway intersect. We made it through all right, but it sure wasn’t the kind of idyllic driving you see in the ads for RVing.


  We entered Williamsburg late in the afternoon and settled into the American Heritage RV Park, the Dutch Star’s home until all of us returned in January. To be honest, I was awfully relieved that this part of the journey was over.


  Only later did I realize that the worst stretch of driving on the whole trip was already behind us. [image: image]


  TRANSITIONS


  All of us face transitions from time to time—school to work (maybe the hardest one of all—what ever happened to that summer-long vacation?), job to job, home to apartment, single to married, married to single (alas), parent to grandparent—and every one involves emotional, financial, or psychological challenges. One of the hardest, however, is the transition many of us baby boomers currently face—from the peak of our career (supervisor, CEO, principal, full-time parent, or, heaven help you, governor) to...well...nothing. In other words, retirement.
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  Actually, “retirement” really isn’t the right word these days. Most of the sixty-somethings I know don’t go to the same office or put on a tie every day, but neither do they spend all their time in a rocking chair or on the golf course, either. Instead, they work a variety of jobs, some paying and some non-paying, at home and out of the house. I think we need a new term to describe these people, something like “post-careerer” or “full-time part-timer” or, the current favorite among many of my friends, “consultant.”


  Whatever you call it, leaving the power and perks (not to mention the money) of your real job for the amorphous whatever-comes-after ain’t easy. It takes serious thought and planning—and hopefully the financial planning part started a long time before the real exit. It also takes a
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