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“The road goes ever on and on.” — J.R.R. Tolkien, The Hobbit


 

Chapter 1

Rodney Badgermann finishes mowing the raggedy patch of grass at his brick, gabled home in Hamtramck, Michigan, on a Sunday evening and shuts down the engine.

The scent of burnt gasoline and cut grass lingers in the thick June air as he gazes at an intensely red twilight sky. He walks to the garage for a whisk broom to sweep grass clippings from the sidewalk when a baby blue Bentley sedan appears like an apparition and rolls up to the curb.

He spots his cousin Lamont behind the wheel of the luxury sedan. Lamont gets out and walks hurriedly toward Rodney.

“Rodney, Rodney! I got news, man, I got some real news.”

Rodney smiles. He admires Lamont, who is single and lives just across the city boundary in Detroit. Lamont buys and sells cars at a dealership called Louie’s Legends and always seems to have some kind of deal brewing. Sometimes Lamont flashes a flashy wad of cash from gambling at the Detroit casinos. And sometimes Rodney slips him $100 so he can pay his gas bill.

Rodney notices temporary paper dealer tags on the Bentley and ambles over to the concrete porch steps to sit down.

“Nice ride,” Rodney says. “You want a beer? Or is the news urgent?”

Lamont glares at him. His eyebrows twitch like enraged caterpillars.

“Yeah, that’s the dealership’s car. Just took it out to keep the oil circulating and show it to a customer. You wanna talk cars? Or you want to hear the news, man?”

A shrill voice from the house interrupts them.

“Rodney, are you finished mowing the lawn? ‘Cause Sunday dinner’s ready.”

Lamont chuckles. “Does that wife of yours always yell like that?”

Rodney sighs. “Sometimes she’s louder.”

Lamont gives him a pitiable look.

“Look, man,” Lamont says. “Grandma Badgermann just died. I heard it from my sister Ellen.”

Rodney whistles softly and takes a moment to absorb the news. “Wow. I’d almost forgotten about her. She must have been ancient. She even outlived our parents.”

Lamont pauses. “She was one hundred and three freakin’ years old.”

“Rodney!” the shrill voice calls out again.

Rodney winces. “I’m a-comin’, Barbara.”

He looks back at Lamont. “One hundred and three. That is unreal—we should all be so lucky.”

Lamont pauses. His eyebrows relax.

“She was rich, man,” he says. “As in, loaded.”

“How do you mean?” Rodney asks, stretching his legs out. “You sure you don’t want a beer?”

“Ellen says maybe $3 million, possibly $4 million and some change. No, I don’t want no beer. I told you, I gotta show this Bentley to a customer tonight.”

A puzzled look spreads across Rodney’s face.

“You mean $3 million or $4 million in American dollars? How is that even possible? For a lady who worked as, what, some kind of professor at the University of Texas in the humanities department, I think it was,” he says.

“She invested in the stock market, man,” Lamont says. “Apple and Microsoft and Johnson & Johnson and Netflix and Procter & Gamble and even Facebook. Facebook, who knew? You know what Microsoft is worth these days? She even had mutual funds and those U.S. government savings bonds. Ellen says she lived with a caretaker for the last fifteen to twenty years. And let all her investments ride.”

Rodney grunts.

“Rodney!” the voice calls out, harsher this time. “Din-ner.”

Lamont shakes his head. “Damn, she’s loud.”

Rodney sighs. “That she is.”

“Anyway, I’m going to the reading of the will. Ellen might, too, I think. You wanna tag along?”

Rodney smiles. “Where?”

“Texas. In Dallas. She retired to some little suburb in that area. It could be interesting—and we’ll find out if she really is worth three or four million simoleons.”

“I dunno. I do remember her—she was a sweet, little old lady like your classic grandma. But it’s been years since I’ve seen her. In fact, I can’t even remember the last time. Also, I’ve got my job, you know.”

“Hell, I’ve got work, too,” Lamont says. “I’d really like to sell this Bentley—and a few other cars too. I could use a good month for a change. But I’m taking some time off.” He pauses. “You could, too, you know.”

Rodney purses his lips. “Let me think about that—I haven’t had a vacation in forever. And it might be fun to slip away for a little bit.”

Lamont shakes his head. “I gotta go—lemme know.”

“I will.”

Lamont traipses back to the Bentley. The shrill voice reverberates again.

“Rod-ney!”


Chapter 2

Rodney walks inside where Barbara has ham steaks, canned string beans, and iced tea in glasses with a brown floral pattern on a vintage Formica table.

“For Chrissakes, do you always have to yell so loud?” he asks. “They can hear you clear down the street.”

She glares at him. “You want dinner or not?”

Rodney takes a moment to study Barbara. He sees a woman about an inch-and-a-half taller than him, built like a heavy-duty trash compactor with a sturdy frame and hair dyed an inky black. Ah, my wife. I’m fifty-five years old and have been married to this woman for thirty years. She was young once. And pretty. But that was decades ago. Now, I sometimes privately refer to her as Big Bad Barbara. And yet here we are today.

He sighs. “Yes, I want dinner—just saying you don’t have to announce it like a damn foghorn.”

They sit down at the table.

“What the hell did Lamont want anyway?” she asks, knifing into a ham steak.

“He says Grandma Badgermann died. And apparently had a lot of investments and such.”

“Investments? How do you mean?”

He maneuvers some green beans onto a fork and scoops them into his mouth.

“Lamont says her investments were way up there—like in the millions.”

“Millions?”

He shrugs, wipes his chin with a napkin, and puts down his fork.

“That’s what Lamont says. Sometimes, he gets carried away a little.”

She puckers up her face. “Lamont’s a big ol’ bag of hot air.”

They finish eating. She loads the dishwasher. They settle down in the living room on a gently worn fabric sofa. Rodney removes his wire-rimmed glasses, uncoils his five-foot-six frame, and pops open one of the sofa recliners to stretch his legs.

“Lamont’s going to Texas for the reading of the will,” he says.

“Probably just running his mouth again. He’s got a job, you know—at least, I think he does.”

“He has a job, all right.” He pauses. “He asked if I wanted to go with him. I said I’d think about it.”

She snickers. “You were maybe planning on taking a vacation from your newspaper job? You haven’t taken a vacation in years. We haven’t taken a vacation in years.”

“I was thinking about it, maybe, yeah. She was such a sweet lady. I remember when we were kids, we’d visit, and her home had that wonderful warm smell like freshly baked bread.”

She shoots him a wide-eyed look.

“You’d leave me here all alone with Max?”

As if on cue, a snarling, mocha-colored Doberman Pinscher scurries into the living room, tongue lolling and bobbed tail gyrating. The dog sniffs around the couple and scurries back to the kitchen.

“It’s his dinnertime. You better damn well feed him, or he’ll tear the damn kitchen up,” she says.

Rodney sighs and walks to the kitchen, digs out Max’s dog bowl, dumps a mound of dry dog food in it, and tops it with a serving of Nom Nom beef mash dog food. Max goes into full attack mode. He devours the chow in quick, ravenous gulps and pushes the clattering bowl around the kitchen floor with his snout while using his tongue to clean up any remaining traces of dog food.

“Good job, Max,” he says, admiring the dog’s appetite. Max looks at him with pleading eyes as if to ask for more. “But that’s all you get.”

Max collapses on the kitchen floor. Rodney walks back to the living room and sits back down on the sofa.

“I think I’m going to ask my editor at the newspaper for some time off,” he says. “So, I can go with Lamont to Texas.”

She fixes him with an intense stare. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“I might—I darn well just might.”


Chapter 3

Several days later, Rodney arrives for his three-to-eleven P.M. shift at the Detroit Tribune.

He swipes his badge and treads down a dungeon-like corridor to the newsroom. He turns into the dimly lit newsroom with its low ceiling, dingy ceiling panels, and fluorescent lighting. Several fluorescent tubes are black or pulsating in spooky colors. Voices murmur. Computer keyboards rustle.

He settles into his chair and powers up his computer. The monitor blinks and springs to life.

“We’ve got a double fatality out on 8 Mile Road,” a reporter calls out. “Maybe a triple—still checking.”

“Okay, gimme a few graphs when you’ve got it confirmed,” Rodney says, “We’ll get it up on the website.”

He shifts in his chair as it squeaks. I’ve been doing this assistant city editor’s gig for a little more than twenty years. There is a routine to it, but it’s a comfortable routine. And it’s depressing at times and maybe even boring. But stimulating too, in a strange sense. Heck, with a little luck, I could have landed with a major newspaper like the Washington Post. Maybe even become a foreign correspondent.

Of course, I would have needed a much more impressive name. Rodney is a pretty nerdy name. Now, a name like Roland would fit me much better. Roland Brinkley. Now there’s a byline worthy of a major newspaper. Of course, economics majors from Oakland University rarely land jobs with major newspapers. Even if they are named Roland Brinkley.

He walks to a coffee station and half-fills a foam cup with coffee. He thinks again about Lamont’s plan to visit Texas for the reading of their grandmother’s will and decides to talk with the city editor. He walks to her office. The door is open, but he raps politely on the door frame.

“Got a sec?” he asks the editor, Marti Richterbaum, a petite woman whose spiked heels barely propel her up to five feet in height. Wispy strands of silver weave through her tightly cropped black hair. Glasses with large oval-shaped lenses perch atop her pug nose.

“Sure,” she says. “What’s up?”

“I’m wondering if it would be okay to take a couple of weeks’ vacation time.”

Marti bristles. Her skin prickles. Her short hair seems to stand on end as if it were electrified.

“Rodney, you know good and well how vacation time works around here,” she says, peering down at him with murky brown eyes behind her glasses. “You put your name on the calendar. Then you fill out a vacation request form. How many times have I told you that?”

Rodney shuffles his feet. Marti gets up and walks to an oversized 2024 calendar on the wall. She looks down over her glasses at Rodney. “What weeks did you have in mind?”

“Last two weeks in June.”

She glares at him. “Looks like you’re in luck—nobody has claimed those weeks.”

She flashes him a look, takes a black marker, and enters his name for the last two weeks of June.

“You might not be so lucky next time,” she admonishes. “Summer’s very popular. And be sure to fill out that vacation request form too.”

“I know the drill. Nothing’s official without the vacation request form.”

“That’s the way things work around here.”

He walks back to his desk.

“Got three graphs on that accident on 8 Mile Road,” the reporter calls out. “And it’s a triple fatal, confirmed.”

“Got it—I’ll give it a quick read and get it up on the website,” Rodney says. And I’ll fill out my damn vacation request form too.


Chapter 4

Rodney calls Lamont early the next day.

“I’m ready to head for Texas,” he says. “More than ready, in fact.”

Lamont chuckles. “You sure, man?”

“I’m sure. Got the okay from my boss so I can take off a couple of weeks.”

“So, what about your wife?”

“What about my wife? I can handle her.” Yeah, I can definitely handle Big Bad Barbara.

Lamont chuckles again. “I get the impression that Barbara kind of runs the show around your place.”

The color in Rodney’s face surges. “Not true. I am the king of my castle.” Or at least a prince. And a prince of major importance.

“Okay, whatever,” Lamont says. “I’m definitely headed that way. If for sure you’re going, I’ll swing by and pick you up on Monday the seventeenth.” He pauses. “Just make sure you’re packed and everything. We’ll only be gone a week—ten days tops. But you want to be prepared.”

“Oh, I’ll be ready.”

So, now I just have to tell Barbara. He exhales sharply and decides to tell her over lunch before he heads for work at the Tribune.

He sits down to eat at the vintage Formica table around one P.M. Barbara puts grilled cheese sandwiches and potato chips on the table, then fills the familiar floral print glasses with iced tea.

“I’m thinking I’m a-gonna go with Lamont to Texas,” Rodney says, sipping the iced tea.

Barbara’s eyes bulge. Her eyebrows take on a life of their own and furrow deeply toward the bridge of her nose. She breathes rapidly. Her nostrils flare.

“You’re not,” she says.

“I am,” he says, sitting upright in his chair. “I am indeed.” I am the king of my castle. Or at least a major prince.

She tosses a fork on her plate with a tinny clatter.

“I don’t like this—I don’t like this one bit,” she says.

“You’ll be fine. Max will be around for company—and protection.”

Max is sprawled out on the kitchen floor but lifts his head at the sound of his name. His tail bobs energetically.

“How long will you be gone?”

“Lamont says a week, maybe ten days.”

“He’s driving?”

“That’s the plan.”

She stands up and leans forward with her palms on the table. Wiry black hairs stiffen on her pudgy forearms. She thrusts her face within a foot of his face.

“I don’t like it,” she says, tiny bits of spittle coming out of her mouth. “I don’t like it one bit.”


Chapter 5

Rodney wakes early on the morning of June 17. He showers, shaves, and sits down with Barbara to a breakfast of Wheaties, almost-burnt black toast, and coffee the color of obsidian.

Anticipation and nervous energy stir within him. I’m actually going someplace new and exciting. I’m actually going on vacation. And I’m not going with Big Bad Barbara either.

He spoons Wheaties into his mouth and grins.

“Something you find amusing?” she asks.

“Nah, just thinking about the trip. And the reading of the will, of course. Kinda a serious business—money at stake. Maybe big money. Maybe a few million.”

She gives him a weary look. “Riiight.”

He hears the tap of a horn from a vehicle and stands up from the table.

“There’s Lamont—I gotta go,” he says. He puts an arm halfway around Barbara and kisses her on the cheek. “I’ll text you along the way.”

He heads for the door, grabs a large suitcase, and turns to look at her.

“Don’t forget to feed Max,” he says, grinning. The front screen door bangs behind him as he walks out to the porch.

He looks up in surprise at Lamont, who is smiling and slouching against an RV that appears to be almost a half block long.

Rodney stops. He gawks. His chin droops.

“What the hell is that?” he asks.

Lamont chuckles. “This,” he says, gesturing with an arm toward the red and silver vehicle. “Is an RV. Technically, a Class-C RV. All of thirty feet long and then some.”

Rodney walks around the vehicle and whistles softly. “So, this is how we’re getting to Texas?”

“This it.”

“I don’t understand. How did you—where did you—come up with this?”

Lamont chuckles. “Dealership took it in on trade. After a lot of dickering, that is, for an almost new Mercedes. The boss, Louie, thinks maybe he can make a few bucks on it if we get lucky.”

“Really?”

“Really. I asked him if I could borrow it for a week or so, and he said, yeah, go ahead, just take really good care of it—since it’s the only RV we own, you know.”

“So, we sleep here too?”

“Sleeps six. We got all kinds of room, man.”

Rodney opens a door, walks up the steps, and peeks inside. Comfortable cabin for driver and passenger. Fire extinguisher clamped to the side of a cabinet. Brown fabric seating areas in the living area. Cabinets and storage space overhead. Sink next to a stove and microwave next to a refrigerator-freezer. Semi-circular seating area around a tiny table.

“Downright homey,” Rodney says.

“Better be. We’re gonna be living here for a week or so,” Lamont says, leaning over his shoulder.

“Where do we sleep?”

They walk toward the rear. Lamont points out a bedroom behind sliding doors. “I’ll be sleeping back there. And the sofa opens into a bed for you. There’s even a bunk over the cab that will sleep two—if for some reason we need it.”

Rodney pauses. “Just out of curiosity, what kind of mileage does this sucker get?”

“Louie says it gets seven-point-seven miles to the gallon. And if anybody tells you anything else, they’re lying.”

Rodney laughs. “Well, I’ve got a Chevron credit card in my pocket if we need it. We’re on our way to Texas—in an RV.”

Lamont grins. “We are indeed.”


Chapter 6

Lamont threads the RV down several residential streets, onto an arterial street, and finds the ramp to I-75 South.

“You know what you’re doing with this thing?” Rodney asks, glancing around and taking in the dashboard’s array of instruments.

“Oh, sure. Handles pretty good for a vehicle that’s more than thirty feet long. First thing I did was take it out to a remote area. Just me and the RV—nothing hooked up. They call it boondocking. It was super cool, nobody within hundreds of yards—maybe a half-mile or so. All you hear at night is those spooky animal sounds.”

“Huh.”

“Then I took it on a practice run—to an actual RV camp up near Port Huron. Just wanted to test out the plumbing and appliances and stuff. Before, ya know, we took it on a twelve-hundred-mile adventure.”

“Smart thinking. And the whole thing checked out?”

“Everything appears to work. Microwave works, refrigerator runs, and toilets flush. So, it will be an adventure, man. But one where we have all the comforts of home.”

“I like the sound of that.” He gazes out the window. I wonder what Big Bad Barbara is up to. Probably just hanging out with Max and watching Judge Judy on television. He grins and shifts in his seat. Feels fantastic to be out on the open highway, going someplace new with the thrill of adventure in the air.

The miles clip by. Dreary clouds lurk in a gray sky. A burst of rain speckles the windshield. Lamont clicks on the wipers. They respond grudgingly with a squeaking slap-slap on the windshield.

“Hey, you ever sell that baby blue Bentley?” Rodney asks.

Lamont smiles. “Sure did—got a good price too. Got a nice paycheck that week. Could use a whole lot more like that one.”

“So, where we gonna spend the night?”

Lamont checks a vehicle in the side mirrors and pauses. “We’ll be through Ohio pretty quickly, and then into Indiana. There’s an RV camp right past Fort Wayne that looks halfway decent. The plan is to spend the night there.”

“I like it.” He pauses. “Hey, we gonna stop for something to eat? It’s been a while since breakfast.”

Lamont grips the steering tighter. “We could probably stop for fast food if you’re desperate. There’s also some chips and stuff stashed in the back. But there’re TV dinners or frozen entrées or whatever in the freezer—thought we’d have dinner later right here in the RV. You noticed the, uh, dining table, right?”

Rodney glances out the window as a tractor-trailer huffs by. “Yeah, I noticed the dining table.”

More miles vanish in a blur of green and blue highway signs.

“We’re already in Indiana,” Lamont announces.

“Uh-huh. I saw the welcome sign a while back.”

“Not a very exciting state,” Lamont says. “Just another place in the Rust Belt.” He shifts in his seat. “You ever wish you lived where it’s warm? Like Texas or Arizona or New Mexico? Maybe even Florida?”

“I dunno. I grew up in Michigan. I went to Oakland University, as you know, and I’ve got a decent job at the paper. Barbara bitches about the snow and the ice, but I don’t mind. Shoveling snow is pretty good exercise if you don’t mind the risk of a heart attack.” He smiles and gazes out the window. Although I could just up and disappear to a place like Florida and let Barbara shovel the snow. I could catch on at a Florida newspaper or maybe be a park ranger at Everglades National Park. If I were a park ranger, my name badge would say, Roland Brinkley, senior park ranger and chief alligator wrangler.

Rodney glances at his watch. The afternoon drifts away.

“What do you remember about Grandma Badgermann?” Lamont asks, eyes fixed on the freeway.

“Quite a bit. She lived in a big, rambling house near Austin, Texas. We visited maybe every five years or so when I was young. I sorta remember Grandpa too. Their home always had a warm, homey smell because she was baking something, and Grandpa was smoking a pipe with cherry-flavored tobacco. But of course, he died years ago, well before she did.”

“Yeah. As did your parents. Some kind of plane crash, wasn’t it? I don’t remember all the details.”

Rodney stares out the window. “They went up with some friends in one of those small commuter planes, just sightseeing— they wanted to see Lake St. Clair from the air. Plane went down. Killed the pilot and the other couple too.” He sighs. “Life is so goddamn random.”

They thrum down the freeway.

“You know what happened to my old man, right?” Lamont asks.

“I sorta vaguely remember hearing about it.”

“Choked to death on a fish bone. My mother called the paramedics, but it was too late. Then she died of a stroke a year later.” He tightens his grip on the steering wheel. “Talk about your random bullshit.”

The RV shudders as a series of eighteen-wheelers passes it.

“So here we are today,” Rodney says. “Neither of us with kids.”

Lamont grins. “And only one of us lucky enough to not even have a wife.”

Rodney laughs. “That’s one way to look at it. But Barbara’s okay, she really is.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Lamont says.

They drive for another hour. “Where the hell are we now?” Rodney asks.

“We’re in the great American heartland.” Lamont chuckles. “No, actually, we’re on I-69 South—well past Fort Wayne, so way more than two hundred miles from home. That’s enough for day one. Besides, the Happy Trails RV Park is right up ahead a few miles, I think.”

Rodney nods. Normally, I’d be at work, editing police and fire stories, maybe some City Council stuff, perhaps a light feature or two. It’s not a bad gig. And I still have a job—unlike so many of my colleagues who went into newspaper work. All those damn trashy websites presenting gossip as if it were actual news.

“That sounds like a fine stopping point—I’m more than ready for dinner.”


Chapter 7

They rumble into the Happy Trails RV Park and secure a campsite. Lamont hooks up the power and water supply. Using a ten-foot RV sewer hose, he makes the sewage connection.

“Need any help?” Rodney asks, standing back and watching Lamont work.

“Nah, I got it—I think,” Lamont says. “Good thing I made the practice run, though. All kinds of technical angles, like using a surge protector for the electricity, so you don’t accidentally fry the components. Can’t be too sure about these campsites and their damn wiring. If we were staying longer, I’d use a water filter too. But just overnight, I guess we can gamble on the city water.”

