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				Home alone in Maine, and retired from her career as a nurse, Zinnia worries about boredom and loneliness. So she sets out on a solo road trip looking for adventure, and connection—the human kind and the spiritual kind. Her goals are to visit friends and family, to tour all the national parks she hasn’t already seen, and to check out an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting in all forty-eight contiguous states.

				 Stealth camping, she spends her nights in her minivan at rest areas, parking lots, and roadsides. She shows you how she tours the United States without spending a dime for lodging. 

				Ride along with her! In this engaging and inspiring memoir, she shares her humor and insight with you as she takes you to see memorable sights, to visit intriguing attractions, to meet colorful characters, and to discover secrets of recovery.
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				Zinnia Abbott is a retired nurse, mom, and grandmother living in southern Maine. Since 1985, she has been in recovery from alcoholism. To this grown-up Girl Scout and flower child out of season, every day is a new adventure, and she was born ready.

				

				This is a memoir, told from the writer’s point of view. The author does not officially represent Alcoholics Anonymous, but offers only her own personal experience and thoughts. 

				Some identifying information has been altered in keeping with the AA tradition of anonymity. The author’s name, Zinnia Abbott, is a pseudonym. Other names may have been altered to protect confidentiality.

				If you’re curious, more information about AA can be found in Appendix A. More information about Zinnia’s travels can be found in Appendix B. 
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				Spring 2018: Stealth Camping

				“I think you should do it.” That’s what my AA sponsor says. We are having breakfast at Bernie’s Diner, as usual. “You’re energized just talking about it.”

				I’m telling her about my daydream to take a road trip across the country. She asks, “What is stealth camping?”

				“That means nobody knows you’re camping out in your vehicle, so you don’t have to pay anything for lodging, or a campsite. Just park somewhere legal overnight.”

				My sponsor, Faith, knows me very well. She’s been my sponsor for a couple of decades. She has seen me at my most miserable, and she has seen me at my most enthusiastic. Enthusiastic is what she’s seeing now. I look across the table and see her in her typical pastel colors, short blond hair, and tasteful jewelry. I revere her. She’s a great listener and usually doesn’t give me advice unless I ask, or unless she thinks it’s important. I feel safe enough to tell her anything and she doesn’t even flinch. She’s practical and level-headed. I value her opinion. She’s my touchstone. 

				I say, “I’ve reached a point in my life where I can retire if I want to. I’m sixty-six years old. That’s full retirement age for me. I’ve already arranged to collect Social Security starting in March. I’m still working, but when that first check comes, I won’t have to work for money or health insurance. I can make other decisions. It’s scary or exciting, I’m not sure which.”

				I like my job. Working has its benefits. I like being with people, accomplishing something. At one point in my career, I made a game of noticing, “What is the most common thing I say at work?” And the answer, my survey said, was, “You’re welcome.” Patients say thank you when I bring them a towel, or give them a medication, or spend some time listening. And my coworkers say thank you when I help them out with something, or give them a compliment. Where else, when I “retire,” will I be able to find this satisfying situation? But the job is stressful, too. I have been wondering what it would be like if I didn’t have that kind of stress in my life regularly. I’ve spent the last eleven years working as a psychiatric nurse.

				I confess that part of what motivates me is that I don’t want to just stay home alone with no job. That sounds too boring and depressing. I’m not good at doing nothing. I might get what we call in New England “cabin fever.” I recently had a painful breakup. My kids are grown and independent. When I talk about stealth camping, people often say to me, “That takes courage.” I don’t feel courageous. I don’t have the courage to stay home alone with nothing to do. I am running away from grief and loneliness. I can’t even consider not going. Whenever I’m not busy thinking about something else, my head is full of thoughts of stealth camping. 

				The other part of what motivates me is that I have always loved travel. Ever since I was a little kid, when I heard the car start up in the driveway, I would run out and leap into the backseat in time to go with my father to the hardware store or with my mother to the grocery store. My father’s blue-and-white ’57 Chevy, the green ’63 VW bus, and later that clunky blue Chevy van that I drove to pass my driver’s test. I just wanted to go. 

				I had done stuff like this before. Camping and traveling cross-country with my family as a kid, bicycle tripping, hitchhiking in the seventies and roughing it (don’t tell my parents), traveling, and traveling alone. This kind of a trip is easy to imagine. Having a van to sleep in seems to me like luxurious accommodations. And the timing. After I quit work, I’ll have no job, no kids at home, no commitments. I’ll have money from my Social Security check and income from my rental apartments. I have health and energy, and I just love the idea. I think, Now is my chance.

				So, when I hear Faith’s reaction, that’s when I decide to go ahead and do it. That is the moment the daydream becomes a plan. 

				I have only two colossal decisions to make: I have to quit my job, and I have to buy a stealth camping vehicle. After that, the rest will seem effortless.

				I go shopping for a minivan. I start looking at old beaters. Frugal me. When I talk with my dad on the phone, I say, “I’m looking at a 2006 minivan with about a hundred thousand miles on it.” 

				He says, “I think you need something more reliable.” I realize that I’d rather have something that won’t leave me stranded on the side of the road in any random godforsaken wilderness with no cell phone service. Something I can show my father so he won’t worry so much. I see that if I have a van he approves of, it will be a better van for me, too.

				I shop around for about a month. I try out a few. I test-drive a five-year-old Dodge Grand Caravan. It doesn’t seem Grand to me, which is good. I’m looking for something nondescript. Maybe this van should have been called the Dodge Nondescript Soccer Mom Caravan. It’s something no one will notice. It has thirty-three thousand miles on it. The salesman, Tommie, says, “This one was previously owned by an elderly couple who left it in the garage for half the year every winter while they were in Florida.” Sounds like a story, I know. But the mileage and the condition of the van make me think the story is true.

				I need a ride back to the car dealer to buy the van. My tall, strong, handsome, brown-eyed son Micah steps up to the plate. He says, “I’ll take you there, Mom. Plus, I want to check out the van, too.” Bless his heart. So he and I drive up to Brunswick, Maine. 

				Micah and Tommie and I spend some time trying to figure out how to fold the backseats down into the floor. We can see that there is plenty of room for my necessities. Tommie opens the side door and says, “This is your porch. I can see you sitting here in Utah or some exotic place sipping a glass of wine.” A nice idea. It isn’t going to be wine, but I don’t need to tell him that and spoil his fantasy. 

				Micah waits patiently while Tommie and I accomplish all the paperwork and get the thing insured. I pay for some of the van with my credit card, just so I can get points, and pay the rest with a check from my checkbook that’s held together with duct tape. Frugal me. The first colossal decision is checked off the list.

				I’m already in love with this van. The seats fold into the floor easily, once we know how, leaving a space in the back that’s four feet by seven feet. It’s a handsome shade of sparkly black. All the back windows are tinted. That’s a feature that I appreciate for the privacy.

				Well, that first Social Security check does in fact get deposited, and I give six weeks’ notice at work. Second and final colossal decision is complete. 

				Coincidentally, a young popular tech gives his notice for the same day, so a party is organized for him and me at a local restaurant, Sebago Brewing. I get some gifts, including a number of blank journals. Maybe that means people want me to write about my travels? It would be nice to think so. As the introverted nondrinker of the group, I am one of the first to leave the goodbye party. When I stand up to go, my friend Mary Lou, the weekend charge nurse, stands with me and announces loudly, “Zinnia is leaving the house!” I look back and see all the smiling faces, some people raising their glasses, and all waving and shouting their well wishes. It’s a picture that is burned into my memory and can bring me to tears.

				I have an ambitious plan to visit all the people I know who will have me, to see all the national parks that I haven’t already seen, and to go to an AA meeting in each of the forty-eight contiguous states. 

				AA is a place where you can be in a room with people who wish you well and want you to succeed. My recovering friend Lydia said, “You’re not traveling alone, you have AA.” A comforting thought. My faith in AA and AAA gives me courage to attempt this adventure.

				Faith says she’ll be available by phone in an emergency. She has an attentive energy that holds me with kindness and compassion. It’s comforting to even think about her.

				My tall, strong, handsome, gray-eyed son Seth is getting married at the end of June, and I can’t miss that. My plan is to do my traveling in two chunks, a southeastern loop, a return to Maine for the wedding, and then a western loop. That’s as far as I’ve gotten in my planning. Beyond that, I will take it one day at a time.

				May 13: In the Van

				I set out early for the four-hour trip from my home in Maine to my first stop. My parents, Ruth and George, live in a senior housing place in Newington, Connecticut, the town where I grew up. It’s Mother’s Day. 

				I’m confident about the travel but apprehensive about the loneliness factor. It wasn’t that long ago that I had a sudden, unexpected breakup. That Guy and I had been together for over three years. The relationship was safe, comfortable, easy, and problem-free. Or so I thought. Neither of us had any complaints. That Guy broke up with me in an e-mail, allowing no discussion, and I still don’t know why. It was a hard hit. 

				Traveling alone isn’t my first choice. Usually when I travel, I’m excited and happy. This time, I’m sad, lonely, ashamed to be single and not knowing what, if anything, I did wrong. I grew up with brothers and sisters, lived with roommates, married, and had my own children who grew up and got their own lives. All that is over now, and I’m living alone. One can have close friends and dear family members and still feel lonely going home to find no one there. I’m trying to escape.

				For years now, my Christmas gift to my parents has been a homemade certificate good for four lunches out in the coming year. That’s what I would want most from my own kids. I take my parents out to lunch at the Wood-N-Tap restaurant on the Berlin Turnpike, my brother Mike’s suggestion. We’re joined by my siblings and in-laws: Mike and Alison, Martha and Tom, Sue and Gary. All couples, and me. Sigh. Eye roll. 

				We all get along pretty well in my family. No one is drinking, no one is fighting, everyone is on speaking terms. We are really quite civil. The only difficulty might be that we are all senior citizens and half of us are hard of hearing. “What?” is the most commonly heard response at our gatherings.

				Back at my parents’ place, I have a chance to show off my van to them and to my sister Martha and her husband, Tom. I slide open both side doors and pop open the rear door so they can see in. My dad says, “Looks like a good van.” He checks out all my preparations, just like a dad. 

				I say, “I have this camping cot here. It came with a thin foam mattress, and I added another foam mattress topper to that. It’s cushy and wonderful. Feel it.” My dad pushes the mattress down to test it. “I have two sleeping bags in case it gets really cold.” The bed has a lavender bottom sheet and pillowcase, a blue blanket, and a blue India-print cotton bedspread. “I would love to have a bright-colored old-school VW bus with the peace sign and flowers, but that would not be subtle enough for stealth camping. So I settled for this India print so I can still see myself as a hippie. A stealthy hippie. When I worked at the homeless shelter, one of the residents called me ‘a flower child out of season.’” 

				“You’re still that,” he says. I have long, brown hair turning to gray. I rarely wear makeup, and I dress casually, usually jeans and a T-shirt and sweater. 

				I step into the van and sit on the cot. “I have plenty of room under the cot for boxes of food and clothes, and the spare tire. And I can sit up tall on the cot with a couple of extra inches between my head and the ceiling.” I demonstrate.

				“This milk crate holds four gallons of emergency water in case I’m stranded in a desert.”

				“Don’t say that,” my dad says.

				“See how I used bungee cords to attach these plastic drawers to the milk crate? The weight of the water keeps the drawers from falling over. There are five drawers here, five departments: electronics, office supplies, health and beauty, accessories, and kitchen. The drawers are bungeed closed, too, so they don’t fall open when I’m driving. This other milk crate is for holding laundry. I don’t need curtains because of the tinted windows, but I’m hoping these sheer curtains will discourage the bugs. They’re attached with Velcro.”

				“Are you going to be cooking?” my mom asks.

				“I decided not to bother with pots and pans and a stove. I don’t want to spend time making food and searching for enough water to wash dishes. But look at this.” I show her an empty covered thirty-two-ounce yogurt container. “This is my emergency latrine. Remember the chamber pot you used back in our camping days?” We both laugh. “That’s about it. Pretty basic.”

				My dad says, “What else are you bringing?”

				“I have AAA maps of all the states.” I show off a cardboard box packed full of maps. “I’m hoping to avoid fast highways and big cities, and the maps will help with that.

				“I have this book called Your Guide to the National Parks, my National Park Senior Pass, a rechargeable clip fan, this sun shield that I can stick to the driver-side window, my old cigarette-lighter GPS, a box of CDs, including Spanish language-learning CDs, my journal and books, a knitting project, and a cooler to keep my dark chocolate from melting. I have this little backpack to carry in the things I need for showering after my workouts at Planet Fitness. And of course, my smartphone.” I point things out to them. 

				“I stocked up on supplements and things I might not be able to find on the road, like those weird Chinese batteries for my clip fan. I have to keep reminding myself that I’m only going to be in the United States and that I’ll still be able to buy stuff. It’s not like I’m going to Antarctica or anything. And I can use my phone. If you call and I don’t answer, don’t worry. It just means that I’m in a place with no signal.”

				“Who is taking care of business at home while you’re away?” my dad asks.

				“I put most of my bills on auto-pay if I could. My tenants are putting my mail in a box inside the porch. I gave them Micah’s phone number in case they have a problem. I’m still not sure how I’ll get my lawn mowed. Micah and Seth are wicked busy. My tenants declined my offer to pay them to do it. My friends are my age, and none of them are the lawn-mowing type. I didn’t want to hire somebody off Craigslist, because then some random stranger would know that my place is unoccupied. I don’t mind if my lawn looks neglected, but I don’t want it to look completely abandoned and advertise the fact that I’m away. Micah said he’d check out the lawn now and then when he’s in the neighborhood. I hated to ask him because he already has so much responsibility, but I didn’t have any better idea, so I just said thank you.”

				“Good for him,” my dad says.

				Martha says, “I have a present for you.” She hands me a pewter Gclef, the symbol of music, on a ribbon.

				“Oh, that’s nice. Thanks,” I say, and I hang it from my rearview mirror.

				Tom points to my box of CDs. “You’ll be speaking fluent Spanish by the time you get to California,” he says. We laugh.

				My dad asks, “Where are you going to stay tonight?”

				I say, “I don’t know—in the van I guess.” We both smile. 

				After hugs all around, it’s time to continue on with my grand stealthy adventure.

				
				I go to a women’s AA meeting in West Hartford, Connecticut. Only a half dozen women are in the meeting room of a church. This cozy and comfortable room has soft couches and rugs, and nice people. Here’s what I hear:

				“I make all these plans and God laughs.”

				“Every day I get a daily reprieve from the disease. It’s really a stay of execution.”

				“I’m twenty-six years sober. I can go to a party and not notice the alcohol at all, but I’ve seen all the brownies!”

				It’s heartwarming and reassuring to be in a room where people get me. I feel more normal, more optimistic. Meetings have a way of putting things into perspective for me. And I can certainly relate about the brownies. I’ve been having more trouble staying away from sweets than staying away from alcohol lately. It’s been over thirty-two years since I drank any alcohol. It isn’t something I think about. Although the alcohol doesn’t seem to be a current struggle for me, the “ism” of alcoholism still persists. The things that “drive me to drink” are the things that are addressed in AA. That’s why I still find meetings to be helpful for my well-being. The meeting ends at five and I still have some daylight, so I move along.

				It’s a pretty ride to Yorktown Heights, New York. Leafy, green, lake-y, rural, cloudy, drizzly. The temperature is in the fifties. I stop at a scenic overlook to take a photo of the gray Hudson River with green trees on both sides and clouds overhanging. 

				I begin to think I won’t find a sleep spot because it’s so rural. I look behind churches, behind closed stores, on the roadside. It occurs to me that security cameras are common now, and they would record my license plate. Neighbors might report suspicious vehicles parked on roadsides overnight. I look for a place to park in town. I find a line of cars on the road and don’t see any no-parking signs. I park. I hit the lock, and without getting out of the van, I go to the back and into my sleeping bag. Grateful for the tinted windows, I sleep.

				May 14: Hiding in Plain Sight

				While drifting off to sleep last night, I thought about old times. When I was a kid, my father was a teacher, and later, a guidance counselor. He worked other jobs in the summer, but in 1966, when I was fourteen years old, he took the whole summer off and took us all camping cross-country. There were seven of us—my mom, my dad, and us five kids: my two brothers, Mike and Andy, and my two sisters, Susie and Martha. We had that clunky Chevy van. My dad had made boxes out of plywood to store all our gear, and we used them as seats in the van. Seat belts were not required in those days. Seats were not even required. We had AAA maps and TripTiks and campground directories to guide us.

				At night we had two options. If we were staying only one night, all the boxes would come out and two sets of bunk-bed cots would be set up in the empty van. Four of us kids would sleep there. The pup tent would be set up for my parents and littlest brother, Andy. If we were staying longer at the same place, we would set up our big old tent for all of us. My dad would get one kid holding up a pole on each of the four corners while he went inside and put up the ridgepole. Then my mom and the remaining kid would go around staking it all up. It was made of heavy canvas and was an ordeal to put up. Especially in hot weather, which was typical.

				Cooking was mostly my mom’s job. We had a gas camp stove and ate variations on Spam Delight. We kids took turns hauling water, doing dishes. Mornings when we were moving on, everything had to be packed up. I got skillful at rolling up sleeping bags.

				Often while we were on the road, my mom would interrupt our squabbling by saying, “Hey, kids! Look at the view!”

				That was the cue for all of us to make fun of her by hooting, “Lookit the view! Lookit the view!” It’s a standing joke in our family now.

				My dad’s squabble prevention strategy was to say, “OK, kids. A dollar for the first person who sees an Alaska plate.” We would all shut up and look out the windows. None of us ever saw an Alaska license plate. This was 1966. I don’t know how many cars in Alaska were capable of making the trip to the Lower 48.

				
				Last night, I slept fitfully in my first stealth camping spot. I’m not used to it yet. I wake up early. The seven o’clock meeting in Yorktown Heights is at a beautiful stone church where I hit the bathroom before the meeting starts. I enjoy the New York accents. They say:

				“My sponsor told me my emotions are where my alcoholism lives.”

				“Somewhere along the line, the gnawing in my gut went away.”

				“I just hated everyone and everything. And I was stuck with the thing I hated most: me.”

				“My spiritual awakening is to see how Godlike I can act.”

				I like the idea of acting “Godlike.” I don’t know if there is a God or not. But I do have a goal to act “Godlike” or at least “goodlike.” They talk a lot about God in AA. On paper, the AA program allows for people to find their own Higher Power that is true for them. But in practice, the culture of AA seems to be that you should have a god that has your best interest in mind always, and you are the center of that god’s universe. Like a Santa Claus God who gives you things or a 911 God for emergencies. As for me, I have never been able to find that. Not so it sticks, anyway. The AA group is a reliable power greater than myself. It has proven itself. No leap of faith is required. Step 2 says, “Came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.” AA is that.

				
				New Jersey has pretty towns and big houses with nice landscaping. Spring is a beautiful time. I am in love with those pink dogwoods. It is a treat to see flowery green lawns in springtime and smell the newly mowed grass.

				I get a quick text from my son Seth, who is in Vegas for his bachelor party. And we have a brief text dialogue. Though I am happy to get his text, and impressed that he thinks of his mom at his bachelor party, I long for a real conversation with him. I miss my boys, who are men now.

				Into Pennsylvania, I get a call from Micah. He’s in Vegas at Seth’s bachelor party, and he’s impressed with how awesome the party is. He asks about my travels so far. I tell him, “I have decided to sleep only where I can park amongst other parked cars overnight.” 

				He says, “Kind of like hiding in plain sight.” 

				“That describes stealth camping exactly.” There is a learning curve to this stealth camping thing. My heart smiles after this conversation with him.

				I find a meeting in West Chester, Pennsylvania, at a beautiful new modern church with a large parking lot surrounded by greenery. Don’t think I am going to do nothing but go to meetings on this trip. Have patience; you’ll hear about plenty of other stuff, too. It’s just that I don’t quite know what else to do with myself at this point. Meetings are safe, interesting, and comforting. I can find the human connection I long for there. So why not? But here’s what I hear at the West Chester meeting:

				“I got sick and tired of the high cost of low living.”

				“All my struggles are between my ears.”

				At this meeting a woman says, “I saw a billboard advertising a trapeze school. I was longing to do that, but I thought that it didn’t apply to me. Then I noticed there was a phone number on the sign, and that number is there for people to call. I realized that I am also people, and that even I could call that number. How many ways do I limit myself with my beliefs?” That’s a good question for me to ponder, too, at this transitional time in my life. 

				I drive into town, where I find a residential neighborhood with cars parked on the street. Multiunit houses on the right and a park on the left. I just want to make sure I don’t park in a neighborhood where mine is the most expensive-looking car in the bunch. Locked in with the tinted windows, I’m safe and snug as a turtle. So far, so good.

				
				May 15: It’s Not Just a Daydream

				I sleep like a brick. Another van parks right in front of me, and I don’t even hear it. I clean up with wet wipes, get dressed behind the tinted windows, and make a pit stop at a fast-food place. 

				Breakfast is grapes, cheese, and dark chocolate. And water. I have several one-liter soda bottles that I fill with water at Planet Fitness or at rest areas along the road. I have a brilliant plan to drink two liters in just the first half of every day so that I can stay hydrated and not have to get up to pee at night. Worth a try.

				Delaware uses the mobile phone app called AA Meeting Guide. The app describes the meeting and tells you how far away it is from your current location and what time it starts. You can hit Directions, and that takes you to the GPS, which tells you how to get there. It couldn’t be easier. Without the app, I’d have to Google meetings and attempt to fathom their various and differing websites, then find them on the map. That can be time consuming and frustrating. I rejoice when I find that I am in an area where this app is used.

				The early meeting in Newark, Delaware, is a group called Dawn Patrol. Before the meeting they have a “group conscience” to discuss how to handle a difficult situation involving a man who is not present at the time. This man sometimes interrupts the meeting, walking around, moving chairs, making noise, speaking out of turn. It’s agreed that if he is disruptive again, he will be asked to leave, and the police will be called if he does not leave. I hear them struggling with this decision. No one wants anyone to be asked to leave, and yet, people need to be able to focus on the meeting, too. Here are some other things I hear:

				“People go chasing after that perfect material thing to make them feel better. That won’t work. There is no perfect material thing.”

				“I used to act the fool. Now I can act the fool by choice. AA is a good deal for a dollar.”

				“On vacation I saw people drinking by the pool. Morning, noon, and night. Next day they were late to the pool.”

				“If I won the Powerball, it would kill me. I’m not spiritually fit enough to manage that.” 

				“Faith can move mountains. Bring a shovel.”

				When people talk about faith, they are usually referring to a faith in God. I don’t seem to be able to find that, so I look for other kinds of faith. Faith can move mountains, but you don’t just stand there, scrunching up your face and clenching your fists, praying for God to move the mountain. You have to have faith that your action, and the actions of others, can move that mountain. Faith is how you keep going when the situation seems difficult or impossible. I’ve heard my mother say, “God helps those who help themselves.”

				I have faith that I can help myself to the support that the AA program offers and be restored to sanity. I have faith that AAA can help me if I have a car problem. I have faith in the people in my life who have been helpful and kind to me. I have faith in Faith.

				In Bel Air, Maryland, I pull over and take a photo of what looks to me like a 1950s-era Chevy Bel Air sitting up on the roof of a restaurant. I text the picture to Micah. He and his wife, Melissa, own and run an ice cream shop in Maine. Micah had an old 1956 stretch Cadillac that he painted pink and put up on metal posts to draw attention to their business. It has become a landmark. This project involved months of work and planning, and plenty of worrying. I tend to notice stuff like that, now that I know a little about the difficulties of actually doing such a thing.

				It’s a long drive across Maryland. Scary traffic on I-695 around Baltimore. Mountains in the west. Pretty, but I have to contend with trucks blowing my van sideways by speeding past me on the downhills, then slowing me down on the uphills. Traffic has been the scariest part of the trip so far. I see Confederate flags and wonder, What does that mean to me with my Maine license plates and New England accent?

				In Fairmont, West Virginia, I call the AA hotline and learn about a meeting at seven thirty. I have time to scout out a sleep spot. I find a residential street that would have cars parked overnight. I eat my picnic supper in the park by the river. And call the folks and let them know that I’m OK. More than OK. 

				When I was considering this adventure, I told my dad, “I have a daydream of traveling the country again and camping out in a van.” 

				He pointed at me and said, “Make sure it’s not just a daydream.” 

				Our conversation continued, and I was chattering on about retiring. I said, “I wish I had a consuming passion so I could save the world and win a Nobel Prize.” 

				And he said, “Well, that’s not typical for people in retirement.” After a pause he added, “Maybe something will come to you when you’re traveling.” That’s my dad.

				When seven thirty comes, I meet only two other women at the meeting. We have a deep discussion about spirituality. Some things I hear are:

				“I don’t know about God. But there are miracles in AA. That’s a fact.”

				“Yeah, I could walk along hand in hand with God, and eventually He’d lean over and say, ‘How about you and me have a drink.’”

				“Prayer and meditation is completely opposite of drugs and alcohol. Drugs and alcohol give me permission to give in to my lower self.”

				“I don’t usually know what God’s will is for me. But I usually know what it’s not.”

				“Drinking turns down the volume on God’s voice.”

				One of the women at the meeting, Dawn, invites me to come to her farm to stay the night. I already have a sleep spot in mind, so at first, I almost reflexively want to say, “No thanks, I’m all set.” Typical Zinnia. I stop myself and think, Zinnia. You’re on an adventure. I say, “Sure, that would be great.”

				“I have a guest room.”

				“I’ve been sleeping in my van.” 

				“OK, so stay in my driveway.”

				“All right, then.”

				I follow Dawn on the highway. She drives fast. Through rain and lightning. The roads keep getting smaller and more twisty. The potholes are outlined in white paint. A harrowing ride. Her farm is nestled in some green hills. I meet her husband, Dan, and her dog, who keeps smearing his wet face on my bare legs. I wish I wasn’t wearing shorts.

				Dawn is older than me, pretty, with long, straight white hair. Dan is eighty-three, with a trim white beard and white hair. They tell me tales of their trip from California. She says, “We slept in the back of our pickup truck.” 

				And they talk about their pet bull. Dan says, “He kept breaking through fences to get to the neighbor’s cows, in spite of the fact that there were cows in his own yard. We had to give him up.” When he speaks of the cattle auction, she takes her glasses off and wipes her eyes. He says, “She won’t eat beef.”

				Their house is cluttered with useful, interesting objects. She has painted the cabinets yellow with hardware shaped like fishes. An electric keyboard in the kitchen has a John Thompson grade three music lesson book on the stand.

				Next to their house, they have a cabin. She says, “He sleeps next door because I am restless and he doesn’t sleep well.” 

				She draws me a map to get back to Route 50 in the morning, because she plans to sleep later than me. She says, “Since I retired, I sleep later and later all the time.” I sleep in the van. It’s raining. Cool, dark, and quiet.

				May 16: You Can’t Be Hateful when You’re Grateful

				I sleep well with the sound of the rain on the van roof. I love rain, and water in all its many forms: mist, snow, icicles, clouds, the river behind my home in Maine reflecting the evening lights of town. I take some pretty pictures of Dawn’s farm in the early morning mist, when all the world is asleep except for the birds. I can see the broken split-rail fence, the green field, the red barn with the shiny metal roof, the leafy hills and misty mountains beyond. My mother might say, “My Lord, what a morning!”

				Back in the van, I start my morning routine: install contact lenses, brush my hair, wash up with wet wipes, get dressed, put on sunscreen, take my supplements, eat something, check the weather on my phone, look at the map, make the bed. I decide to keep the bed made so that I won’t be embarrassed when people ask to see my home, as they often do. I’m proud to show it off, and I imagine myself a young hippie again, free and adventuresome with my blue India-print bedspread.

				I take a back road to Route 50. Homes in disrepair, slanted porch steps, peeling paint. Mobile homes. Gardens waiting to be planted. Rain. The gas-and-fast-food place is crowded in Ellentown, the local morning rush. After using the restroom, I eat the last of the dark chocolate I brought. Before it can melt, I tell myself. 

				I’ve been to six meetings in six different states in the past two days: New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, West Virginia. (More information in Appendix B.) I wonder if that’s a record of some kind. I want to call my sponsor, Faith, and brag. I know I will not be keeping this up, though. The states will be getting bigger and the meetings farther apart, and I will be getting the hang of finding other stuff to do. Still trying to figure out what to do with myself.

				For several hours in the morning, I listen to CDs on the way to Dunbar, West Virginia. Beatles, Tchaikovsky, Spanish language-learning. I shout out all the vocabulary words in my best Spanish accent, and no one judges me. At this age, I find that I learn it, forget it, learn it, and forget it again. I remember my high school French better than the Spanish I tried to learn last week. In high school, I never imagined I would actually be traveling to places where Spanish is spoken: Oaxaca, Guatemala, Puerto Rico, Cozumel, Honduras. I wish I had taken Spanish in school instead. So much more useful.

				Back in 2007 in a conversation with my friend Lee, we discovered that we each had a sponsored child in a program called Camino Seguro in Guatemala. Right at that moment, we both agreed, “We are going there.” We spent a week doing volunteer work at the program, and a week touring Guatemala and Honduras. 

				She spent her week in the library working on art projects with the kids, and I worked with Ruth in the kitchen. I had a chance to practice my limited Spanish. Ruth said, “Frijoles, frijoles, y mas frijoles.” Meaning that what they had to eat at the program was “beans, beans, and more beans.” Camino Seguro means “Safe Passage,” and it was a program to help kids who were living in the Guatemala City dump by getting them to school and giving them meals.

				Ruth and I had prepared the lunch that day. I was hungry, and we ate frijoles with the kids. I was thirsty, too, and chugged down a big tall glass of Kool-Aid before I remembered that I, myself, had made it out of tap water. I thought, Oh crap, I’m in for it now. I idled in bed most of the next day with aches and fever. Luckily, it wasn’t as bad as I had feared. They tell you not to drink the water, but they never specifically tell you not to drink the Kool-Aid. Note to self.

				It had been Lee’s idea to stay in the town of Antigua, Guatemala, during Semana Santa, or Holy Week. It was the week before Easter, and the locals were in mournful religious mode. People spent hours covering the streets with alfombras, which were intricate carpets painstakingly made of stuff like colored wood shavings, flowers, leaves, and vegetables. Parades moved all through the town, day and night. When the parades passed, they just scuffed up the alfombras, and after the parade, the scuffed-up alfombras were scooped up with push brooms and tossed into a dump truck that had been following along. The parade floats represented the Stations of the Cross. These “floats” had no wheels, and it took a couple of dozen people to laboriously haul them down the street on their shoulders. I could see the heavy floats swaying from side to side as they moved slowly, in step with a brass band that played gloomy music. I saw people walking alongside the floats in hoods and robes, and I smelled the incense they carried. The scene was visceral, a devotion, an offering to Christ.

				On the Guatemala trip, we also had a chance to visit Mayan ruins, Lake Atitlan, and Tikal National Park. Lake Atitlan is the most beautiful place I have ever seen. Tall mountains surround the lake. Small villages are accessible only by boat. We stayed at a lakeside bed-and-breakfast with a front yard full of trumpet flowers.

				The thing I remember most about Tikal National Park is leaping out of bed, startled awake at four in the morning by a screaming roar that made my hair stand up. I found out later that I’d had my first howler monkey experience.

				
				But now I arrive at the neighborhood in Dunbar, West Virginia, where the meeting will be. I’m early, as usual, wanting to make sure I can locate the place before the meeting starts at noon. I walk around the neighborhood, seeing broken windows, offices where people can apply for various types of assistance, a child-care center in a storefront with a collection of different bedsheets used as curtains, counseling offices, a “Groups Recover Together” office, and the Serenity Club, where the next meeting will be. I go into the thrift store that benefits the Anchor Program, and donate a bit of extra money. I get some music CDs and a book called A Thousand Places to See Before You Die. A thousand is a lot. I guess I better get going, then.

				The Serenity Club may have been a storefront in the past. It’s a large room with a dirty tile floor and mismatched chairs. Whispering, giggling, disruptions, people walking around, getting coffee. A generous share of tattooed and pierced people, some men with their ball caps sitting high and tilted on their heads. Some people are required by probation to go to AA meetings, and they have to get a paper signed by the chairperson of the meeting. Kind of a weird situation, since last names are not used in AA, according to the AA tradition of anonymity. They could have even gotten their bartender to sign those papers. I’m sure that has been done sometimes. Don’t tell anybody. Some meetings have more of these mandated participants than other meetings do. Even with all the disruptions, I hear:

				“You can’t be hateful when you’re grateful.”

				“I had to get honest with myself. Not just cash-register honesty.”

				“I thought the problem was the wife, the wife, the wife, the job, the job, the job, the boss, the boss, the boss. But it was me.”

				“There are only two times I need a meeting: when I don’t want to go and when I do.”

				“Some people have to get a nudge from the judge.”

				“I really minimized my drinking. I told myself, everybody pisses the bed, right?”

				In many meetings, they go around the room having people introduce themselves and I have a chance to say, “Zinnia, recovering alcoholic.” If not for this custom, people in AA would hardly know me at all. Doggone my shyness. What a predicament: a shy person who is lonely.

				Often, the chairperson asks who is new, or who is visiting, so I take that opportunity to say that I’m from Maine. I speak about how comforting it is to have a place to go when I’m traveling, where people are friendly and they understand me, and how AA is my home away from home. That’s my standard spiel.

				People might think I’m texting in a meeting because I use my phone to take notes about things people say so I can write them up later for you. By writing for you, I can imagine I have a companion with me. I considered bringing in a notebook. But I think it might be intimidating to people in the meeting to see someone spying and taking notes, because really, who does that in a meeting?

				
				After the meeting, I hit the road with Stevie Wonder and Linda Ronstadt to keep me company now. I drive through a full-on thunderstorm east of Lexington, Kentucky. I find full-on thunderstorms exciting and beautiful, especially when I can sit under cover and watch them. 

				In Kentucky, I stop for gas at a rural crossroad with rolling green fields all around and a few houses in the distance. As I begin the task of feeding my
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