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BAJA CALIFORNIA, MEXICO

FEBRUARY
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FOR NOMADS LIKE us, home is a relative term, and ours is far off the grid on a slip of beach that separates jagged volcanic rock from the azure waters of the Sea of Cortez in Baja California, Mexico. Each winter, on this special slice of planet Earth, we unhitch our nineteen-foot Airstream trailer and temporarily come to rest.

One beautiful late February morning we hit the water early. Ringo, our seventy-three-pound Standard Poodle, sat perched at the front of my wife Ramie’s paddleboard as dolphins teased him to jump off. The mist from their blowholes was backlit by the dawning sun, filling the air with a rhythm that took my breath away. I could taste the salt water on my lips from their exhalations. Ospreys and blue-footed boobies dove for their breakfasts while a whale shark filtered plankton as it passed below our boards. The sun finally revealed itself over the mountains, turning the Bay of Conception a bright, glassy gold.

Later, as we bobbed in the water with some fellow beach dwellers also taking a break from paddling, our muscles and spirits loosened and the conversation turned philosophical. The topic of aging came up, particularly the aging of our parents. We all hypothesized what we would do and how we would handle it, making plans, imagining some future way, way off.

What would Ramie and I do if her mother, Jan, in western Pennsylvania, or my parents, Leo and Norma, in northern Michigan, could no longer care for themselves? When was it time to intercede on our parents’ behalf, and how? What kind of care facility was appropriate? What were their medical directives? Their hopes, their fears? Ramie’s mother, so social and an avid bridge player, would probably thrive in an assisted-living situation. But my parents—who practically lived outdoors in their garden and whose lives were so predictable and so entrenched—would suffer in such a place.

In general, open roads and aging parents do not mix, which is why I had always assumed my younger sister, Stacy, would be the one who cared for them in the end. But Stacy, my only sibling, had died of cancer eight years before. “Well,” Ramie said, “we don’t need to figure it all out, not today. We have time. Everyone is still healthy. For now, let’s just enjoy the moment.” I put my fears and questions aside in favor of enjoying the moment, trusting that I had that time. Hoping that I had that time.
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We had not always lived on the road, although I think in one way or another this simpler, unattached lifestyle had always called out to us. When Ramie and I first met we figured out that we collectively had lived in fourteen different states. It was just synchronicity, we said, that we had wandered into the same place at the same time on the day we met.

I was a self-taught builder driving an old Ford pickup truck around the country and remodeling homes; Ramie was a nonprofit consultant and had previously worked on cruise ships and at resorts in order to support her wanderlust. We had both lost close family members at an early age. Having experienced our share of grief, we were conscious of wanting to live in search of meaning rather than a paycheck. We yearned for a life lived off the beaten path, free from material things, financial burden, and even family demands.

Our lives changed forever the day Ramie’s sister, Sandy, called from Maryland to offer us an old Airstream travel trailer. We were nearly two thousand miles away in Colorado and did not own a tow vehicle, but we were definitely interested. With a borrowed Chevy pickup, we drove east to see our prize. I was forty-five years old, and both Ramie and I were getting tired of tent camping and sleeping on the ground. The prospect of laying down our heads in the comfort of something with wheels was a dream come true.

The trailer was old, but it had new upholstery, a small kitchen, and a functioning toilet. I ran my hand along its weather-beaten aluminum exterior, hot from sitting out in the July sun; its iconic curves stirred a sense of anticipation in me. “This is going to be great,” I told Ramie. We used the drive back to Colorado as a shakedown cruise. Our biggest decision of each day was where to park and spend the night. We felt ourselves stretching and expanding into new freedoms.

Upon our return, Ramie traded in her beloved convertible for a shiny red pickup truck with a tow package, and we were on our way to discovering a new lifestyle. We used the trailer every chance we got.

It took only one bad winter as nomads to convince us to head for warmer climes during those dark months of short days and extended nights. We had been fixing up an old fisherman’s cabin in northern Michigan near my parents’ house that was only intended for summer use. No matter how much hardwood we stuffed into the rusty, timeworn stove, the cabin lost the heat in a matter of hours—there was no insulation in the walls or ceiling. At night, the two of us and our dog at the time, a German shepherd named Jack, shivered together in our communal bed. I found myself dreaming of the beautiful, sunny beach where I had tent camped a few times since the mid-1990s. It was then that we settled on Mexico’s Baja California Peninsula as our winter destination.

During our first season in the Baja together, we educated ourselves about the off-the-grid recreational vehicle (RV) lifestyle. We relied on a small solar panel to keep our battery lively while also conserving power use. Amps and watts and other electrical terms suddenly had relevance in our lives, a lesson we learned the hard way when our lights flickered one night and we realized we were almost out of juice.

Water conservation, too, became more important than ever since fresh water had to be hauled in from a small fishing village half an hour to the north. There was no dump station for our wastewater, so we depended on the hand-dug latrines that dotted the beach. We took showers out of a solar bag in a makeshift outdoor stall we created with a Hula-Hoop and a shower curtain balanced over an open truck door.

Despite its lack of amenities, the Baja was a magnet for a multitude of personalities from around the world—folks like Jelle and Deb, sailors and folksingers from Canada. For them, home in the summer is a sailboat anchored in Maple Bay off Vancouver Island. Winters are spent on Baja California beaches in a thirteen-foot vintage travel trailer with no bathroom. Chris and Bessy, retired computer programmers who once lived in South Africa, now split time between upstate New York, San Francisco, and the Baja. There was “Santa Wayne,” British Columbia’s best-loved Santa Claus impersonator. He did not arrive at the beach until after Christmas, for obvious reasons. And who could forget Pedro and Janet, the colorful international ringmaster for equestrian show-jumping events and his Dutch-born horse-trainer wife? Pedro did not leave his flamboyant style behind just because he was at the beach. These regulars, the ones who came back year after year, were mainly North Americans, but many other foreign travelers passed through on their way to mainland Mexico via the ferry in La Paz, located farther south.

Our days always started with an early kayak paddle around the nearest island, located one mile offshore. We would float and wait for the sun to rise over the mountainous peninsula that formed the bay, rejoicing in the stillness of the morning before returning to shore. We would grab a quick breakfast of locally grown strawberries over yogurt before joining a group for our three-mile walk up the hill and then down a windy desert trail back to the bay. After getting the local beach gossip on the way to our trailer, we would decide what else to do that day—paddleboarding, swimming, a longer hike, or perhaps visiting friends new and old.

Everyone avoided talking about politics and religion, and eschewed news from the outside world, even if it was just for the four or five winter months each year. We connected with these like-minded beach dwellers. While both Ramie and I found it difficult to maintain friendships in the many towns and neighborhoods where we had lived, here it was different. Here, where there was no traffic, no news, no external clock to watch, people could go about the business of just being—with the earth, with one another, with themselves. We felt like we truly belonged.

We spent two of the three winters we owned the lake cabin on our half-mile crescent of sand in the Baja. When we sold the cabin, we bought a larger Airstream and spent the following winter in Florida while Ramie earned a postgraduate degree in school counseling. We traveled to Colorado for her internship and then parked in Prescott, Arizona, living in our trailer until we found a home there to renovate.

While the larger trailer was more than adequate to live in, we wanted to travel, explore, and feel closer to the natural world. We found ourselves staying home more because it was too much of an effort to drag the behemoth around. Realizing the problem, Ramie and I decided to downsize to a nineteen-foot Airstream Bambi. This worked better for us, and we then traveled for months at a time, usually in the “shoulder season” when school was in session and families generally stayed home. The national parks and other attractions were less crowded during these times. Our road trips, now with our new puppy Ringo along, grew longer and longer—whole summers, six months, and even more.

We were gone so much that our Arizona home was empty most of the time. When Ramie was working, we traveled during school breaks around the Southwest, exploring places like the north rim of the Grand Canyon, Death Valley, and Bryce Canyon and Zion National Parks. In the summers, we visited friends in Tennessee and North Carolina, and dropped in on Sandy, the one who started it all, in southern Maryland. Northern Michigan was always a stop whenever we went back east.

In 2011, during a yearlong sabbatical, we spanned the country from coast to coast and north to south. We left Arizona and traveled north through Nevada’s Great Basin, on to Idaho’s Sawtooth Mountains and then Glacier National Park in Montana. From there, we traveled west and followed the Oregon coast south, continuing along California’s coastal Highway 1 until we reached the Mexican border. After wintering in the Baja, we spent spring and summer traveling east across the southern tier of states and then north all the way to Maine before turning back toward Arizona.

We loved to nestle our little Bambi between the boulders of Utah’s Arches National Park and hike early in the morning before the crowds and heat arrived, or park in a secluded grove of redwood trees in Northern California and sleep under the thousand-year-old canopy and even older stars.

We made friends at familiar stops and headed for places where our Baja California friends lived. In Avery, California, we stayed on John and Lori’s land, high in the Sierra Nevada, parked on a flat spot in the canyon that follows Love Creek. One year we arrived during apple harvest season, so we rolled up our sleeves and helped process more than two hundred pounds of apples the old-fashioned way—with a heavy cast-iron grinder and a slatted hardwood press—before filtering and then funneling the sweet juice into bottles.

One Easter we had returned to Arizona, and because we had rented out our Prescott home, we had parked on our friend Kasie’s thirty-eight-acre horse ranch in Williamson Valley. Early that Sunday morning, Kasie strolled up to our Airstream and asked for our help with something. Much to our surprise, our time there coincided with breeding season for her magnificent stallion, Morgan, and before we knew it, we were helping assemble, operate, and regulate the temperature of a brand-new artificial equine vagina.

We worked on being more flexible, and we became more forgiving of ourselves and of others on the road. We did not have much choice, really; orchestrating our travel plans around free dump stations (which our GPS sometimes failed to locate) and travel delays in small towns (whether due to a parade, a marathon, or road construction) sort of demanded an open mind and a free spirit. There was also the catalog of things we inevitably forgot at home, which forced us to come up with innovative solutions to accomplish certain tasks. Not to mention our encounters with coyote pups, moose, bears, migrating butterflies, and a woman in high heels walking her pet pig along the campground loop and wearing a monogrammed sweater that matched the one worn by her pig. No matter how seasoned you are or how much you plan, travel teaches you to expect the unexpected and to roll with it.

Of course we got road weary, but for us it was worth it. Embracing ridiculous and often disrupted plans meant we were also open to experiences that otherwise would have passed us by. Some nights we were woken up by the sound of salmon spawning just feet from our bedroom window; on others we found ourselves midnight paddleboarding, still energized by the sight of a full moon. Thwarted travel plans might mean another day spent feeling the lightness and smallness of our beings under the expansive, deep blue sky of the American West. Spontaneous supply runs could make us feel giddy and childlike, inspiring Ramie to stand on the back rail of a shopping cart filled with groceries as I pushed her at a full run through the parking lot back to our trailer, a note of pure exhilaration in her laughter.

There was a simplicity to life on the road, a freedom that Ramie and I felt was an antidote to the angst of modern life. The less we owned and the less we owed, the less we worried. Waking and sleeping not according to a clock but to the sun’s rising and setting; hiking, playing, reading, and eating in tune with our own rhythms—this was, and still is, the beauty of our nomadic life.

We were like reeds blowing in the wind, living free and traveling light, with the Baja as our lodestar. The unexpected acquisition of the Airstream had saved our lives—or, more accurately, it had taught us how to truly live our lives: eyes and hearts wide open to whatever life had to offer.
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Ramie and I had had fifteen opportunities to talk to my parents about their wishes. That is the number of times Ramie had joined me on my yearly pilgrimages to their rural Michigan home. The first year she came with me, Mom and Dad were in their midseventies—perhaps a little too young then to have this talk. Honestly it never dawned on us. They were still very self-sufficient and vibrant, after all. But as they aged into their eighties, I began to see a shift in my parents’ capabilities. They moved slower. Mom could not manage the stairs to the basement anymore, so Dad had to do the laundry. Cooking healthy meals became a hassle for Mom. Getting the mail from the box across the street became more of a chore for Dad. But they soldiered on.

We would do our best to help them out in the week or so we visited. I would work on the deferred household maintenance while Ramie shaped up the yard. I removed loose rugs and installed smoke/CO detectors. I installed rails and grab bars. I made a year’s worth of dinners and froze them in the upright freezer I brought up from the basement. I did everything but have “the talk.”
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Our time in the Baja was growing short, and the spring season of departures was upon us. Some folks had already packed up and moved on. Those who were uncomfortable with good-byes usually just drove away, quietly sneaking out; others might hear Pedro blow his bugle and then leave in a parade-like fashion. Each departure was as unique as the individuals camped in our community.

In a few short weeks, Ramie and I would start packing up too. We would rinse the salt water off our beach toys, hoist them onto the roof racks, and tie them down. The hammock would come down from the palapa, and the screen tent would be folded up and packed in its bag. As best as we could, we would sweep the sand out of the trailer and the truck, knowing it was impossible to leave it all behind.

And then we would travel north on Mexico Highway 1 up the mountainous peninsula, through the Baja wine country, to the U.S. border crossing at Tecate as we began our annual five-thousand-mile lumbering journey east, across the country, visiting friends and family, and eventually all the way to the tip of northern Michigan again to see my mom and dad. Although we had no idea, we were in for a rude awakening.



CHAPTER 1
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PRESQUE ISLE, MICHIGAN

JUNE
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LIFE IS FRAGILE. We all say that, but most of the time the truth of it does not move from our head to our heart. We take people for granted, ignore aches and pains, do not say the things that we know we need to say, putting them off for a later time. And what Tim and I were continually putting off was this: talking to his parents about aging, and particularly how they wanted to live the ends of their lives. Why was this topic so hard to bring up? Why had we continually chickened out, the questions we wanted to ask remaining stuck in our throats? What would we do when that moment came and we had no choice but to face their mortality—and ours? Was there a way to say “Yes” to living even as we looked death in the face?

It was with firm resolve to address some of these questions that we pulled into the driveway of my in-laws’ Presque Isle, Michigan, home for our annual visit. We were determined that this was going to be the year we finally found the strength to broach the subject, but as is so often the case, a crisis hit us before we had time to do any talking.

Tim’s mother, Norma, usually greeted us, letting us know what kind of cookies she had baked for us. Tim’s father, Leo, often helped him park the trailer. But during the time it took us to back up the Airstream along the south side of the asphalt driveway, neither had emerged from their small brick home.

We did not need to say it to each other, but we were both worried.

Walking swiftly, we climbed the handful of steps that led to the side entrance, opened the door, and proceeded through the mudroom and into the eat-in kitchen. Something was burning.

And something was wrong—very, very wrong.

“Mom? Dad?”

No one answered.

Tim switched off the oven without looking to see what was in it.

One of Leo’s many clocks began to chime, out of sync with the real time, then another and another. The grandfather clock, the one Leo meticulously wound every Sunday, was idle. A NASCAR event blared from the living room television, but the chairs where Leo and Norma usually sat were empty. We made our way to the back of the house.

That was when we saw them in the hall, making their way toward us from the bathroom.

At first sight, nothing appeared awry. But then we noticed that Leo was hunched forward, with his arm around Norma’s shoulder, his face contorted in pain. My tiny mother-in-law strained to hold him up, balancing herself with a cane in her left hand.

They inched toward us. With each step, Leo cried out, not acknowledging us.

We rushed forward. Tim wrapped his arm around him. I did the same with Norma.

“Mom, what happened?”

“Dad, talk to me. What’s going on?”

“When did this happen?”

“Watch the rug! Pick up your feet.”

“Hang on to me.”

“Dad, I got you.”

“Everything is going to be okay.”

“Let’s get you in your chair.”

With Leo whimpering and wincing, we shuffled toward the living room. Quickly, I settled Norma into her chair, but it took more effort and much more time to settle Leo into his. Another clock chimed when it should not have. The television continued to roar. I grabbed the remote, fumbling with it; it was unfamiliar to me. Where was the mute button? Finally, the television went silent.

Normally a happy, jovial guy, Leo moaned and, at times, wailed. We brought him pillows and helped him shift positions, but none of it relieved his agonizing pain. Tim and Norma retreated to the kitchen, where they talked quietly. I hovered near Leo, hoping against hope that I could find a way to make him comfortable.

Leo looked up at me and said, “Something is really f*cked up.”

In all my years of knowing him, he had never used such language in my presence. Those few words told me all I needed to know.

When Tim returned from the kitchen, he told me he had looked in the oven and had found a small, unseasoned piece of chicken and two shriveled potatoes on a foil tray. That was all they were eating for supper?

A knot of anxiety filled my chest. This was not over by any stretch. It was just the beginning.
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Months before our visit, our biggest daily decision had been whether we should paddle our boards or our kayaks, go swimming … or do all three. Each day the sun had warmed and bronzed our skin, and our warmhearted companions, the breathtaking scenery, the fresh seafood, and the mariachi music had conspired to make every day perfect.

After leaving Mexico that spring, we traveled back to the States through California and then east to Tennessee, staying in the parking lots of a string of Cracker Barrel restaurants and Walmart Supercenters. Along the way, we occasionally called and asked Norma and Leo how they were doing. They never mentioned needing any support, although they probably would not ask for help even if they did, and we never pursued it. As Tim said, “No news is good news.”

Eventually, we landed in North Carolina, staying with our friends Caroline and Roland on their beautiful thirty-five-acre farm, complete with stunning gardens, grazing horses, and several outbuildings. Ringo loved to run around the property with the two resident dogs. I had been battling a fever for several days by then. I felt lousy, and I was looking for something, anything, to take my mind off how sick I was. So while everyone else was enjoying each other’s company, I decided to stay in bed with a book.

Several of the farm’s outbuildings housed libraries, all of them with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves; I had thousands of options to choose from. I was too sick to leave the guesthouse, so I shuffled through the bookshelves there without finding one that interested me. Then I came across a short stack of books perched on a small antique table in the hall. One title caught my eye—Being Mortal: Medicine and What Matters in the End by Atul Gawande, a critical examination of end-of-life medical care. I was feeling particularly mortal in that moment, so I slid it out from the middle of the stack and carried it back to bed.

A few days later, I was almost done reading the book. I was not feeling better physically, but I knew my life had changed. What I had just read was important stuff. The way I looked at the end of life had been flipped upside down and backward. My head had been stuck in the sand when it came to talking about the needs of my own mom and Tim’s parents, but I knew now that it was time to have those tough conversations.

From the farm, we headed to North Carolina’s Outer Banks. We were waiting for the ferry from Ocracoke to Cape Hatteras when Tim’s cell phone rang.

The caller was Leo, telling us that Tim’s uncle Ralph—Leo’s best friend and Norma’s last remaining sibling—had just died at age ninety-one.

Leo’s voice sounded strong that day, but just a few weeks later on Father’s Day, when we talked to him again on the phone, it had changed.

“We have to go,” Tim said after he ended the call. “Something’s wrong with my dad.”

What I am most struck by now, when I think back on the months before that phone call, is this: the audacity of our assumption of control. The thing about aging and illness is that they care very little for our plans; both unfold in their own time, whether we are ready to face these inevitable issues or not.
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We never even had time to unhitch our Airstream from the truck. Three days after we had pulled into the driveway, Leo lay on his side in the fetal position in a hospital bed, his organs failing. The Fentanyl patches he was using to control his unbearable back pain—the result of what we eventually learned was a compression fracture—apparently pushed his body chemistry out of whack, and the doctors could not bring it back to order. He appeared so uncomfortable and alone. Norma was smaller than she had ever looked, dwarfed by the reclining hospital chair next to Leo’s bed. She was silent.

Tim crawled into bed with his dad, spooning him. I handed him a damp cloth, and he used it to gently wipe Leo’s brow. Repeatedly, Tim told him, “It’s okay, I’m going to take care of Mom. I love you. Everything is going to be okay.”

After some time, Tim took a break and I crawled into the bed with Leo. We did this off and on that morning until Norma whispered to me, “Can you take me downstairs? I have an appointment at one o’clock for some tests.”

I had no idea what the tests were for. In the elevator on the way down, she mentioned she had had some blood in her urine. I suspected there was more to it than that because I also noticed the sanitary pads tucked in her purse. Clearly she was bleeding, and having reached menopause decades before, she should not have been. I stayed in the waiting room, and when she emerged from her tests, we returned to Leo’s room. Norma made no mention of the procedure. In that moment our priority was Leo, so Tim and I did not push the issue with her.

As the week progressed, we learned that Norma needed follow-up testing, including a transvaginal ultrasound. With her husband dying just a couple of floors above her in the hospital’s hospice wing, Norma lay on a paper-covered table while a technician inserted an ultrasound wand. Her entire body seemed to contract inward. She was small, and humiliated. I stood near the technician and watched as she circled the display screen over and over again with a stylus and saw what looked to be a large mass on Norma’s uterus. “Unbelievable,” I murmured to myself. Here Leo was dying, and from what I was seeing on the screen, Norma had something that looked like a tumor. From her vantage point, Norma could not see what was going on and was unaware of what I had just seen.

I took a deep breath before I told Tim what had appeared on the monitor that afternoon.

Leo was soon transferred to a hospice room in a local nursing home. Two days later, after we had sat at his bedside for six hours, an exhausted Norma insisted that he was well taken care of by his faith. “We can leave now,” she said. We all left knowing that this warm July day would be Leo’s last. No sooner had we returned home than we got a call from hospice telling us that he had died at 5:50 P.M. Right at that moment, a broken ship’s clock—a gift to Leo from Stacy—started ticking again.

We had Leo’s remains cremated, and we buried his urn next to Stacy’s in the family plot a few paces from Uncle Ralph at the township cemetery. We were in shock and grieving.

It was not yet official, but Tim and I also knew in our hearts that Norma likely had cancer. As we lay in bed in the Airstream, we talked about our options. Neither of us wanted the same ending for Norma as we had seen Leo experience. His last days in a busy, noisy hospital were far from pleasant. In fact, they were excruciating for him. We both worried about what would happen if Norma went into a nursing home. She loved being outdoors. How would she exist inside a facility with a locked front door that required a code to get out? How could this very shy woman ever share a room with a stranger? We had seen the institutional food served in many of these places. There was no assurance she would have the quality or variety of life she was used to, nor the independence or anything that was familiar to her. Our intuition told us that Norma not only needed but also deserved freedom, autonomy, and dignity, and to us, the nursing homes we had access to represented the opposite of those values.

If Norma wanted to kick back at the end of the day with a beer or a glass of wine, we wanted her to have that luxury. If she wanted to leave the facility for any reason, we wanted her to be able to do it. If she wanted to eat breakfast for dinner or walk barefoot in the grass, so be it. We also wanted her to have the chance to smile again.

We looked at each other and, simultaneously, we said, “We need to see if she wants to come along.”

We had no idea what we would do if she said “Yes.”
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The following day, the three of us sat down at the kitchen table to have some lunch.

“Norma, we don’t know what the doctor is going to say about all the tests they have been doing,” I said between bites, “but I’m wondering how you are feeling about how you might take care of yourself now that Leo is gone.”

“I don’t know what to do,” she said, sounding feebler with each word. “I can’t live here by myself. I know that.”

Tim chimed in, “Well, Ramie and I have been talking about that too, and we wouldn’t feel good about you staying here by yourself even if you had people helping you. We looked into homes and we can get you on a list either here or where Ramie’s mom lives in Pennsylvania.

“Or, we were thinking,” he continued, “if you would like to live with us on the road, we could get a bigger RV.”

“While coming with us might seem like a crazy idea,” I interjected, “it’s no crazier than spending the rest of your days in a nursing home. If you want to come, we’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

We told her she did not have to give us an answer right away. “Just think about it,” we said.

We continued to eat our ham-salad sandwiches without conversation.

The next person to speak was Norma. She quietly said, “I think I’d like to come along.”

The next morning, we sat crammed in a small examination room with a gynecologist and a medical student shadowing him. We had spent the past two days after Leo’s death moving from doctor to doctor and from test to test. The ob-gyn was the last one to see.

A handsome man in his thirties, the doctor told us what we already knew: Norma had a cancerous mass on her uterus. From his perch on the edge of the exam table, he looked down at Norma, who was sitting in a hospital wheelchair, and then launched into an assumed close: “So we’re going to schedule you for a hysterectomy, then radiation and chemotherapy. You will recover in a rehabilitation facility, and it will likely take a few months to heal.”

Although he gave Norma no other options, he finished by asking what she would like to do. She locked eyes with him and, with as much conviction as she could muster, said, “I’m ninety years old. I’m hitting the road.”

With good reason, the doctor appeared confused. Tim explained that we lived on the road in an RV and that we planned to take Norma along with us for as long as she was interested and physically able.

The doctor’s demeanor shifted instantly. He lit up. The medical student seemed amazed—this response was probably not what she had expected from this tiny old woman.

“Are we being irresponsible?” Tim asked. “This approach seems perfectly natural to us, but we don’t always live within the rules. What do you think?”

“No,” the doctor said, “it is not irresponsible. There’s no guarantee that at her age she’d survive the surgery. If she did, she would be in intensive care and dealing with miserable side effects. As doctors, we see the other side of this every day. If it were me in this situation, I’d want to be in that motor home.”

“Right on,” Tim and I replied.

We had a lot to accomplish in order to fulfill our promise to take Norma on one last adventure. To begin with, we had no idea how long this adventure would last or even where it would take us. But we knew that we had to try.



CHAPTER 2
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THE DAYS AFTER Dad’s death were full of grief and planning, a delicate meeting of endings and beginnings. His death punctured the pace of each day as loss so often does, and my mom’s terminal diagnosis quickly redefined time as something we were running out of. Had I said all the things I had wanted or needed to say to my dad before he died? I do not believe that I had. Had he felt my love and gratitude for him? I like to believe that he did, as I whispered those words into his ear as he lay in his hospital bed. My dad was gone and my mom was dying; suddenly, after years of a relationship defined by annual visits and irregular phone calls, the three of us were going to live together in a home on wheels. This would certainly be my last chance to share any personal feelings with my mom. I did not want to be asking myself the same questions about my mom as I had about my dad. I wanted to be sure this time.

“I think I’d like to come along,” Mom had said. It was as simple as that. And in the space of a breath, we began to plan a road trip with my frail, grieving mom, knowing that our lives would be utterly transformed.

I was fifty-seven years old. I had spent the past fifteen years living on and off the grid, blissfully—and sometimes ridiculously
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