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      While the town of Eureka, Nevada, complete with an old Opera House, is real and very much worth a visit, the characters in the story are all figments of my imagination.  In no way are they meant to represent the actual citizens of Eureka.
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      I sat at the dining room table in my Boston brownstone trying to get warm on a late December day. I wasn’t sure if it was my old bones or a drafty house that caused me to shiver as I studied the postcard in front of me. Who sends postcards anymore? Apparently Gil does, and the message was clear in his scratchy printing, all caps.

      “HELP ME OR I MIGHT DIE. ONLY YOU CAN SAVE ME. YOU LOVED ME ONCE. PLEASE HELP ME NOW.”

      Kate stood behind me,  peering over my shoulder. She pushed her dark hair away from her face as she leaned closer to study the message. “So, let me get this straight, Flo. A boyfriend from fifty years ago wants you to come rescue him from dangers unnamed. Do you think he’s in his right mind? It’s a strange message.”

      Maude sat beside me and asked to see the card once more. We’d all been studying it since it arrived a day earlier. It came addressed to me with the wrong ZIP Code, and our mail carrier, Emily, had made a point of personally delivering it to me. “I didn’t mean to read the message,” she said, “but I couldn’t miss it and it sounded so urgent.”

      I handed the postcard to Maude. She took it as if I were giving her a precious piece of art. She studied the front and the back for the umpteenth time. “You’ve mentioned Gil many times,” she said, “but you never actually told us the story of what happened between the two of you. Can you tell us now?”

      “I refuse to talk about a lost love. I’m not the sentimental type. We are going on this mission to rescue an old friend and not to recreate some love affair that went bad fifty years ago. It will be the perfect start to the new year, and for your information, Kate, Gil does not suffer from dementia.”

      “How can you know that?” Kate asked.

      “Because he’s two years younger than I am and because I know. Besides, if he does, then that’s all the more reason we need to go, and I’m not going to rehash my love affair with this man, at least not right now.”

      “Got it, Flo,” Kate said. “No talk of old love. Agreed. Can we talk about new love like mine? When Max heard about the postcard and our plan to go to Nevada, he wanted to come with us,  but I said it was girls only. He said we were running a biased organization with our Old Dames Protection Agency. He thought that if you could make an exception for me and my younger age, you could certainly make an exception for a man to join you on a temporary basis.”

      “I suspect Max doesn’t want to let you out of his sight,” Maude said, “especially after what nearly happened at his grandmother’s house.”

      Kate nodded, tying her long hair in a knot, the sloppy kind younger women wear these days. She’d grown her hair long because that was the way Max liked it. What women did for men—even independent women like Kate—I’d never understand it.

      The conversation moved on without me. “You’re right, Maude,” Kate said. “Max wants to help, and he doesn’t like the idea that the three of us are going off to some tiny mining town in Nevada in the middle of winter.”

      “I’ve wondered about that a little myself,” Maude said.

      Maude was the oldest of us, a year older than me, and sometimes she seemed to show her age.

      “I’m not complaining, Flo, so don’t give me that look. We are both older women and the idea of clomping around in foot-high snow strikes me as a little bit dangerous.”

      “We have snow here, Maude,” I said, “tons of it sometimes. And we certainly had it in Maine when we helped Santa get back on his feet one Christmas. You’ve been spoiled by this winter, that’s all, spending it in Florida.”

      “I have been spoiled. I admit I like to be warm, but I was also thinking of Kate driving through all that snow to a destination that has fewer than one thousand people in it. Eureka is a very small town—I looked up the population on Google. If the car broke down, Max could go for help.”

      “I know that stretch of road and I know the town of Eureka,” I said. “On the road, there isn’t help to be had. We’ll have to hope we make it to the town without a mishap. I assume you read the sign on the front of the postcard.”

      Maude flipped over the card. “The friendliest town on the loneliest road in America,” she read. “It sounds as if you know the area, Flo. How long ago were you there?”

      “Ages ago, but I doubt that very much has changed since my last visit.”

      “What exactly does it mean by the loneliest road ?” Maude asked.

      “I can answer that,” Kate said. “In order to get there we will need to travel on US 50, which stretches across the middle of Nevada. It’s two lanes and it passes through spectacular desolate areas.”

      “How do you know all that?” I asked.

      “Well, it’s a long drive from Reno to Eureka so I checked it out online, particularly because that’s an area that can get a lot of snow. This year the snow has held off, but we’ll be prepared.”

      “Prepared?” Maude asked.

      “Apparently, it’s not just the landscape that is spectacular and desolate,” Kate said. “It’s also the lack of amenities along the route like gas stations. We’ll take food, spare gas, chains, although I don’t think we’ll need them.”

      “How long is this trip from Reno to Eureka?” Maude asked. “You make us sound like we’ll be pioneers. We don’t travel near the Donner Pass do we?”

      “That’s in California,” Kate said, “but if we were traveling in that direction we’d go very near it. We’ll have a few mountains to cross but mostly it will be flatter land with stretches of wilderness, desert conditions on occasion. It should take around five or six hours, maybe more. You’ll love it and I can’t wait to see it. It will be cold, Maude, so you’ll have to be prepared for that. I also expect we will get snow. It’s highly unusual not to have it around the holidays, so get out your snow boots.”

      “What about Max coming?” Maude asked.

      “That’s up to the two of you,” Kate said.

      Maude and I looked at each other. “I’ve never liked the idea of needing a man to rescue us if something goes amiss,” I said. “I prefer the thought that we can stand on our own two feet, six feet to be more accurate.”

      “That’s what I thought you’d say,” Kate said, “and I agree. I’ll let him know the final decision.”

      Maude nodded her acceptance.

      “I think it’s time for less talk and more action,” I said. “Gil asked for my help more than a week ago, and if this postcard hadn’t gotten delayed and rerouted we would have been there by now.”

      “We have a flight to Reno early tomorrow morning,” Kate said. “All we have to do now is pack. Have you managed to reach him, Flo, to make sure he still wants us to come?”

      “You really mean to make sure he’s still alive,” I said. “I couldn’t reach him, but I talked to a person who runs a gas station in Eureka. She managed to get a message to him when he came to town. Gil doesn’t have a phone or a computer apparently, but he is alive and still wants us to come.”

      “He’s a recluse?” Maude asked.

      “Gil doesn’t trust many people or at least he didn’t fifty years ago. He always said the less that people knew about him the better, so I’m not surprised he’s off the grid. I wonder if he even has electricity or running water.”

      “This was the man you loved?” Kate asked. “The love of your life? The one man you get nostalgic about every spring?”

      “I never get nostalgic,” I said, “but yes, Gil was the one man I thought about marrying. He was the one man besides my father who made me laugh. Gil made me feel beautiful and smart and he promised me adventure. I don’t like the term soulmate, but I suppose in a way Gil was my soulmate.”

      “What happened, Flo?” This was from Maude, gentle, sympathetic Maude.

      “It’s a long story,” I said. “I’ll save it for our road trip, if I decide I can tell it at all.”
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      We got to the airport at six a.m. I asked Kate why we’d bothered to go to bed at all the night before.

      “You were the one, Flo, who didn’t want to stay in a hotel at the airport. You wanted your things around you and your comfortable bed. I’m not a fan of getting up in the middle of the night any more than you are, but we’re here. Flight’s at 8:00, so we’re all set.”

      She handed Maude a cup of green tea and a scone. The scone she’d brought from home, freshly made by my cook, Marianne, and the tea called a ‘matcha’ something came from Starbucks. Honestly, who came up with these names? I’m sure they had someone on payroll whose job it was to invent names that would be popular with Gen X or Y or Z. What generation were we on now? The rest of us just had to do the best we could to keep up.

      Maude hadn’t said a word, but after a sip of tea and a bite of scone, she seemed to come to life. “Ah, thank you, Kate. You really do take care of us.”

      “What about me?” I asked. “You live in my house and eat my food. Don’t I take care of you?” I knew I was sounding churlish. I felt churlish. It was my father’s favorite word. He accused others of being mean-spirited, but never me of course.

      Maude didn’t bat an eye. “You’re having a hard time, aren’t you Flo? You’re off to see a man you haven’t seen in fifty years.”

      “Not quite fifty years,” I said, “and I apologize, Maude, for what I said.”

      Both Maude and Kate stared at me. An apology from me was like a miser handing out gold coins—it just didn’t happen.

      “You really are nervous,” Kate said. “Is it about the flight?”

      “I’m over that now, thank you very much. After our pre-Christmas flight to Florida, air travel doesn’t scare me. No, it’s not about the flight.”

      “It’s about Gil, isn’t it?” Maude said. “We have time before we board. Do you want to tell us about it? You said it wasn’t quite fifty years since you saw him last, so how long has it been?”

      Kate took a second scone out of the bag and handed me a decaf latte with whole milk. I took both and sat in a seat across from them. “It’s been forty-five years and six months since I last saw him. Summer. He didn’t know I was coming. No one did. My father and I had driven cross country on a lark to try out his new Mercedes. I think my father wanted to check out retirement to see how it might suit him. It didn’t suit him and after that trip he decided to keep working for another twenty years.”

      I was being garrulous, another favorite word of my father’s. I couldn’t seem to stop talking about every aspect of our trip except the one that mattered. Was my old age showing? I looked at Kate and Maude. They didn’t seem bored or worried about the state of my mind. They simply appeared to be waiting for me to say more.

      I took a bite of scone and a sip of coffee.

      “Marianne certainly knows how to make a scone,” I said.

      They nodded. “You were saying?” Kate said.

      “The route my father planned took us on US 50. My father liked the fact it would have a little wilderness for me to see, a little of what my father liked to call the Old West with ghost towns where mining once flourished and stage coach lines used to stop.

      “We stayed overnight in Ely, and when I looked on the map I realized it was close to Eureka. An hour away and still on US 50. I knew that was where Gil was, but my father didn’t seem to realize that. My continuing relationship with Gil was one of the few secrets I kept from him.

      I knew he’d disapprove, partly from the snobbery that was a deeply woven thread in my father’s Boston Brahmin coat of many colors. Gil was a self-educated man. He didn’t go to Harvard, the only university worth mentioning as far as my father was concerned. Gil didn’t go to college at all, but there wasn’t a book he hadn’t read.

      “My father met Gil before I did, on an earlier trip to Reno, and found a kindred spirit in him at first. They talked about books and later they talked about the Old West. My father always felt he’d been born a century too late. Father introduced us and later said he regretted doing that. It seemed Gil was good enough to be a friend of his, almost like a son he never had, but when it came to my relationship with Gil, that he didn’t approve of.”

      We all heard the PA announcement at the same time. First class travelers were free to board.

      “Gil would never have traveled first class, even if he had the money,” I said, “and my father wouldn’t travel any other way.”

      That was the end of my story for the moment, and I wasn’t sorry about that. Maybe with luck I wouldn’t have to finish the story of that visit or begin to tell them more about my love for Gil. But really, who was I kidding? Maude would have it out of me within the hour—she had that way about her. Everyone told her everything, me included. Maybe I wouldn’t have to sit next to her.

      “It’s an Airbus 380,” Kate said. “I put you in Business Class so you can sleep through the flight if you like.”

      Perfect. I could keep my tale to myself at least for the next five hours or so. But while I didn’t have to tell anyone else about my last painful visit with Gil, I couldn’t seem to keep from reliving it when I shut my eyes.

      Father had said he wouldn’t mind a day of down time in Nevada, and I’d jumped on that. I said I’d do some exploring and be back by the end of the day. My father was happy to let me borrow his car. That was long before he realized what a very poor driver I was. Besides, it was a straight road and I couldn’t get lost.

      I knew where I’d find Gil. We’d broken off our relationship two years earlier, both of us realizing our differences were insurmountable. I could never live in an untamed land away from my creature comforts, and Gil could never survive in a city surrounded by people and objects. Useless objects, he called them.

      I found Gil outside his mine, if you could call it that. Gil was content to spend his life panning for gold, looking to stake a claim. What an irony. Gil, who hated what money could buy never gave up his fantasy of striking it rich. It was just one of the many contradictions that made Gil so fascinating and infuriating. His mine was a staked-off area complete with an old mine shaft that had possibly been profitable once in the 1850s.

      I stopped the car at the foot of a dry dirt road that looked more like a path than anything I could drive on. It was gutted where rain had recently swept through the area. I walked up the road and saw Gill before he saw me. He was a fine figure of a man—tall, slim, muscular and tan. I felt such a longing for him when I saw him turn around and look in my direction. He took off his cowboy hat, waved it at me and smiled that golden smile of his.

      Maybe I had come just to see that smile. Or was it to make sure we hadn’t both made a dreadful mistake? Wasn’t compromise part of loving someone?

      I watched as he washed his hands in a bucket of water and dried them on a rag from his pocket. Then he walked toward me and I dissolved in tears. Maude and Kate wouldn’t believe it if I ever did tell them the story. Well, Maude would. Maude somehow understood about loving someone even if it might be the wrong someone.

      I waited for him to reach me. He wiped my tears away and kissed me. Then he led me toward his log cabin. I’d seen it before, and I knew every inch of it, one room with a wood-burning stove and oil lamps. It was built tight enough to withstand Nevada winters and it was lined with bookshelves and a poster bed sitting in the far corner of the room. He did add on a reasonable bathroom when I told him I would never use an outhouse and never go a day without a bath or shower. That was the one concession he made for me, probably at the time he still hoped to convince me I could be happy in Nevada away from family and every comfort I knew and loved.

      Now, he took me in that cabin, immaculately clean despite the work he did and the dust that was part of the landscape. He touched me with his typical gentleness and asked not a single question. It was as if he’d been waiting for me and knew I’d soon arrive. We stayed in the cabin until late afternoon when I knew my father would begin to worry about me.

      Now, I was back in that room in my mind, cozy in my airplane bed, finally able to sleep and dream of Gil—the Gil I knew the last time I saw him.

      Kate nudged me. “We’ll be landing soon, so you need to wake up.”

      I opened my eyes barely able to remember the sweetness of the dream I’d just had.
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