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“Bobby, watch out!” Windsong yelled. The RV groaned and jerked as Grandpa Bob swung the wheel to a hard left, just missing a row of mailboxes by inches.

“Geez, Grandpa!” I yelled from the dining room table in our fancy hotel-on-wheels. “Can we please get to Florida in one piece?” I jumped out of my chair and scrambled to retrieve the Monopoly game pieces and paper money that went flying. Forest and Sailor joined in to help.

Windsong glanced back at the chaos behind her passenger seat, then turned to Grandpa. “Bobby, do you want me to drive?” 

“It’s okay, dear.” He smoothed a few strands of silver hair over his bald head. “I’m starting to get used to this contraption.” He weakly smiled as he continued down the road. 

GB (my nickname for “Grandpa Bob) was a pro at handling the old popup camper we used on our past camping trips in Two Rivers, but this big rig would take some getting used to. The drive from Wisconsin to Florida might prove to be more of an adventure than we bargained for.

GB and Windsong got married a few months ago, and Windsong insisted it was time he met her mother, who was living in a retirement home in Florida. Since it was spring break, they invited Forest and Sailor (Windsong’s grandkids) and I to join them. We’d all been camping together the past few summers and were the best of friends. We had even solved a few mysteries at Point Beach State Forest in Two Rivers.

Windsong talked GB into trading in his relic camper and her lime-green trailer for an RV. Smart move. And with Windsong’s jeep towed behind it, us kids would be able to explore on our own. Forest had his license now.

The RV was furnished in neutral colors, but being a hippy, Windsong had to add some brightly colored pillows and hung what she called “love beads” over the door going into their “honeymoon suite.” The beads clanged like wind chimes whenever GB turned a corner or hit a pothole.

After a few miles, GB finally got the hang of driving the RV, and it appeared to be smooth sailing. Almost.

“Say, kids,” Windsong reached into her travel bag from the floor at her bare feet, “since we’ll be on the road for a few days, I thought it would be a good time to learn something.” She pushed her sunglasses up on top of her head and walked in our direction.

“Seriously? We’re teenagers, going to the beach in Florida for spring break. I think we’re a little old for story time.” Forest looked out the window and sulked.

“Now, now,” Windsong scolded, “at least give this a chance. I found a fascinating story on Thomas Edison and Henry Ford. Did you know that in 1914 they camped in the Everglades? They called it the ‘Tin Can Tour.’” She handed us each a book, titled, The Vagabonds.

“Can we finish our game first? I was just about to buy a hotel,” Forest grumbled.

“The game’s over.” I tossed all the tokens and cards into the Monopoly box, slid it into the game cabinet under the TV, and sat back down at the table.

The front of the book sported a black and white picture of two old guys riding an old Model T. 

“I don’t get it.” Sailor raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure this book is about a camping trip?”

Windsong nodded. “Here, let me find a better picture of the gang on my iPhone.” She typed something in the search bar, then set her phone on the table. There was a picture of some old-fashioned celebrities posing in the wilderness, a jungle of palm leaves in the background. The men wore suits and bow ties, and the woman wore long dresses and bonnets.

“Thomas Edison, Henry Ford, Harvey Firestone and John Burroughs called themselves ‘The Vagabonds.’ Some of their wives and their companions joined them.”

“Wow, they really camped in style!” I noted. 

Sailor leaned in over my shoulder to look at the picture. “Were they famous?”

“You tell me.” Windsong winked. “That’s your assignment.” She walked back to her seat next to GB.

Forest grabbed a can of Fresca and a slice of American cheese from the fridge before settling into the seat next to me. He unwrapped his cheese slice and folded it in half before scarfing it down. “No one makes cheese like the Americans,” he said with his mouth full.

“Yummy, I want a snack, too.” Sailor held the refrigerator door open for 10 minutes while she foraged for some snacks. I hadn’t noticed until now that her green flip flops clashed with her neon pink and orange outfit. 

I opened my book, dismayed that the print was small and there were hundreds of pages. “Geez, this is gonna take the whole trip to read!”

“You’ll thank Windsong when we make the four-hour drive through Indiana,” GB said. “It’s a sleeper.”

About an hour into the book, I finally got to the part where they camped in the Everglades. It was a fascinating read. Back in the day, there were panthers and bears in Florida, not to mention snakes and alligators. 

Apparently, Forest was in that chapter, too. He stood up and yelled, “Henry Ford went around shooting snakes in the head with a .22 target pistol!”

GB and Windsong looked at each other and grinned. I’m sure this history lesson was right up their alley.

Sailor wasn’t interested in the exotic wildlife. Her only comment on what she read so far was about how the Vagabond wives needed hairdressers, wardrobe mistresses and personal maids to accompany them on their camping trip.

Talk about high maintenance. Too bad Sailor was a low-maintenance girl. She could use extra attention. Her blonde ponytail looked like it hadn’t been combed in days.

“What say we take a break?” GB called from the driver seat. “Who’s up for a hamburger and a milkshake?”

That sounded good to all of us, except Windsong, who’s a vegetarian. If God didn’t want us to eat the animals, He wouldn’t have made them out of meat.

Halfway through Tennessee we stopped at a 50s restaurant just off the highway. The sun glinted off the shiny, metallic trailer; the name “Ruby’s Diner” was displayed in big red letters over the door.

GB locked up and then did a few knee bends and toe touches on the side of the road to limber up. He didn’t look too comfortable stretching in his skinny jeans and button-down Hawaiian shirt.

Inside the restaurant, we took a table in the back corner, next to a jukebox. The décor was pretty cool—black and white checkered floors, and red, chrome-rimmed tables, with pictures of celebrities from the 50’s hanging on the walls. Looking over the play list on the jukebox, I didn’t recognize any of the songs. GB leaned past me.

“Hey, this is a good one!” He put in a quarter and selected, “Rock Around the Clock.” Grabbing Windsong by the hand, he pulled her up to join him. 

Windsong lifted her long, flowered skirt up to her ankles, and GB twirled her in a circle. 

I scanned the restaurant and couldn’t help but notice the curious onlookers. My face reddened. 

These two will fit right in at the old folk’s home. 

After we ordered our food, we discussed the camping situation in Florida. GB wanted to find a state park near the retirement home. As we looked over the brochures, the waitress brought our drinks.

“Hey, Windsong. How long has your mom lived in Florida?” I stuck a straw into my glass of Coke. 

Windsong unrolled her silverware from the napkin. “My parents moved to Florida 10 years ago. After my dad passed on, I begged Mom to come back home, but she’s all about palm trees and pink flamingos.”

“Wait ‘til you meet Grandma Leah,” Forest added. “She’s a hoot.”

“Well, I probably should tell you, our visit won’t be all fun and games.” Windsong sipped her tea. “Mom told me that some of the residents are missing their valuables. There seems to be a thief at the home.”
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After that last bit of alarming news, we finished our dinner in silence. I was beginning to wonder if spending my vacation in Florida was a good idea. Maybe it wouldn’t be all sunshine and palm trees.

We piled back into the RV and got situated. GB got behind the wheel while we waited for Windsong, who had been on the phone for some time on a bench outside the restaurant. Forest and Sailor settled into the recliners to watch a movie on their iPads while I picked up where I left off on my book.

Finally, Windsong climbed in and got into the passenger seat. She gave GB a thumbs up. He nodded and turned in our direction.

“Guys, it’s about a 12-hour drive from here. We decided to drive straight through the night. We should be arriving at Flamingo Bay by 7:00 am tomorrow.”

“Did you find a state park, Grandpa?” I asked.

GB locked eyes with Windsong. “I hope you kids won’t be disappointed, but Windsong prefers that we camp closer to her mom. There’s a private campground a stone’s throw away. She made a reservation.”

Forest pushed his iPad aside. “This is spring break! All the kids our age will be at the beach.” He raised his hands. “I thought we were going to find a campground where all the action is!”

“Forest wants to be where the pretty girls are.” Sailor made a kissing sound and batted her eyelashes.

“Maybe we
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