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Two life-changing events happen in this last volume of B.B.’s Have Dog Will Travel series. They are included along with five “dog vacations” which begin in July 2011 and conclude in August 2012. Many of the places we visit are new to all three of us. The first trip is way up to the eastern side of Canada to New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward Island, with stops in many smaller towns and big cities including Philadelphia going out and Boston coming back. We return to Hot Springs, Arkansas, for a longer sojourn in the fall after falling in love with that town and the hotel where we stayed for one night coming home from our trek up to Canada. Then at Christmas time, we treat ourselves to a fun getaway to San Diego where none of us has been before.  

The first of the last two expeditions sees us traveling to the large cities in the middle and lower regions of Minnesota and Wisconsin — novel places to us for the most part. Then upon visiting and discovering where we went in his home state of Minnesota, a man staying at the same motel in Iowa where we are staying on our trip home from those two states tells us that we haven’t really seen the real good areas there since we didn’t go far enough to the north. So, intrigued and because we have plenty of time, we turn around in a scant two weeks at home to get back out on the road for the adventure of a lifetime to head farther up to the most northerly regions of Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan which skirt the Canadian – U.S. boundary. That last odyssey is a fitting ending to the long line of B.B.’s “dog vacations” as we have the time of our lives exploring the Great Lakes, the upper peninsulas, the boundary waters, and deep woods of the far north. And the three of us do find and immerse ourselves in the real Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan. 

Something new has been added at the beginning of each of our tours and the Epilogue: short bits of lyrics from the songs of my very favorite musician/singer/composer/producer most people in the U.S. have never even heard of: Loreena McKennitt. She is known throughout the world by many people but sadly isn’t as well known here in our country. Her beautiful, moving words are applicable to my loved ones here as well as those who have passed on — cherished humans and beloved pets — and to wandering through places, time, or making our way through life in general. Reading each of the six quotes will prepare you for the road ahead but listening to her beautiful melodies sung by her with the sweetest voice I have ever heard will enhance the experience even more. I have listed each song’s title to help the reader find it if they desire to stream it and listen. 

It is my fondest wish to make this book as adventurous, humorous, and entertaining as the other three by filling it with the love, joy, and surprises guaranteed all along the way when traveling with a dog. Being the last of B.B.’s series, it has a poignancy that is fairly obvious. I wrote it being as faithful to the truth as I possibly could be by using my journals as my outline as I have done in all my books. I have mixed emotions about the book since it will be the final time I write about her trips with us. Yet, I am so glad that we had her with us on all these amazing journeys and will remember them with extreme fondness. I hope the reader will be as happy when reading it as I was in living it and then fleshing out these precious memories for all to share. 

Trip 16: Northeast to Canada
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“Here is my heart, I give it to you — Take me with you across this land”

—— Loreena McKennitt from Never-Ending Road
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Chapter 1: The Big Fix
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“I’ve decided to get my hip fixed,” I announced to Kel one morning in late December. 

“What pushed you over the ledge to make that decision?” came his response.

“I’ve put it off for 18 years, and I’m not getting any younger. Now that I’m 58, I think it’s about time. Plus, I have found a really great doctor, and I figure that it won’t be that long of a recovery from what he’s told me. Also, I’m sick and tired of the pain and of people asking me all the time about what’s wrong with my leg or my foot. I have finally found the time to stop for a few weeks and get it done and then recover. We can still go on our big trip to Nova Scotia after I get the okay with Dr. Tkach,” I explained about everything I’d been turning over and over in my mind ever since I’d first seen this amazing hip and knee specialist at McBride Orthopedic Hospital in Oklahoma City. It made me think back about how that had all come about as a fluke — a very good one — on a beauty of a day in the fall of 2010. 

Kel and I had been walking B.B. in our neighborhood and had headed west on Coventry when we met up with our neighbors, a doctor and his wife named Don and Penny, who lived nearby. They were out strolling and glorying in the lovely, mild autumn weather on this Saturday just like we were. When we all stopped, we exchanged pleasantries, and I now have forgotten on how we roved over to the subject of hip replacements. But Kel and I were so happy we did because she’d had hers done by a superior doctor whom she named and told us the name of the clinic. Of course, we’d neither of us heard of him or that clinic, but I quickly memorized what she’d said as coming from a doctor’s wife her opinion carried much more weight than just a regular person’s. And the success of the operation she expounded on confirmed that I needed to see him and get examined with the idea of possibly having the big fix done. She couldn’t praise Dr. Thomas Tkach enough. But Kel and I couldn’t help but notice that while she kept up paying tribute to him, her husband was looking more and more pained as if he wished she’d quit. After expressing her admiration and heartily encouraged me to go see him, we all went our separate ways to the relief of her physician husband, we were sure. As soon as Kel, B.B., and I walked into our house, I wrote down his name — she’d spelled it for me — and the clinic’s name. 

“Do you think Don was upset that Penny was extolling the virtues of having a doctor do her surgery outside of Stillwater when there are so many orthopedic surgeons right here in Stillwater?” Kel asked me as more of a rhetorical question than a real one.

“I could see by the expression on his face as she kept on complimenting the doctor that Don was most likely wishing she’d not tell us all of that.”

“You might want to make an appointment on Monday to get in to see him,” he volunteered. 

We both laughed a bit about poor Don’s face becoming grimmer and more worried as a totally oblivious Penny gushed on and on about how wonderful Dr. Tkach is and how she never would’ve had anyone in this town operate on her hip. 

I followed through that Monday and set up and appointment to see him as soon as they could work me in. 

I first saw Dr. Tkach in the fall not long after our visit with Penny once I’d made up my mind to just explore the possibility of getting my hip replaced. I was pleasantly surprised to find that he was younger than I thought he’d be — most likely in his early 40s with pale skin, rosy cheeks, glasses, short, sandy blonde hair, very nice looking, tall and fit. It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d been toothless and had two heads as I knew he was a superior hip surgeon and would be my savior who would deliver me from my evil, necropsied right hip which I had struggled with for way too long at times being in such excruciating pain. I found his personality to be upbeat, bouncy, and rather humorous when he asked me this question for the first time, “Can you touch your toes?” 

“Yes,” I answered quickly thinking what an odd thing it was to ask me. Even with my bad right hip, I could still touch them.

“I never have been able to do that,” he responded and threw a huge grin my way. 

Then on all the other visits he always asked me that same quirky question which I never failed to give the same answer to and think how strange it was that he would ask me that again. And he always explained with his same response. I attributed that to the quirkiness of genius as I was confident in his surgical abilities due to what Penny had told me earlier in the fall.

The new year of 2011 rang in and following through on my number one resolution to get my hip fixed in what I hoped would be a lucky number year since it contained 11 in it, I called Dr. Tkach’s office on January 5th to inquire about scheduling the operation for some time in the spring. The nurse said I’d have to come into the office again before they’d be able to schedule my hip replacement. The receptionist gave me a time on the next Monday, January 10th. This being Oklahoma, we never knew what the weather might do, so I was not that surprised when it snowed late on the night of the 9th and continued with something like an icy snow and ice mix through part of the next morning. I pondered whether we’d even be able to drive over there for my 3:30 appointment as I certainly didn’t want to endanger Kel, B.B., or myself since I could cancel and reschedule this appointment. I would sure hate to do that as I had looked forward to getting the ball rolling on this operation before I chickened out and called the whole thing off. The buildup of snow and ice was so bad in our neighborhood that I had to wear my Yak Traks over my shoes and bundled up like an Eskimo to walk with B.B. and Lulu, the neighbors’ dog, who was once again following us every morning as we walked west on Coventry. 

Thinking as I walked, I decided to call our bowling team member Tommy Mrosek who worked in Oklahoma City to ask him about how bad the roads were there as I took it for granted that he would’ve checked. Sure enough, he assured me that he had no trouble getting to work and that we would be fine to drive over in the afternoon. Before I reached him, I checked on the TV as well as online on The Weather Channel website. 

We made the trip over there just as fine as frog’s hair, and they did another X-ray on my poor rotten hip and then after seeing Dr. Tkach, Nurse Linda tentatively scheduled me to have it fixed on Thursday, May 12th with a pre-operation appointment for April 25th, a Monday at 11:00 — my lucky number. Dr. Tkach explained that he’d do anterior (from the front of my right hip) surgery on me instead of the usual from the backside since I’m so active and not overweight. He said it would be easier and faster for me to recover from and guaranteed that it would hold that hip in place for all of my bicycling, hiking, and other activities. After hearing all of his good predictions, I felt confident that I had made the correct decision to get this done and had utmost trust in him to do it. Kel was relieved as well once he’d heard all of this good news and the thorough explanation of really how simple an operation and recovery this was in comparison to knee or shoulder surgeries. When Kel and I came back to the car elated from what we’d heard, we smiled when we saw that B.B. was all curled up in her bed asleep looking like an angel there in the backseat. What a superior travel dog. 

It snowed on us as we got nearer to Stillwater, but I was careful and the roads weren’t slick, so we made it all safe and sound back to our home. Knowing that I was going to kiss that bad hip goodbye in just a few more months after suffering with the pain, the embarrassment of how poorly I limped to walk, and the anger at being asked about it — sometimes by complete strangers — I felt like a brand new person in this brand new year as if a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. 

January blew away like a loose helium-filled balloon in a strong wind and brought a cold February to us with a delightful Valentine’s Day and night except for one odd incident which we weren’t expecting. Kel and I had put in two hours of time manning the Democratic Headquarters which was in a very visible spot on Main Street — a much better location than ever before. Kel’s son Jeff came by to hang out awhile and we visited with him which made our time there more pleasant. Instead of being icy cold, this holiday turned out so sunny that we let B.B. stay out in her backyard while we went to ride our bicycles on a tough one against a strong wind to Couch Park after our babysitting at the Democratic Headquarters ended in the early afternoon. We stopped at Aspen Coffee for a sweet specialty coffee treat before riding on home. It was later when Kel and I exchanged gifts we’d bought to celebrate this special loving day that the occurrence happened which was such a surprise. As we cooed over the cards and gifts, opening them while B.B. sat with us watching every move we made, suddenly she bolted and ran off up the stairs for no discernable reason. This seemed out of the ordinary to us both. 

“I wonder what got into B.B. to make her run up there?” I questioned as we both looked toward the staircase.

“It was as if she’d seen a ghost,” Kel said.

“Well, I’m going to go up and find out where she is,” I said as I got up from the couch where the floor was littered with bows, envelopes from the many cards, and wrapping paper or gift sacks. 

When I searched for her upstairs, I found her pouting in the master bedroom over in a far corner under a desk that was built into the wall. She acted very sad and upset as if her feelings had been hurt since she wouldn’t even look up at me when I bent down to speak to her.

“What’s the matter, B.B.?” I queried as she just kept her head on her front paws all curled up in a ball with her eyes averted looking towards the wall. 

I shrugged my shoulders and made my way downstairs while racking my brain to try and figure out why she was acting so aloof and sad. I hit upon an idea before I even reached Kel in the living room.

“I think B.B.’s upset because we opened all these gifts and she didn’t get anything,” I told him when I came walking in to where he was still sitting on the couch admiring his gifts and cards. 

“Do you really think that’s the case?”

“I do, because she always gets a lot of gifts at Christmas and this time when we had so many for ourselves, she didn’t get a single gift,” I said even though I found it as incredulous myself as he did which his curious expression conveyed to me. 

“If that’s what’s wrong then I’ll go get some of the dog food we keep in the garage for feeding foxes so maybe she’ll think that’s a special gift for her,” quick-thinking Kel said after just a split second of consideration.

“And I can get a small gift sack and put a bow on it after you put the food in. Then we can make a big deal about her ‘gift’ and open it for her once I call her down,” I continued planning how to make her feel better.

We executed our theatrical performance and B.B. was overjoyed when we presented her with the small bow-topped sack where she immediately could smell the little bit of dog/fox food inside. Opening it as she watched with rapt attention while her eyes lit up with delight and her tail curled up tighter over her back, she indicated her happiness at not being left out. I quickly poured the small amount of kibble in her bowl, and she ate every single bite. This astonished us both and we vowed from that day on that we’d never leave our Little Sprite out of the gift giving ever again since she was such an intelligent dog as to have such deep but almost childlike feelings. We had never meant to hurt her, but we’d not even entertained the idea that she would react that way. It was another revelation of her personality we discovered by accident. The next day we went and bought her some real new treats and gave them to her. But that night, we didn’t want to go out anywhere as there was love to be made to cap off what had been a sweet celebration for all three of us in the end as well as an eye-opening experience for Kel and me.  

We had a trip to Phoenix and Tucson, Arizona, in March which had caused that month to sail by as fast as a winning boat at a regatta, and then it was April Fools’ Day. This month brought spring weather with toasty days and plenty of sun beaming down on B.B., Lulu, and me as we walked mornings and sometimes in the afternoons. It was pleasant doing our routine road cleaning in our little electric car Harmony where B.B. sat between us as I drove at a snail’s pace while Kel snared the refuse at the side of Range Road with his long grabber, popping it into a plastic bag to leave with a note attached on a side street. That way, someone else could do as the note said, “Don’t pass it up, Pick it up,” and dispose of it as their part of helping to keep the road clean. 

Before I could hardly put up the Easter decorations, it was the Monday after that religious holiday and the day for the three of us to travel over to Oklahoma City to have my pre-op exam at the McBride Clinic with Dr. Tkach. This was the final step before getting my hip fixed in May. Since we were having April showers on the 25th, B.B. wouldn’t be able to stay out in her backyard and we figured that we’d be gone too long for her to stay comfortably in the house. She was older and needed more frequent pee breaks. Therefore, we would take her along where we could give her a break before going into the clinic and then she could sleep in her bed in the car. Our bicycles were loaded on the rack on the back so we could drop them off at Schlegal’s, a large bicycle shop not far from the clinic, to be cleaned and lubed while we were getting all the tests done and whatever else a pre-op involved for about three hours. It all went as smoothly as glass, and we were done even earlier than I’d imagined we would be. Dr. Tkach again posed the same question to me about touching my toes and gave his standard answer. I found that very funny but nothing mattered except passing all the tests so I could proceed to get my bad right hip fixed. 

The nurse let me know in a phone call on April 27th that I had passed with flying colors and now it was only a matter of waiting until May 11th to have blood work done before the surgery on the 12th! We made plans to go over a day early and spend the night in a dog friendly La Quinta with B.B. along. Nurse Linda told us that we would need to be at a different clinic at the ungodly time of 5:00 A.M.! Since I was having the anterior kind of hip replacement, Dr. Tkach was going to perform it at a different clinic because at that time McBride didn’t have the specially designed kind of table to use for that particular style of operation. The actual going under the scalpel would begin at 7:00 and would be over in about an hour if all went well. After our conversation, the reality of it all hit me and I felt like I was ready for this! I could hardly wait for the big day of the big fix to arrive! 

Just like I knew it would, May rushed in like birds on the wing and the day before my hip operation, May 10th, dawned with no sign of the heavy rainstorm that even had small hailstones pelting everything which had surprised us the previous afternoon. That day we rushed to take shelter in our gazebo since we’d been out walking with B.B.  And when we saw our chance to make a mad dash to the house, the winds whipped up so strong that we feared some of our trees would be blown to bits. But it was over soon with no real damage. 

With all of this behind me, all I thought of when I awoke the next morning was that it was a fine day to travel to the McBride Orthopedic Hospital in Oklahoma City to get my bloodwork done for my operation. Tomorrow would be the long-awaited day to get my hip replacement, and I wouldn’t be limping anymore! What was really ironic was that the weather actually wasn’t that fine and looked a bit overcast and dicey, so we left a bit earlier than noon when we’d actually planned to hit the highway. But I still thought it was a good day to go, and nothing was going to stop me from getting over there. 

Sonny from Nigeria did the blood drawing and was as smooth as pudding. His accent charmed me as I sat still for him to insert the needle. After that was done, Kel, B.B. and I checked into the La Quinta where he and B.B. would be staying until I could be dismissed from the hospital. 

When we arrived at the hospital at 5:00 A.M. there was not a soul in the Admissions Department where I’d been told to check in! We found a different door that was open to go inside and try to find out what was going on. A lady at a desk checked on my operation and informed us that my hip operation had always been scheduled for 1:00 in the afternoon. What a stupid mistake for the nurse to make! We were told to come back at 11:00, a much better time of day. Kel immediately called his son Jeff on his cell phone and found out that he was lost somewhere on the I-240 highway. Kel directed him to go to the La Quinta and meet us there as he told him that my operation was at a much later time. When we all finally were together with B.B. in the La Quinta room, I called Nurse Linda at Dr. Tkach’s office and told her what happened when we arrived before dawn at that hospital. She said an “O.R.” (operating room) person had just “assumed” that my surgery would be at 7:00 A.M. like all of theirs are, so that’s what she’d told her. And then Linda had passed on the misinformation to me. But even this little stumble didn’t keep me from getting my hip replaced. 

We went back at the correct time, and it was smooth sailing the rest of the way with Dr. Tkach at the helm. The operation was a complete success and even with the next day being Friday the 13th, I felt terrific and had no pain and was up and walking with a walker to the bathroom in my hospital room. I had done so well by the 14th that Dr. Tkach was thinking of releasing me to go home that Saturday. But when I asked him if I could stay just one more night then go home on Sunday, he said that would be fine. I was free to go on Kel’s 62nd birthday, which was at high noon on Sunday, May 15th! Such a day for celebrations — my Wooley Bear’s milestone birthday and his Baby Duck’s new ceramic right hip! The three of us were beyond happy that beautiful day, and so happy to be home.

During my recovery I had much more time than usual to muse since I spent lots of time in bed or doing some physical therapy with my therapist Stephanie Bennett who came right to the house and taught me the exercises to do every day. I did so well that she only came a couple of times, but we became fast friends after those sessions, and I was sorry when she said I wouldn’t even need her to come anymore. I began thinking deeply about travel since we were going to plan and book places to stay for our trip up to New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward Island, throughout the waning days of May and into June so we could leave in July if my hip was healing properly. I considered how traveling had led us to activities that we might never have taken up had we not gone on trips to particular places. I began to remember and mull over our trip in 2004 to Ireland.

We signed up for a walking tour of the Kerry Ring and the last full day we were there they put us on bicycles to ride on Valencia Island. It had been years and years since Kel and I had ridden bikes, but we enjoyed that trek so much that we came home and bought hybrids to begin riding here in Stillwater and eventually got a bike rack installed on the back of our travel car so we could take them to ride on our dog vacations all over the U.S. and Canada. 

As I lay in bed thinking, I discovered that the act of seeing other places and the experiences we had was like a large tree whose branches sprouted due to whom we met, where we went, and what we did. Much of it was happenstance and totally unplanned which sometimes led to many off shoots and lots of new experiences. I continued thinking back about that same Irish trip.

When we first arrived in Killorglin, we went to a huge festival called Puck Fair for three days which led to our chance meeting with Hank and Ray, who are Irish musicians and played on the last day of the festival there. Because we loved hearing them, we purchased a CD and that led later to us flying them over to Stillwater to play what we dubbed an “Irish Pub Party” with about 150 of our good friends in attendance. Knowing them also was why we flew to New York City, so I could sing with Hank when he was playing there in different bars, clubs, and pubs all over the boroughs. And there was another trip to Ireland in 2006 to stay with Ray at his house in Cork and sing with them both at their every Monday night gig at Charlies’ Pub in Cork. They even invited us in 2007 to tour with them in Belgium and Amsterdam which we flew over and did, allowing me up on stage to sing in all the places they played. 

How all of these experiences were courtesy of traveling on that one trip to the Emerald Isle really amazed me as my mind swirled through remembering them. We never would’ve had them had we not gone when we did to where we did and met whom we met. It boggled my mind the more I reflected on it while recuperating. There were other surprise meetings which had led to so much more added to our itineraries which might never have happened had we not traveled and run into someone at just the right moment in time and place. One of those was at the Telluride Film Festival in 2007. 

We were riding the gondola from the little town back up to get to our condo in Mountain Village and on it sat a beautiful lady about the same age as us. We began to visit during the ride, and when she found out that we were road bicyclists, she informed us about a road bicycling event in her home city of Tucson, Arizona, which many people flock to the week before Thanksgiving to test their stamina and strength to ride in the various mileage categories. Marjorie McGlamery turned out to be highly influential in us deciding to give that bicycling “race” a spin in 2008. We enjoyed it so much that we came back for the 2009, and 2010 pre-Thanksgiving rides. Kel and I rode it the first two years in the 35 mile category, but Kel took it up a large notch with the more difficult 66 miler in 2010 while I stayed with our B.B. at the hotel since she was older and needed more frequent breaks by that time. We always got to visit with Marjorie at the Telluride Film Festival and at the El Tour de Tucson throughout those years. She was so generous as to have us to her home for dinner with her and husband Chuck and their son once and their daughter another time as well as their two dogs, whom B.B. played with a couple of times. 

And all of this came about and added another large branch onto our traveling adventures because of that gondola ride and our first conversation. Things like that happened to us because we went with open hearts and minds to so many different places all over the U.S., Canada, and literally the world. Our journey tree has added a multitude of branches and blossomed over all these years — too many to recount them all here. But they are all hastily scrawled in my journal and fleshed out in my books.  And our tree is still sprouting more limbs as we continue to take road trips with our beloved dog. Another asset of traveling I considered was that you see with your own eyes how other people live and participating in their slice of life which can be an enlightening experience that causes growth in your empathy and understanding of them. Far better to get out of your own little world at times to stretch your wings with a visit somewhere brand new or even a return to a place you hold dear in your heart can give you novel encounters and add more twigs to your travel tree branches.

My recovery had gone so well with no pain now that I felt like I had a new lease on life. Kel and I were able to plan our itinerary and book all our places to stay for our long dog vacation which would begin July 14th and what we’d begun calling our “Gargantuan Trip.” I had gotten the go ahead from Dr. Tkach to do almost everything I wanted to do when I had seen him and been checked on June 22nd. He looked over the X-rays that they’d taken that day and pronounced that I was “healing just perfectly,” so I was told that I could do nearly anything — even bend over to touch my toes which he again said he couldn’t even do. I drove us home that day for the first time since the operation. And he said I was fine to bowl, bicycle, drive, and travel but he wanted me to continue doing the physical therapy exercises twice a day. By then I was even walking B.B. with Lulu tagging along every morning and not having to use the walker. With amazing my life-changing surgery well behind me and the future looking brighter every day, the month of June passed so quickly, and the day of our trip was upon us faster than a bolt of lightning. 

I was too excited to sleep late that morning and got up at the unreasonable hour of 5:20 to take B.B. out with Lulu, the neighbor’s dog, for our last walk for quite some time in our neighborhood as the sun was just rising. Kel and I had made a deal that on these longer drives we would stop every 100 miles to get out of the car and stretch our legs a bit before proceeding on. Our first night’s destination was about 576 miles away in Oxford, Mississippi, the home of the college which was nicknamed Ole Miss, so since it was a substantial drive. I had set a goal of leaving by 8:30. And that was achieved due to Kel’s cooperation in bounding out of bed earlier than was normal for him. We stopped for lunch at a decent Arkansas rest area right at noon and later stopped at another lovely rest area still in Arkansas as we carried out more of our plan and stretched our legs after another 100 miles. We’d been stopping briefly about every 100 miles as agreed upon. 

When the 6:00 dinner bell was sounding in our minds and hungry stomachs, we pulled into the Super 8 Motel in Oxford and moved into the King Room. B.B., upon entering it, surprised us when she jumped right up on the bed! She must’ve realized that she was on a dog vacation as she never jumped on our beds at home. Kel and I had to laugh at what a smart, well-traveled dog she is. We were thrilled to see her exuberance at landing in this new place and how relaxed and happy she obviously felt. 

Before we went to eat at Maharaja Indian Cuisine which Kel had located online, he shook up a batch of appletinis right there in the room to take the edge off of all the driving and unloading we’d done on this first day of what was to be an amazing journey. By this time, we had replaced our beautiful, expensive designer martini glasses which I had accidentally broken in Anacortes, Washington, the previous summer when we’d been on an extended dog vacation way up to British Columbia. I had promised Kel that I would be a lot more careful if he would allow me to bring them on this trip. It was their maiden voyage. 

The restaurant was conveniently located not far down the street, so getting to it didn’t involve more driving which pleased me mightily as I had done plenty of that today. But I hadn’t experienced the pain as I had in the last few years when driving on our excursions since my hip was totally fixed now. Kel was having some pain in his left leg though, but he still didn’t mind the short walk we took down the street to eat supper. We were rewarded for the little jaunt as the flavorful, spicy dishes were super, and we relished them — me a bit too much as was evident when the next morning I stepped on the scales I always carried with me on all our trips to see that I had put on two pounds! B.B. made herself comfortable and slept on our bed during most of the night except when she had a coughing fit and jumped down to get a drink. That did the trick, and she settled back down but on the carpet this time. We had booked this stay for two nights and on the morrow, we would explore around the town of Oxford to find out what interesting places were here
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Chapter 1: Photos

[image: ]


[image: A person in a hospital gown

Description automatically generated]

“The operation was a complete success...”
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“B.B. made herself comfortable and slept on our bed...”
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Chapter 2: A Full Day of Sightseeing
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Kel researched online about what places were located here in Oxford that might interest us, and when he found out that William Faulkner’s home was right in the town, he wrote down the address so I could load it in the GPS. That was number one on our list on this full day we’d have to spend before moving on to our next two night stay. It was a fairly extensive list as this smaller city had plenty of sights to take in. 

B.B. seemed fine on this sunny morning with no coughing and a good appetite. She had a fruitful walk all around the Super 8 area and sniffed where a lot of other dogs had left their marks on the trees and bushes. Settling her in the room a bit after 10:00 with the TV on for company and camouflage, Kel and I boarded the car to find the famous author’s home. Even with the address programmed into the GPS we still had some difficulty locating it. But we finally stumbled onto his abode by happenstance as we saw a little nature trail nearby where we decided to stop and take a short hike. This led nowhere really yet it gave us some desired exercise as we hadn’t had much with all the driving the day before. 

Then for just a $5.00 fee each we toured Faulkner’s home. One thing that stood out for me as we noted the southern plantation style of this great author’s dwelling was that he would write upon the walls in some of the rooms. Named Rowan Oak, the home was nice and on a scale of nearly as grand as Ernest Hemingway’s had been in Key West that Christmas of 2009 when we’d toured it on our dog vacation there. It was certainly worth the miniscule amount of money we were charged and the time and trouble it took just to locate the place to get to see inside to our hearts’ content. 

Faulkner was most noted for his novels, short stories, poetry, and even movie screenplays. But ironically, other writers along with leader Harriet Frank, Jr. wrote his most famous book’s screenplay — The Sound and the Fury which had been published in 1929. That 1959 movie’s cast included Yul Brynner and Joanne Woodward among other stellar stars. William Faulkner worked in collaboration with other writers on close to 50 screenplays over about a 20 year period. He was involved in writing on The Big Sleep and To Have and Have Not, two superior films which Kel and I have viewed more than once on the TCM channel. Kel had read some of Faulkner’s works and knew quite a bit about him and his works, but I, having not been an English teacher and never cracking open one of his novels, didn’t know much at all. So, this touring experience and information it included was all eye-opening for me, and intriguing. 

Another happening in his life which I discovered was that he married a woman who had divorced her first husband. He and Estelle had a little girl who was born about two months ahead of her March due date in 1931. They named her Alabama, but since there was no hospital close by which would’ve incubated their baby, they had no choice but to keep her at home where she succumbed after just nine days of life on January 20th. As part of his recovery process from that tragedy, he buried her close to home in the Oxford Memorial Cemetery and then contributed an incubator to a local hospital. Happily, two years later another daughter whom they named Jill was born and lived to be 74. Estelle had two children from her previous marriage, so William was the stepfather to Malcolm Argyle and Cornell Sydney Franklin. I thought it nice that he had both boys and girls. 

Next stop on our tour of Oxford was the Historic Downtown Square which we found to be charming, quaint, old and very southern. The shops bordering it were filled with beautiful clothing, gifts, art, books, and all kinds of other delights. Strolling into two women’s clothing stores right on the square I spent some money on a couple of new outfits and some other assorted pieces of clothing which would complement pants or skirts I already had in my extensive wardrobe. Kel kept showing me items in each of the stores, and when I tried them on, I couldn’t resist buying most of them with his blessing and encouragement. In all, I dropped $637 on the new duds and felt like they were well worth the cost. I still wear most of them to this very day.

As the noon bells were chiming in tune with our empty tummies, we ate a bite of lunch at a place on the square called Olivia’s Food Emporium. They served up what they called a” Tomento” sandwich consisting of pimento cheese with tomatoes spread on toasted bread. This delectable combination was large and quite yummy, but wanting to conserve on my calories, Kel agreed with my wish to split it, and each eat a half instead of a whole one. 

Upon discovering when we toured Faulkner’s home that he is buried in their local cemetery, we found that and looked around until we located his and his daughter’s final resting places as well as reading dates of some of the other souls who were resting in peace at the hushed, peaceful setting. I always peruse tombstones in any graveyard we visit to see if there is a date which is special to me when someone I love has been born or has died. It is my obsession with dates and time that leads me to do that. Kel will look around some just to kill time while indulging me until I feel satisfied. But we didn’t spend an inordinate amount of time in there as we still wanted to see the campus of Old Miss. 

We found that The University of Mississippi or Ole Miss as it is referred to most of the time is full of history. Seeing the statue on the campus of James Meredith, the African American scholar who helped breach the segregation barriers back in 1962, thrilled us as we remembered that time period even though we were much younger when the protests for civil rights were happening across the South. Ole Miss had allowed him to enroll in the autumn that year amidst the turmoil and strife. His courage was extraordinary, and he was well respected as he paved the way for other Blacks to attend colleges and universities. Moving inside the library, we also looked over the Blues Archives briefly. But the clock was ticking, and we had to get back to B.B. who was probably in need of a break by now.

She did want out for a short break which we gave her before taking off once more to tour our last place on the long list: the L.Q.C. Lamar house. This rather small, unassuming home’s construction by Lucius and Virginia Lamar began in June of 1868 until June 1869 when they had purchased and paid off the note on two lots equaling 30 acres in northern Oxford. Then it took from the fall of 1869 to April 1870 for the house to be completed. Lucius Quintus Cincinnatus Lamar served in the 19th Mississippi Regiment in the Civil War, became a statesman when that was over, as well as Secretary of the Interior in the Grover Cleveland Administration in 1885 and a Supreme Court Justice. He was sitting on the Supreme Court three years later and hadn’t served very long compared to other justices before he passed away in January 1893 of a heart attack while on a journey to see his family in the nearby state of Georgia. I wondered how parents could’ve given such a long, odd name to a child when I saw it printed out in full in the house that day. It was a busy, full day of sightseeing and history, and we were hungry since our half of a sandwich had been consumed a long time ago. When we were back to B.B. again and I was feeding her, Kel was mixing up a drink for us before making our way over to eat a spicy dinner at Rice and Spice Thai which he’d found on traversing the internet on his laptop which we always carried with us on all our journeys. The food was just as good as we’d been led to believe when reading their extensive menu online. And with full bellies it was time now to rest and dream about Columbia, South Carolina, which would be tomorrow’s destination — a drive of about 554 miles. 
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“...we toured Faulkner’s home.”
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“...The University of Mississippi...”
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Chapter 3: Nothing Could Be Finer
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We added another state to our ever-growing list. Now B.B. has been overnight in 36 states and traveled through even more. Kel and I have traveled in 47 now out of the 50! Our drive to get into Columbia, South Carolina, and check in at the La Quinta was easy but long. On the way, we drove through two more state capitals — Birmingham, Alabama, and Atlanta, Georgia. We and B.B. had stayed overnight in Birmingham on New Year’s Eve of 2009 on our Christmas dog vacation to Key West. But Kel and I had only flown into the airport in Atlanta to change planes on one of our journeys in the U.S., so driving on the bypass of this city was a totally new experience for us. I thanked my lucky stars that it was a Saturday, or the traffic might have been even worse in both of those places. But it turned out to be not bad at all, and we sailed right through with no delays for accidents or construction. 

Of course, keeping to our pact, we stopped close to every 100 miles to stretch our legs and take a little break from the confinement of the car. B.B. seemed to do better with that new wrinkle added to our trip as well. As it was near to lunchtime when we were passing through Alabama, our stomachs were grousing at us since the breakfast we had eaten at the Super 8 in Oxford had been small and was already digested. Looking for a rest area where we could stop and eat our picnic lunch out of the Little Handle-less Refrigerator That Could we made the astounding discovery that there were no rest areas in this state! At least there were none on the highway we were motoring on. But rather than just give up and slog on all the way to our destination, when I spotted a defunct gas station just off the freeway, I quickly pulled off there so we could make do with eating a bite at it. Since there were no picnic tables or chairs to be had at the old falling-down place, we just sat down on the curb to consume the delicious Tofu Scrambler sandwiches Kel prepared for us using the knife and cutting board out of the old worn blue backpack which had seen so many of these dog vacations. It was such a handy item to have along that we just kept bringing it even though it was fairly raggedy from all the lugging in and out of motel rooms on our travels. 

Once we had satisfied our grumbling stomachs and given B.B. a good drink of water from her little cloth travel water bowl along with a few tiny tidbits of the bread from our sandwiches, we boarded the car for that last stint of this extensive journey. 

The clerk at the front desk of the La Quinta greeted me with good tidings that we were getting our free upgrade to a better room since we were Elite guests, and they had a better suite available for the two nights we would be residing here. When we first saw the suite, we felt sure that we had been given the biggest room in the entire motel. Kel and I were thrilled at our good fortune as was B.B. when she ran throughout the roomy place rubbing her head and chinning on the couch, easy chair, bedspread, and even running her chin all across the carpet. It was a nice room, beautifully decorated besides being spacious. She was so excited that she could hardly wait to get up on the king bed. After I fed her, she leaped right up on the satin bedspread and went into a deep sleep in literally seconds after curling up. She must’ve been extremely worn out from the long distance we had traveled to get here. Kel shook up a shaker full of rasptinis for us to sip before going to eat at a place he had looked up on the computer called Blue Cactus. It served a cuisine we had rarely eaten on our trips — Korean. But it was quite flavorful and delicious as they had some vegetarian dishes we could try. I was careful not to overeat, as I wanted to lose the weight I had gained overnight. With B.B. snoozing away, we settled ourselves on the couch where Kel stretched out full length with his feet up while I lay back into the easy lounger type chair to watch some TV until bedtime. We felt so carefree and relaxed in this comfortable suite where we had room to sprawl. The old words of the song I had heard way back in childhood rang in my ears, “Nothing could be finer than to be in Carolina...” And it sure was ringing true at this moment for our first stay ever in South Carolina.

Leaving B.B. to sleep and rest in the large suite, Kel and I set our compass for Congaree National Park named after the Congaree River right near to Columbia. Our walk on their Boardwalk and the Lake Weston Nature Trail took us well over two hours and was about a seven mile hike through a dense forested area. The Wateree River also flows along with the Congaree through the floodplain providing enough moisture for the biggest sprawling stretch of mature hardwood trees still surviving in the southeastern U.S. It had been even more expansive at nearly an estimated 30 million acres with longleaf pine grasslands spread over another thought-to-be 90 million acres. But logging had cut it down to a much smaller size over the last 400 years for homes to be built and cleared for farming land as well as space for towns and cities to spring up. The two rivers supply nourishment to keep the whole conglomerate of plants, trees, and animals alive and flourishing. The abundance of water also aids in the development of prizewinning trees on a state and national level. 

After reading on a sign posted at the entrance about some of the mammals who live there, we kept an eye out for feral hogs known as wild boars, ringtail racoons, Virginia opossums, and Eastern gray squirrels. We were glad that we didn’t run into any wild boars, but we relished viewing some of the others as they weren’t scary and dangerous. When we saw deer, squirrels, skinks, lizards, and some kind of large hawk who was eating his lunch he’d snared, we were delighted. We also observed some of the largest spiders we’d ever seen as they had spun immense webs throughout the thick trees and giant dragonflies who were buzzing and lighting all around us. The foliage and humongous trees had a beauty and stature which had to be respected as they must’ve been quite aged. 

The huge old oaks and elephantine loblolly pine trees stunned us as we gazed up craning our necks to try and see the tops of some of the most gargantuan ones. And there was plenty of aquatic activity with an abundance of fish, frogs, and snakes due to so much water and normal flooding because the land lies so low.  A variety of birds and insects call Congaree home as well, and we saw and heard many of them as we traversed its moist, shady lanes. Kel and I loved being immersed in this treasure of a forest as we always like to experience nature and natural settings while they make us feel more alive and connected to this amazing planet of ours. 

When we finished our rather long hike which seemed to go by too fast as we beheld Mother Nature’s creation, we had to pull ourselves away and drive back to B.B. 

Upon opening the door to our suite, I saw that she was in a deep sleep and sawing logs up on our king bed in the lovely room. She heard us come in and jumped down to wag her tail and greet us as her usual sweet self while we spoke to her and patted her soft, smooth head. I gave her a pee break right away as she made her way over to the door to let me know she needed to go out. The day had warmed up considerably and was humid, so I decided to don my bathing suit to go for a session in the motel’s pool once I let B.B. back into the suite. 

My time in the pool, where I didn’t really swim but just got down where my head was barely above the water to cool off, was brief and Kel had mixed up some martinis to surprise me with when I walked through the door. B.B. had planted herself once again on the big king bed where we had to move her off since we wanted to use it for some love in the late afternoon. She didn’t much like that she had to move as we could see by her ears splaying out sideways and the expression on her funny little face, but she curled up in her own bed and drifted back to sleep again. Then as if she could tell when we were done, she jumped right back up there on the bed beside us. Both of us cracked up laughing at how perceptive our little black dog was! That capped off what had been a fun, explorative day. The promise of a new state and a new place to stay was what tomorrow would bring as we’d drive on from here to Nags Head, North Carolina, and the Outer Banks where we had never set foot. 

Our drive to Nags Head right on the Outer Banks of the Atlantic Ocean in North Carolina wasn’t as seemingly endless as the long-drawn-out one from Oxford to the capital city of South Carolina, but we still stopped every hundred miles after leaving at 9:00 the morning of July 18th. Since it was shorter mileage, we only stopped twice for gas and once to eat lunch at a beautiful rest area which had everything we desired when we had crossed the border into North Carolina. We were able to easily sit at a fine picnic table with benches in the shade and the restrooms were clean and conveniently located. There was even a grassy area which was reserved mainly for dogs and their owners where we could walk B.B. 

Checking into a Rodeway Inn within walking distance to the beach as it was right across the street from the Atlantic Ocean, we were pleased that our suite was sizable and even featured a full kitchen. After all, it was room 211 and 11 is my lucky number, so why wouldn’t it be better than we’d expected? Even though we’d taken a chance on being within striking range during the hurricane season by staying so near the ocean, the weather proved to be absolutely perfect for us to walk over and let B.B. loose to run on the beach and into the ocean waves. She became Beach Blanket B.B. again as  we resurrected her old nickname and began referring to her that way when we watched her dash around exuberantly on the sand and then let the waves splash up wetting her chest and nearly over her head when she ventured way out in the Atlantic just as she’d done in the Pacific many more times than we could count on our multiple dog vacations to Cayucos, California. I wore my bathing suit to accompany her into the swells, but I didn’t wade very far out while Kel was keeping watch for anything that looked like a shark’s fin coming too close to her. I kept a close watch on her as well as we both feared for her safety since she looked like a small seal which might be a tasty supper for a predator of the deep. 

Before B.B. and I had taken a dive in the beautiful blue waters, Kel and I had indulged in some of his sweet, tart concoctions called appletinis which he had prepared using our ingredients we brought along including the shaker and the fancy glasses with the spectacular designs on each individual martini glass. It seemed to make the drinks taste better just being served in that lovely, fragile long-stemmed glassware. Pizzazz Pizza delivered our supper to us so we could avoid having to leave and drive somewhere to pick it up or eat it out since we wanted to get B.B. over to run and play on the beach or chase any seagulls there as soon as possible. She got some of the crust off of our pizza even though she had already been fed her dog kibble with a bit of soft dog food on top to entice her to eat. She almost swallowed the crust luxury whole when we offered it to her. Her gingerly accepting from our outstretched hands always elicited smiles as we thought about how her late “sister” Bea had nearly chomped off a finger as she as a rule was so excited about the food. Those two were as different in personalities as they were as alike in their looks. 

Kel took photos of us out in the water as the sun began to head down toward the horizon line which made for a bright red, orange, yellow, and even pinkish sunset — the first we witnessed in this 48th state we were staying in to add to our lengthy list. It made B.B.’s 44th. 

As night descended, she slept up in her bed on our king bed — we had to keep her on it in her own bed since she was a bit sandy from the shore — so we didn’t let her just get on our bed without hers underneath. Keeping our wits about us when it was time to go back to the Rodeway Inn, I made sure to leash her up before she decided to flop over and roll in the sand as she had done numerous times on the beach out in California. She stayed up there on our bed in hers for most of the night as she must’ve been totally worn out from the drive and rough housing across the street as the tide was coming in or going out. 

The next morning, I had to remove a cactus thorn from B.B.’s paw as I walked her around in the area near the inn. I noticed she was favoring her right front paw and not wanting to put weight on it as we were making our way along the sidewalk by the road. I thought that was odd to find that thorn stuck in one of her front paws when we weren’t anywhere near a
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