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Mark Heckler

To Jan, my wife, my soulmate, and the love of my life.

It’s another Bany song!
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I must tell you something up front: I’m not like most Americans. I realize how that might sound, but the reason is not what you might think. I’m not because, unlike the millions of you who only ever dream of embarking on the Great American Road Trip, I have done it. And even more unusual, I have done it twice. Well, sort of. Please bear with me, as I must stray a little off the reservation to bring you to the proper starting point of my story. 

Tennessee Williams once quipped that time is the longest distance between two places. I have anecdotal evidence to support this claim. Consider the Mayans, a Mesoamerican people who had a unique relationship with time. In their language, there is no word for the ‘past’ or the ‘future.’ It's truly remarkable, given the ingenious calendar they invented. Concerning our modern concept of time, take the haughty self-help crowd that admonishes us to live in the present, in the moment. Sounds great, but very few of us can pull it off. No matter how hard we try, our thoughts constantly swirl around things we did yesterday, last week, or even years ago. I believe that is why so many of us are constantly snapping pictures on our smartphones in hopes of preserving the ‘moment.’ But it never really works. Each such moment becomes our past before it ever reaches the iCloud for storage. So, no matter how hard we try, we cannot freeze time. You might be thinking, ‘Where is he going with this?’ I am not sure, but I do know that humans change in very fundamental ways over time, and that is a good thing. The overused adage we haul out to comfort grieving family or friends, that ‘time heals all wounds,’ is at best a platitude. Time cannot heal anything; it’s just a human construct. It is the passage of time that facilitates the incremental lessening of pain caused by catastrophic events in our past that we wish we could forget, but that our neural networks cannot. I think that is where I might have been going. 

A little over six years ago, on the sixty-second anniversary of my birth, I retired. As if that were not a momentous enough occasion, on the very same day, I was served with the papers notifying me that my forty-one-year marriage was legal history. I would not argue with you if you were to presume that it was an epically crappy day. Retirement, such as I 

had imagined it would be, had been my dream basically since my ten-year-long midlife crisis reared its ugly head in my late thirties. But divorce, well, that was another story entirely. Even though it had been a year since my ex dropped the nuke, packed up such of her possessions as she could get in our seven-year-old SUV, and headed back to Baltimore to try, at the tender age of fifty-seven, to rebuild her life, it was still life-altering for me in every conceivable way. After a prolonged pity party fueled by the consumption of far too much cheap bourbon, I realized that she had done me a huge favor. Her decision to quit our life together here on Maryland’s Eastern Shore handed me a massive, irrevocable do-over. By nature, a consummate opportunist and immediately facing a plethora of free time, I made a snap decision that proved to be epic in its ultimate brilliance: that forthcoming spring, I would embark on a ‘get your shit back together’ road trip, something I had only allowed myself to construct in my dreams. 

~~||~~

My name is Jackson Bishop, and I’m well into my third and final act. I’m from a very small, historically insular community of watermen who settled in the indescribably beautiful marshes of lower Dorchester County. I may briefly circle back to that subject later because, from an environmental perspective, its future is not at all certain. Anyway, after the curtain dropped on my second act with all the subtlety of a gunshot, my post-divorce road trip unequivocally saved what remained of my life. With a nebulous itinerary and a bushel basket of unanswerable questions floating around the flotsam of my mind, four thousand miles and thirty-eight days after leaving my home in Fishing Creek I returned largely cleansed of my demons, refreshed of spirit, hope-filled that perhaps I could even find love again, and looking forward to beginning the final act of my life, what the author Gail Sheehy aptly named a ‘new passage.’ I also returned to the crushing reality of retirement; it was a reality I was not prepared for.

In her later years, after decades of crab-picking and family-rearing, our son-in-law’s beloved Nana could often be heard to say, ‘Retirement ain’t for sissies!’ I truly had no idea how profound an observation that was. Now in my sixth year of voluntary unemployment, I consider the fact that I’m still relatively healthy and, on most days, also of sound mind, an accomplishment worthy of daily celebration. I truly appreciate the grace of each moment I have now; I suffered my first heart attack at the age of fifty-six and survived to fight another day with only two stents. A year and a half later, Heart Attack #2 was a real SOB that required a quadruple bypass. That sucker got my undivided attention.

For twelve years before I retired, I rode a motorcycle I bought myself as a fiftieth birthday present. It had a small canvas bag attached to the rear of the seat on which an embroidered patch was stitched that reminded me, ‘It’s Not The Destination – It’s The Journey.’ I have found this to be true as well in retirement. It is a journey of newfound freedom that each successive member of the club must learn to navigate to find his or her inner peace because, statistically speaking, we could be at this for a while.

Now, after thousands of days with nowhere to go but to that small space between my ears, every new day has become its own, unique challenge. Each day, I have sixteen hours to fill, or kill, depending entirely on my perspective du jour. And as I suspect you agree, most American adults are not particularly adept at filling large blocks of unstructured time. The term ‘retirement anxiety’ is very real.

So, six years on, I have hit the retirement wall. My list of to-dos and want-to-dos, and even my #1 Bucket List item, have largely been checked off:

	The book I’ve always wanted to write.

	Long-neglected maintenance on the house.

	The artwork that brought me unbridled joy as a child.

	The books I’ve always wanted to read, or at least try to read.  


As you may have gathered, I spend a great deal of time reflecting on things I should have considered long before attempting retirement. Thus, I have come to believe that the retirement conundrum has a flip side even more confounding than simply figuring out how to meaningfully spend your days. Perhaps it can be understood best by example. Except for very few, all of my high school classmates will be turning sixty-eight this year. I know of at least half a dozen of my classmates who are still working full-time. Three or four have more money than they will ever spend, so that cannot be their motivation. So, what is it? I strongly suspect it is fear: fear of no longer being defined by either what they do or by the businesses they create.

Some who continue to labor well after the time they could be kicking back make a reasonable amount of sense to me. My oldest friend was one of them. Sixteen months ago, he lost his two-year battle with PSP, an incipient neurological disease similar to ALS, but far rarer. He was only sixty-six years old, but the man was a rock star! Our mothers were pregnant together; he was my best man at our wedding. For more than thirty years, as Dean of Admissions at our state university’s medical school, he was instrumental in helping to create the next generation of doctors. I believe he kept working well after he could have enjoyed a very comfortable retirement out of a genuine commitment to the betterment of his fellow man.

I guess my point here is that in the grand scheme of things, life is very, very short; tomorrow is promised to no one.  That so many of my classmates still get up every morning only to spend yet another day at the office I find truly baffling, but I am now at least beginning to understand. It is an entirely conscious substitution for the debilitating uneasiness that will overwhelm them on that first day they wake up with absolutely nothing to do and no place to go. But some people face that day from a different perspective—case in point: the superb actor Sam Waterston of ‘Law and Order’ fame. At the age of 81 and facing the end of a very long run on TV, when questioned by an entertainment interviewer about what he planned to do in retirement, responded: “I have space in my head now. I feel like I’m drunk on freedom.” Well said, sir.

As for me, however, I do have some place to go. My heart wants to see a few more specific locations and experience a few more specific things before it beats no more, forever. So, the time has come for me to seize the day. Just before I retired, I read something that has never left me. At a party, two strangers struck up a conversation. In typical American fashion, one asked the other, “What do you do?” To which came the response, “I’m an explorer.”  “I beg your pardon,” said the first. “I’m an explorer. I retired last year, and now every day I explore all the things I have wanted to do and see and experience, but never had the time when I was working. It is quite empowering.”  Carpe Diem, senior explorer!
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It is now October of 2021, and because of the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, my high-school classmates and I will have no 50th reunion, at least not this year. But in some strange twist that is unexplainable, what my ex used to call my ‘moving legs’ are at it again. That phrase is a metaphor, as it evokes overcoming my old companion, inertia, to move, to change positions, to turn left instead of right, or whatever you choose to call your version of wanderlust. It’s about taking that first, brutally frightening step outside your comfort zone and exploring the great, big, beautiful world. For me, that screams NEW ROAD TRIP! It’s time for me to dig out my very old, very used but never abused road atlas and plan another journey, and because this will most certainly be my last, it will be a journey of epic length and scope. I can think of no reasonable excuse not to pack up once again and hit the road. This time, however, several things will be different.

Two summers ago, I did something I told my previous stunning and often profane road-tripping companion, the inimitable and now happily divorced Ms. Layla Brown, I would never do: I sold my old F150 and vintage Coachmen Carousel camping trailer to a young and excited couple seeking their own adventures on the road. They were so genuinely pleased to become the new owners that there was no way I could be sad about selling. But don’t think I won’t miss them. Christ on a cracker, we made some unforgettable memories together! Bottom line, for this excursion, I will need a new vehicle.

Also very different this time, as opposed to my previous near-maniacal desire to stay as far away from the interstates as humanly possible, I suspect that in the interest of efficiency, those dreaded, concrete ribbons of monotony will become my byways of choice. That grudgingly said, I will not hesitate to indulge myself with side excursions to explore arcane and unlikely-ever-to-be-seen-again points of interest.

FYI, my ex-wife has remarried and lives in Baltimore again. We are still on great terms, but what that has to do with a new road trip, I have no clue.

Gas prices have increased by 50%, from about an average of $2.29 to around $3.45. While this is not a fatal factoid, it is certainly noteworthy from a budgetary standpoint.

But getting back to the vehicle situation. My current ride is nothing fancy, as I have never been interested in fancy cars. It’s a five-year-old, low-mileage Hyundai Tucson SUV, comfortable and reliable, but not at all suitable for a long road trip. Since I can think of no compelling reason to get rid of it, I won’t. It’s paid for and can sit in my driveway, probably a good thing to do, as my house will be vacant for several months. As mindful as all my neighbors are of the goings on in our small, tightly knit community, I will suffer no worry about it. So, what I would like to take on my next road trip is one of the new ‘city’ vans, either a Ford Transit or a RAM Promaster. If I can locate such a vehicle with an interior cargo body eight feet long and with six feet of headroom, we have lift-off. Because it’s already October, this is Job One; if you are as old as I am, you will remember that ubiquitous ad slogan.

Since there won’t be any camping this time around, I’ll need to book as many overnight stays along my probable route as practicable. As my insomnia has become quite problematic recently, I have spent many lonely, early morning hours planning an ambitious loop around the continental United States. I will disclose my preliminary itinerary shortly.  

After my incredibly good fortune of finding an unexpected traveling companion on the very day my first Great American Road Trip began, I am convinced I should try to find one before leaving on my second. And I have a very good idea of how to do that. After spending the better part of a year helping plan our now COVID-delayed 50th high school class reunion, my renewed participation on the planning committee has paid huge dividends. Not only have I been able to reconnect with many friends I hadn’t seen or heard from since our unforgettable 20th reunion, but I also gained access to an email address list of a hundred and thirty classmates. It is from this list that I hope to find someone as crazy as I am who wouldn’t at all mind just taking off for two months to cruise around America. As one of my old little league coaches who later became our small-town mayor and who was a short, plump, and notorious horndog once told my father in a Myrtle Beach motel elevator as a young, very shapely woman dressed only in a skimpy bikini exited, “You don’t get slapped if you don’t ask!”

~~||~~

Years ago, while still gainfully employed, I heard of something called a ‘blast email,’ but I truly have no idea how to do it. But you can figure out damn near anything on the internet. Here’s my draft message when I do:

Hello classmates! While many of you are disappointed about the postponement of our BIG reunion, I am hopeful it will become a reality in 2022, or whenever COVID is finally in our rearview mirrors. It has, however, provided extra time for reflection about what is most important to each of us. And this email is about what is important, at age 68, to me. I have always wanted to drive Historic Route 66 in a convertible, and while this may not be ragtop season, I think it’s finally time to stop dreaming and start doing. Six years ago, trying to regain a semblance of equilibrium after a soul-crushing divorce, I decided to take a too-long-delayed road trip. It was one of the most rejuvenating and memorable experiences of my life. Free of all obligations, I took off on an open-ended journey that ended up covering almost 4,000 miles. During those six-plus weeks, I slowly repaired my shattered ego and rediscovered sincere hope for a normal future, whatever that new normal would look like. Before the trip, I would never have believed it would be possible.  And now I think it’s time to hit the road again!

This time, I will be motoring in a newly leased van, and I would dearly love to take a traveling companion with me. In truth, I don’t know exactly how long we’ll be gone, but that is part of the excitement. If we make it from Chicago to Santa Monica and simply take our sweet time returning home, I’d guess six to eight weeks would about do it, and I want to leave ASAP since the first leg of the trip will be heading northwest to Chicago. Subject to change at any time, here is my preliminary itinerary:

	From Maryland to a suburb of Cleveland for an overnight with old friends.

	To Chicago, to pick up Historic Route 66 at its original starting point.

	To Santa Monica, CA, the western terminus of Historic Route 66.

	To Las Vegas, Salt Lake City, and north to Glacier National Park.

	TO WHEREVER OUR HEARTS WANT TO GO on our way home!


It’ll be an epic adventure, I promise!  And I’ll take care of the cost of motel accommodation, presuming you are OK with room-sharing. I would ask that you kick in half the cost of gas, food, and sightseeing, which I estimate to be $2,000. That comes to between about $45 $65 for each day we’re on the road. If you think you’d like to be my copilot on this crazy road trip, I would love to hear from you. But please don’t overthink it, as we need to get rolling very soon. Email or call me with questions, and no question or concern is too small. What have you possibly got to lose?

With much-appreciated help from my tech-savvy son, I sent that blast email to my classmates. After several understandable false starts, the person who has finally decided to join me on this borderline-insane adventure is none other than the woman I have had continuing dreams about for years. Difficult to admit for sure, so now I need to figure out a tactful but honest way to explain those dreams to her during our first few hours on the road, in case it freaks her out too much to keep going. Her name is Donavan Flowers, a.k.a. Doni, and she comes from the northern part of our county filled with farms and chicken houses.

~~||~~

“Hey Doni, it’s Jackson. I am so happy you want to take this crazy trip with me. Want to get together somewhere to talk?”

“Absolutely! I’m in East New Market, right on Main Street. How’s later this afternoon at my house for coffee or whatever?”

“Great, and I like your style already! See you around 3:00?”

“Perfect, I can hardly wait!”

With my excitement building at the possibility of having company on this trip, I left home for the forty-five-minute ride to Doni’s house, during which my pulse quickened to a rate that was much too high. To describe her physical appearance as voluptuous is a disservice to the word. The last time I saw her was at our 20th class reunion in Ocean City; at the age of thirty-eight, she was absolutely breathtaking. Drifting back to the task at hand, I came around the gentle curve onto the town’s main street and noticed a sign proclaiming to the world that East New Market was established in 1660. Not too many towns in America can claim a seventeenth-century founding. I slowed to the twenty-five-mile-per-hour speed limit, looking out the passenger window for her house number. About halfway down the street on the right, I saw the car she had described and pulled into the driveway of a neat, two-story, late-nineteenth-century home with a comfortable-looking front porch and the requisite pair of wooden rocking chairs.  

There was an old, manual doorbell, but I decided to knock gently instead, as Doni was expecting me. But I was unprepared for the woman who answered the door. Amazingly, other than her brunette hair turning gray, I swear she looked just as she did at our long-ago 20th reunion. It was incredible. Her brilliant azure eyes, the color of a tropical sea on a cloudless day, were mesmerizing. I must have been staring when she interrupted my reverie with, “Hey there, Jackson, I’m so glad you could come today! Come on in.”

“My God, Doni, you look amazing! It’s like you’re aging in reverse. Wait, are you sure you’re the Donavan Marie Flowers from my high school class?”

“You are sweet for saying that, and it’s really me. Good genes, I guess.”

My trance was broken, and when I stepped inside, she embraced me in a tight hug. It was very unexpected and not a little unnerving in a good way. I entered a smallish but very cozy living room that completely fit the age and style of the house. A fire crackled in the tiny fireplace, its mantel full of family photos. I recognized one of Doni and her two sisters when they were all still in their twenties. I knew that she was divorced; how I knew that escaped me.

“Let’s sit in the kitchen and talk, Jackson. God, it’s good to see you after all these years! When was it anyway? Our 20th down at the beach?”

We walked through the living room to a small but functional kitchen with what appeared to be a well-distressed, antique pine table. As I grabbed a chair, I said, “I think you’re right, Doni. We all stayed at the Coconut Mallory, and that’s the last reunion I went to. I guess it was so good that I never thought we could top it, so I didn’t go to any others.”

“I know, right? Let me get you some coffee unless you want something a little stronger,” she said with a coy look. “I went to our 40th, but I wasn’t in a good place then. Ocean City was just too perfect.”

“Just black coffee would be great; I’m not much of a drinker these days.”

“Coming right up. I enjoy a glass of Chablis late in the afternoon, a couple of times a week. Would you mind?”

“Hey, it’s your house, Doni. Whatever floats your boat.”

“Thanks. OK, so tell me all about this big trip you have planned.”

“Planned would be too generous, more like ‘sperm of the moment.’”

She laughed at that, an easy, genuine laugh. For the first time I thought to myself that we might be able to pull this thing off together. In under ten minutes I felt completely comfortable with Doni, an absolute necessity for an open-ended 8,000-mile road trip.

“That’s pretty clever, Jackson. So, you were helping plan our 50th reunion before COVID crashed our big party?”

“I was. It was a guilty thing to tell you the truth. I remember helping out with number twenty, but I swear I couldn’t tell you what I did. But since then, I guess I’ve just ignored the whole reunion thing. I can’t say why because it’s my nature to want to help. But I guess the only thing that’s certain anymore is change.”

“Boy, you can say that again. When I read about your divorce in your email I was truly shocked. You and your wife always seemed like the definition of soulmates.”

“I’m guessing you might have felt the same gut punch when you and your ex broke up. I suppose I wasn’t exactly shocked about mine. Maybe I saw it coming but kept it compartmentalized in a way I could just ignore. Annie was Baltimore through and through, right down to her accent. Truth be told, I think life in Fishing Creek drove her crazy from sheer boredom.”

“We do that, don’t we, Jackson? Compartmentalize, I mean. It’s sad, but somehow we learn to roll with it.”

“Doni, how ‘bout I refill your wine glass and we forget all this depressing stuff. Let’s talk about our trip. I can hardly believe I found someone willing to go with me. What made you email me back?”

With no hesitation and painfully brutal honesty, she said, “Loneliness. I’m a lonely woman, Jackson. My father and older sister are gone, but Mom’s still trying to live on her own. My son, daughter-in-law, younger sister, and only grandchild live on the other side of the Bay, and my daughter lives four hours away in Richmond. This house is very quiet most of the time and I can’t stand it anymore. I never thought I would end up old and alone.”

Her directness was so very real I was temporarily adrift in empathy for this lovely person next to me. Finally I said, “Doni, hold it right there. As I recall you’re only a few months older than I am and I do not yet consider myself old. Every day I have a pain in a new place but I don’t feel old. We’re in our third act, that’s all. Do you know what Groucho Marx said when asked how old he was? He told the nosy interviewer, ‘You’re only as old as the woman you feel!’ Besides, you look incredible! I don’t know how you do it. I will say without hesitation that you put most women I know who are in their mid-50s to absolute shame.”

I could tell she was embarrassed by that. “You were always a kind and thoughtful person in high school, Jackson. Thank you for the compliment, sir.”

“De nada. And for the next eight weeks or so, Lord willin’ and the criks don’t rise, you can forget about being lonely. We are going to be putting in a whole lot of windshield time, experiencing some funky nostalgia on Historic Route 66, and seeing some majestic parts of the American West. You won’t have time to be lonely.”

“I knew you were a really good guy, Jackson, but I had no idea you were so passionate. It’s contagious and you’re starting to get me excited now.”

“Doni, that’s the whole point of a road trip. I think we have wanderlust in our genes, so why fight it? And I read somewhere that the ancient Greeks asked only one question when honoring a deceased friend: Did he have passion? I fully intend to go down swinging for the fence. Go big or go home!”

“Oh, Jackson, I am so in! When do we leave?”

“Can you be ready in five days?”

“I can be ready in three! I’ll ask my neighbor to collect my mail and call my sister and kids to tell them about this crazy adventure. Jackson, since the pandemic I haven’t gone out to the movies anymore. But another friend down the street recently got a subscription to Hulu and asked me to come over to see a streaming movie that won the Oscar for Best Picture this year. I said OK just to get out of this empty house for a few hours. The movie was called ‘Nomadland,’ based on real people of about our age and it truly moved me. I feel like this road trip with you is my chance to be like Fern.”

“Wow. I have been wanting to see that since it came out. I bet we can stream it on the road if you wouldn’t mind a second showing.”

“That would be so wonderful! I’ll pack plenty of microwave popcorn!”

“Then it’s a date. I leased a new van last week, so I’ll get it packed and ready for the road. Do you think you could come down to Fishing Creek the day after tomorrow? I learned a lot about co-existing with a female copilot on my first road trip, and I’ll lay all the cards on the table so there won’t be any surprises. We’ll grab a couple of carryout crab cake dinners from Old Salty’s.”

“Jackson, I feel like I’m living in a dream! I didn’t think I would ever feel like this again.”

“I only hope you feel that way two months from now. Absolute worst-case scenario, you’ll make some incredible memories to share with your grandchild. That I can personally guarantee!”

~~||~~

Two days later, in Fishing Creek.....

Opening his screen door Jackson said, “Hey there, Doni! Let me show you the view.”  He led her through his small living room and kitchen to the back porch.

“I haven’t been this far down below since high school! The silence here is, I don’t know, it feels almost spiritual.”  She was pensive in the slight breeze as she took in the incredible view of the Honga River. “I can see why you chose to stay here. It’s breathtaking.”

“Yes, it is. I count my blessings every day and twice on most Sundays. Mosquitoes are a bitch down here, but you get used to the blood loss after a while.”

She laughed, another one of those easy, genuine laughs of hers. I grabbed my wallet and we headed down the road to pick up our dinners. 

Back at my kitchen table after the invigorating walk I unpacked our bag of carry-out and pulled two heavy-duty paper plates out of a cabinet. “Doni, if you’ve never had an Old Salty’s crabcake you’re in for a treat. They may be the best in the county, with no filler, all backfin, and just enough mayo to hold ‘em together. What can I get you to drink?”

“I’m easy, Jackson. Shit, sorry, that didn’t come out right. I meant easy to please! Whatever you have will be fine. And my daddy always taught me that beggars can’t be choosers.”

“My Pop-Pop used to say that to me all the time. I have well water, Sunny D, or my personal favorite, diet Arnold Palmer.”

“That last one certainly sounds interesting. What is it?”

“It’s a 50/50 mixture of tea and lemonade, sweetened with sucralose. I have grown a bit too fond of it.”

“I think it’s about time to live a little dangerously, so I’ll try it, thank you, Jackson.”

I got out two red Solo cups, dropped a few ice cubes in each and then only filled Doni’s about halfway, just in case.

We ate for a few minutes in the quiet then she finally took a sip of Arnold Palmer. “I’m impressed, Jackson, and that’s pretty hard to do anymore. This is very good.”

“I wouldn’t steer you wrong, Doni. Glad you find it to your satisfaction. That bodes well for our forthcoming adventure.”

“I agree. And I hope you don’t mind my saying that it’s been wonderful to get out of my house to talk about the trip, especially with someone as easy to be with as you. I truly haven’t looked forward to anything like this in a long, long time, Jackson, and I have you to thank for that. So, thank you.”

And with that, Doni pushed her chair back, stood up and moved to my side of the table, bent down and planted a gentle, lingering kiss not quite on my lips but close enough for government work. Damn. What was that unusual feeling? Then she sat back down and dug into her crabcake as if it were something she did every day. 

“Well, that was unexpected, and you may continue to surprise me like that any time.  So, are you ready for me to throw some of those promised cards on the table?”

“You bet, but I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Jackson.”

“I think if I tell you a little bit about my last traveling companion it might make more sense.”

“Then I’m all ears, but could I have a little more Arnold Palmer first please?”

After freshening her drink I dove into the deep end. “I met Layla Brown at the end of my very first day on the road. I had just pulled into a state park at the far eastern end of Long Island, tired but happy to be alive. As I climbed out of my truck I heard a woman’s voice yelling, and please pardon my French, ‘Fuck me! What the hell am I gonna do now?’ I was surprised but recovered quickly and decided to walk over to the next campsite to see if I could offer any assistance. And the rest, as they say, is history.”

“So, she just decided to throw in with you on the sperm of the moment, as you say?”

“Not exactly. It took some sustained convincing and a six-pack of Pearl beer from my special stash, but come morning when she found herself with a disabled and useless old car she threw her hands up and said, “Oh, what the hell, Jackson.” And she stayed with me until Fort Walton Beach, Florida.”

“And you both slept in a camper?”

“Yep, my very small camper. Its interior was about seven feet wide and maybe twelve or thirteen feet long. Pretty damned cozy. I could barely get past the blow-up mattress she slept on when I had to pee in the middle of the night. I tripped and fell right on top of her one night, but she accepted my awkward apology with a shrug and a ‘you poor baby’ or something like that.”

“So, those cards you were going to lay on the table?”

“Yeah, well now that I’ve had some time to consider I may have overthought it a bit. You already know we’ll be sharing motel rooms on the road so I guess a lot of what I would call ‘intimate’ adjustments Layla and I found ourselves making will be moot for us.”

“Separate beds though, right?” she asked coyly.

“Right, of course.”

“I feel very comfortable with you already, Jackson, it feels natural. It’s been such a long time you know?’

“Same here, since traveling with Layla six years ago to be exact. But I feel the same about you, Doni. Comfortable is a beautiful thing.”

“OK, so it’ll be like summer camp when we were kids, Jackson. Did you ever go to Camp Pe-Co-Meth?”

“Never did. I’ve worked every summer since I was ten but I think my younger sister might have. Where was that camp?”

“I’m not sure, but as I remember it took nearly an hour to get there. I made some great friends and have fond memories of those innocent days when we were just discovering boys. Maybe you can help me rekindle some of those good times, Jackson. I’m not a prude by any means and we’ve both been married, you probably much longer than I was. It’s generous enough of you to pay for all of the lodging while we do this crazy thing.”

“Excellent! Then it’s settled. That was a big one, Doni, a really big one. Thanks for making it so painless. But there is another card I need to throw down.”

“Hit me, I’m a big girl.”

“Ok, here it is. I usually fall asleep by 9:00 and tend to wake up in the middle of the night to use the bathroom, after which I often cannot get back to sleep. So, I read or go online on my laptop but I do need a light on until I get sleepy enough to go back to bed. I have a great one that’s rechargeable and the light is soft and focused so I don’t believe it would bother you.”

“Huh. Do you know those black sleep masks you sometimes see women wearing in the movies? I bought one about a year ago and it’s great! So, I think we’ve got that little challenge covered. Anything else?”

“Not really. Wow, that was quick. I think we might be ready to do this thing!” And with that it was my turn to get up from where I was sitting and give her a great big hug. I felt myself getting aroused again as we separated. Keep that speed control set, buddy!

“I need one more day to get packed and a few other things in place, Jackson. So, since it’s Halloween weekend can we maybe leave on November 1st?  Let’s go before I talk myself right out of it.”

“That should work. Our portable camping toilet for the van is being delivered tomorrow and I can rig the privacy curtain this afternoon. I’m almost packed and then I’ll go through my final checklist. Remember that psychedelic poster from the 60s that said, ‘Today is the first day of the rest of your life?’ November 1st, here we come!”

I was trying to be too cute I guess because when I looked back over at Doni she was wiping away a tear. “You OK?”

“Yes, Jackson, nearly perfect. You cannot possibly understand how much I’ve needed something like this.”

“Well, I’m a great listener and we’re going to have a whole bunch of time to talk and catch up.”

“Oh, I’m so hoping that’s true, Jackson. I miss honest, adult conversation more than I ever could have imagined.”

After a quick wave goodbye Doni got in her car and headed home. I stood looking out my back door for the longest time, with, in the immortal words of the late, great John Prine, an illegal smile on my face. But the longer I stood appreciating the treasure my grandparents had left my parents, and my parents had left me, the more completely a random memory of a PBS program began to trouble my heart. When Doni got here today she remarked how long it had been since she had been ‘down below’ and that she’d forgotten how incredibly beautiful and peaceful it is here. Before too much longer she asked me what was going on with the acres and acres of dead and dying trees in the marsh she had noticed on the drive down. With a sadness that nearly overcomes me when I think about it, I tried my best to explain the impact of saltwater intrusion on the standing forest. It kills from the roots up attacking the hardwoods first and then eventually even the loblolly pines succumb. But far worse is the reality predicted by every environmental scientist who has traveled here to study the problem, a problem that will impact all coastal development in America. And right here their prediction is heartbreaking: they believe that the entire lower half of my county will be underwater by 2050; that’s not so far away.  
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T-minus twenty-four hours and counting. Yesterday I made another trip to Wally World, my term of endearment for what seems to be my second home these days, Walmart, and found a set of sheets and a suitable, twin-sized comforter for the memory foam mattress that will be our place of R&R when our driver needs a break. When Doni saw it for the first time she told me she had a flashback to the late ’60s with those hippie vans covered in huge, Day-Glo peace signs, free love, and Woodstock. But she recovered nicely and accepted it for its intended purpose: sleep. Like she told me already, she’s a big girl.  

I don’t want to make too big a deal of this new RAM van I’m leasing for the trip, but it is quite something. In addition to eight feet of unobstructed cargo space it has a full six feet of headroom. We are both of average height, so that’s a beautiful thing. The new camping toilet arrived as scheduled, the latest and greatest model from Thetford in England, and is perfectly functional for times on the road when we can’t find a suitable pit stop. The mattress may be more comfortable than my own, so I don’t know what to think about that. Our traveling snack bar is a little more sumptuous than I might have packed by myself, but remember, we are accommodating the munching habits of two adults very set in their ways. Funny, but I recently made an iPhone note to write a poem called ‘Set In Our Ways.’ Perhaps on this trip I will do that. Anyway, I chose plenty of teriyaki beef jerky and honey-roasted peanuts, and Doni’s preference for white cheddar popcorn and strawberry-frosted Pop-Tarts could certainly grow on me. I am perhaps most proud of our cooler with two gallons of ice-packed diet Arnold Palmers. We are good to go and ready to launch!

~~||~~

Monday, November 1st dawned as most days do during Maryland’s ‘gray time.’ I brewed my last K-cup before cleaning out the machine to take with us, and with my trusty Harley-Davidson mug in hand I stood at my back door looking out at the greenish-brown, gently moving ripples on the Honga River for what was most likely the last time until the new year. It was overcast and in the upper 40s, a perfect day to get the hell out of Dodge and on the road. 

I planned to pick Doni up at her house in East New Market and made a mental note to ask her how she ended up in such a sleepy, little burb. Leaving there we would go back to Cambridge, pick up US Route 50 West, cross the Bay to I97 North, then head around the Baltimore Beltway to I70 West. I have driven to Berea, Ohio so many times since 1999 that I could do it with my eyes closed, so I would have the conn for shift #1.

As expected, Doni was packed and ready to roll when I got to her house. She had one large, wheeled suitcase, one smaller overnight-type bag, and one other monogrammed bag stuffed with knitting stuff that probably also doubled as her purse. I didn’t know she was a knitter but I have a dear friend who is quite the knitting expert who has led me to appreciate the true artistry involved in that very practical hobby.

“Doni, those initials, ‘DFA?’ 

“Oh. I had that monogrammed when I was still married and I love that bag. So, I’ve never looked for a new one.”

“Well that makes sense,” I said. “I’ll probably need a scarf by the time we get to Crater Lake and red is my favorite color. Just sayin.’”

“Well Jackson, I guess I’ll take that under advisement. And I think there’s a skein of red in the bottom of my bag.”

This woman is incredibly easy to talk to; I think we’re going to make a good team. Anything above and beyond that will be accepted with a special kind of gratitude that only another man of my age could properly appreciate.   

With only 112 miles showing on my leased van’s odometer I pulled slowly out of Doni’s driveway and took a left heading back to Route 16, which would connect us to US Route 50 and the true start of our journey. I looked to my right at Doni, comfortable
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