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Advance Praise for Bumping Down Highways 

			“…you will laugh, you may even get a tear or two as you join Jenni on her RV adventures as a single woman crisscrossing our great country. Young or old, new or experienced RV’er, there is something for everyone as Jenni grows in spirit and experience as she conquers America by RV. Certainly as a single person Jenni provides a great follow up to one of our school themes of ‘Women – You CAN & Should Drive Your RV!’ I am very proud to have been a part of her travels.”

			—Chuck Urwiller, RV Driving School.com

			 

			“Bumping Down Highways is a compelling story of an executive who traded her office for an RV yet continued her career without missing a beat and I couldn’t put it down. I was inspired and envious at how she worked on corporate deals with America’s majestic vistas and most scenic locations as a backdrop. Edwards’ visually descriptive style helps the reader experience her day-to-day life in this inspiring ever-changing environment.”

			—Bob Higley, CEO Upliftv
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			I climbed the corporate ladder and found success at every turn. I was chasing the traditional American Dream. I loved to travel (the “five-star hotel and dining” kind that you got to by airplane), and I had it all…except time for me and my family.

			I saw dear friends die too young from cancer and co-workers die from heart attacks. To be honest, I was miserable in my job. It was the challenge of accomplishing something and helping other people that I really loved. Perhaps I got the definition of “success” all wrong.

			When I was forced to temporarily leave my pretty beach condo, I needed a place to stay with my dogs, so I took a road trip from Florida to Oregon in my SUV. Carrying only the barest of necessities, I took my time, following detours. I fell in love with the road and simple lifestyle. I decided I was going to live my life now! I had no experience with RV life, but I jumped in with both feet. When I say no experience, I mean zip, zilch, nada, zero, none! Still, I decided to trade boardrooms for back roads and hit the road in an RV by myself. People thought I was crazy. Many said I couldn’t do it or shouldn’t do it. I have bumped down highways through forty-five states. Now I drive, and live in, a forty-foot motorhome, towing a car behind me, zigzagging across the country.

			When people learn I am traveling the country alone in an RV, they think I am brave. That is about as far from the truth as you could get. The journey has been full of challenges and dangers. I am often scared, I just am not afraid to try. I made mistakes, learned lessons, and met amazing people along the way. I am here to tell you, no matter how crazy it may seem, you can do anything!

			Life requires guts, courage, and vulnerability. I took it all one step further and did something even crazier. I had no experience writing a book, but I kept a journal along the way. Although I had no idea that people would be interested in my fears, triumphs, and raw emotions, after so many asked, I turned my journal into the story you are about to read. I hope that in these pages, you find the faith and courage to re-evaluate your definition of success, and that perhaps you will find the inspiration to do something you have only dreamed of!

			I’m Jenni, and I’m a real person.
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			I climbed the corporate ladder at a large publicly traded company. Or maybe I snuck up the ladder, because it was rare that women had high-level positions. More hours, more travel, more money. I had the “things” I thought represented success. I had the big house, the Lexus convertible, the forty-seven little black dresses, the designer handbags and shoes. I rented a house on the beach for our annual vacation. I never stopped working. I was constantly on the phone, reading and responding to emails while the kids were on the beach. I chose the beach house because it had Wi-Fi, a printer, a fax machine, and was close enough to home in case I needed to go to the office. My job was demanding, and it was hard for me to find time for family and friends. I would apologize for missing this or that, claiming, “I am just so busy.” I told myself I was working this hard to make life easier for my children.

			I led a “glamorous” life—or so it appeared. I traveled so much that I flew first class at coach prices. I took weekend trips with my best friend, flying first class on my miles. We stayed at five-star hotels on points. I valet parked everywhere I could. I ate at expensive restaurants, usually tipping 50 percent or more. I paid more for clothes and shoes in small stores because I was too busy to shop. I realized that I was working eighty to a hundred hours a week to pay for stuff. My job was no longer enjoyable. I had polished my identity and felt like such a fraud. I just didn’t see a way out.

			At any given moment, you have the power to say “this is not how the story is going to end.” Are you enjoying life? Doing the things you enjoy on a regular basis? I wasn’t. I worked a lot, slept little, and spent time with family and friends even less. I sold my house at the beach and bought a tiny condo even closer to the beach.

			I decided to write down some goals. The most important were spending more time with family and friends and traveling to places I had never been. And then I went back to work. Until a few weeks later, I came home from a trip to find that water had been pouring into my new beach condo. One call to the developer, and they said they would fix it. It was very bad. So bad that living there was impossible. My insurance company would pay for a hotel or a short stay somewhere. However, no one wanted to accept my big dog, Saint. Where could I go? What could I do?

			I thought of the saying, “If God brings you to it, He will bring you through it.” I woke up one morning, made a cup of coffee, and went outside to sit with my dog and my Bible. As I was praying, I felt like someone was there. I looked up at the chair on my left. I didn’t see anyone, but I knew God was sitting there with me. I can’t explain how I knew, but I knew. The words I heard were not out loud, but I heard them as if they were.

			“I am here.”

			It was the most amazing experience I have ever had in my life. Thinking about it, I knew I couldn’t tell anyone. Surely, they would think I had gone crazy due to stress or that I just dreamt it. I sat in the sun and thought, “Wow! God took the time to sit with me. Wow!” Eventually, I told my sister-in-law, knowing she wouldn’t judge me and would give me her honest opinion. Until now, I have told very few people about my experience that day.

			Think what you may, but I will never forget that special moment in time.

			My son Tyler called with the perfect temporary solution. He and his girlfriend Andreea had just bought a house in Oregon that needed some sprucing up before they moved in. They suggested I drive out with the dogs, stay there, help them, and work from home. If I needed to travel, I could fly out from there.  

			I still had the challenge of where to stay along the way. I needed places that were safe and would allow both dogs. I started researching my options and found that Kampgrounds Of America (KOA) had campground locations all across the country. They even had small cabins that were dog friendly. It felt good to have a plan.

			I drove across the country from Florida to Oregon in an SUV with my dogs and fell in love! I took my time. I took detours. I saw the sights. I stayed in KOA Kamper Kabins when I could find one or sometimes slept in the back of my SUV snuggled with the dogs. But wow! That was fun!

			And that’s how the story begins…
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			The Loneliest Road in America

			After asking many people what I should take on my crazy journey, my Acura MDX is packed with four cases of water, tea bags, dried fruit, nuts, a pillow, sleeping bag, extra blanket, five changes of clothes (or layers), a pair of flip flops, a pair of hiking boots, a few necessary toiletries, dog food, a small bag of “fat wood” to start campfires, a handgun, bear spray, and a knife. I also have my new KOA VKR (Value Kard Rewards) Membership and a KOA Guide. This is way outside my comfort zone, but it’s temporary.

			So many people are worried about me doing this alone and want me to call them each night it would take hours to touch base with them all. I throw in my battery powered “glamping” chandelier, promising to post a picture of it hanging at my location each night on Facebook as a compromise.

			I leave my condo in Atlantic Beach later than I had planned, but I am determined to get on the road today. I am not planning to turn my radio on at all on this trip. I am going to take in the sights, play with my dogs, think about life, and talk to God along the way.

			I drive until late and I am tired. Though it is going to be after closing when I arrive, I find a Georgia KOA in my guide that allows tent camping. I pull up to the Calhoun KOA and stop to read the availability board. I find a spot, fill out the envelope provided, and put money in it. I love that they trust people to do this. I drive along the main road to the back and park for a night of camping in the car.

			I feed the dogs, walk them, and make our bed in the back of my SUV. I have a gun under my pillow that I know how to use but am not sure I could even pull the trigger if necessary. This is a long way from the life I have been living. Saint, my eighty-pound flat coated retriever, Emmi, my little Jack Russell, and I are snuggled into the back with our belongings piled around us. It’s hot and humid. Saint cannot get comfortable and Emmi thinks that because he is moving around, it’s time to play. It takes a bit for the dogs and I to settle into a spot, but we finally drift off to sleep.

			At sunrise, I wake up to Emmi’s soft, low, growl. I am so petrified I don’t even want to open my eyes. My heartrate speeds up. I am shaking as I put my hand on the gun under my pillow. I am so afraid that I now know I could pull the trigger if I had to. I open my eyes slowly and sit up even slower, expecting to see someone staring in my window. I come face-to-face with a giant nesting Mother Goose just beyond the hood of my car. It was dark when we came in last night, so I didn’t even notice her. Now I must manage packing up around her with two dogs, both of whom are barking at her incessantly. I make it fast, and we are back on the road before people start moving around.

			After a rainy ride, it is late afternoon when we arrive at the Memphis KOA Journey in Marion, Arkansas. This is our first night in a KOA Kamper Kabin. I am impressed with the front porch, memory foam mattress, cable television, DVD player, microwave, and mini-fridge. Saint and Emmi even have their own Kamp K9 playground in back. Our chandelier is hung and our firepit is crackling in my fenced front yard. I am swaying gently in the porch swing with the pups relaxing at my feet. This is going to be a good trip.

			We wake up with no alarm when the sun begins to peek through our windows. Both dogs are snuggled together in Saint’s bed on the floor beside me. It feels good to not be in a hurry. Even with a mattress covered in plastic and using my sleeping bag for bed linens, I could get used to this.

			Today we drive from west Arkansas to Kansas in constant rain. We have a cabin reserved in Goodland, Kansas. I get checked in and follow my directions to the cabins around back feeling more than a little anxious. I bump along the muddy road and see a young couple with a toddler and baby on the porch of the cabin next to mine. Their muddy yard is full of children’s toys. It’s a shock when it registers in my brain that this is their actual home. It’s hard for me to comprehend living in such a tiny space alone, much less with a family.

			This cabin is totally different than last night’s. The door has a space along the bottom big enough for small critters to come in and doesn’t even have a doorknob. Instead, it is like a barn with a board that slides over a wooden catch secured to the wall. There is nothing inside other than the wooden bed with a plastic mattress, a tiny desk, and a small unit jutting out of the wall blowing warm air. It’s dirty, but it’s dry. I won’t be hanging the chandelier outside my cabin tonight. I did say I was looking forward to an adventure, right?

			I get the few things inside that we need to sleep. It starts pouring and the wind is howling outside. I have most of my clothing layers on and am zipped into my sleeping bag with my blanket on top. If you don’t hear from me tomorrow, I froze to death. The heater has a timer that lasts an hour and it is going to be 31 degrees tonight. Good thing I brought my sub-zero sleeping bag. I start worrying about my safety. I can’t stop thinking about the creatures that could come in under the door. I consider just packing up and driving out, until there is a flash and crack of lightning. I close my eyes and pray myself to sleep instead.

			We barely slept last night, but we survived. The storm continues to rage and I am nervous. I am in such a hurry to leave I decide to feed the dogs later. I pack up as fast as I can and get on the road. I don’t even take time to say my morning prayer asking God to be with us and keep us from harm’s way.

			The storm is getting worse. The wind is blowing so hard I can barely stay in my lane. The rain is coming down in sheets so fast that my windshield wipers are useless. My hands are gripping the wheel and my eyes strain to see the white line on my right.

			“BOOM!”

			A bolt of lightning strikes right in front of me and I nearly run off the side of the road. Then there is another and another. The air is yellowish-gray around me. I am in Kansas, where Dorothy and Toto are from. They have tornados here. What if I am heading towards one? Now there’s hail. Crap! Crap! Crap! I am shaking, and the dogs are both whining behind me.

			It’s time to break the “no radio” vow and find a weather report. I turn it on and the first voice I hear is a man saying, “Welcome to this morning’s sermon.” He begins to tell the story of Doubting Thomas. I did not even know this story came from the Bible until today. I think of how I forgot my prayer this morning, of how I turned on my radio instead of praying. The sermon is short and immediately goes off the air, leaving nothing but static on this station. I notice then that the storm has passed and I don’t know when.

			When we stop for lunch, I call the KOA in Carbondale, Colorado. I would like to stay two nights, but they are not yet open for the season. My heart sinks. I tell the woman how before I even left for this trip, I wanted to stay there. She tells me that no one is in the park, but she can leave a key and let me stay one night. She also warns me that there is still snow on the ground and tells me where I can find my key to the cabin. She has made my day.

			I first see snow on the mountains in Applewood, Colorado and start the steady climb up, passing flashing signs warning of ice ahead and to “Proceed with Caution.” I am nearly at the top when it starts to snow. Not just a few small flakes here and there, but really snowing. It does not take long before I think this might not be so exciting. My car is not equipped for snow and I don’t know how to drive in it.

			As I start down the steep, curvy mountain, I am seriously afraid of sliding off the side of it or crashing into someone else. I ask for God’s help. I feel slightly calmer and focus on keeping my speed reduced enough that I only have to tap my brakes occasionally.

			We made it down the mountain into Georgetown, Colorado where I am rewarded with a pristine blanket of white snow. We stop at the first rest area for a walk. It is absolutely gorgeous and not as cold as I imagined. The dogs are not sure what to think of all the white fluffy stuff and look funny walking through it.

			There is even more snow on Copper Mountain. I stop to wander through it and take pictures of the winter wonderland spread out in front of me. The giant snowflakes look like goose feathers gently floating through the air to the ground. It’s so peaceful. I find a frozen lake and walk cautiously around it. I hear a crack. I have gotten too close and the ice is breaking under me! Soon, I will be in the lake and trapped under the ice. Frantically, I slip, slide, and stumble in place, trying to get away. In my panicked state, I fall…on a stick. There is no ice under me, only a stick that broke when I stepped on it. I sit in the wet snow laughing at my silly concern and the spectacle I must have been. I climb up and sit at the edge on a rock in the sun to catch my breath and dry off. Now somewhat dry, and still shaking with laughter, I get back on the highway.

			I take the exit for my riverside cabin and wind my way up the mountain. The sun is shining and it’s beautiful! I arrive, find my key where it was promised, and go in search of my cabin. Colorado’s Rocky Mountain majesty surrounds us in this gorgeous spot, spread along the banks of the Crystal River at the foot of Mount Sopris. My home for the night is just feet from the river.

			I want to unpack then sit on the riverbank, but I don’t want to leave the dogs in the cabin. I am going to try something new with my big old faithful dog, Saint. He never gets far from me, while Emmi would be off and running after the tiniest distraction. I attach Emmi’s leash to Saint’s collar, so he can be the babysitter, knowing he won’t let her get in trouble. Emmi is exploring but can’t go far because Saint is laying in the sun and not moving. This is perfect!

			I go inside to explore my home for the night. I love the sound of the screen door slamming behind me. My rustic cabin has a fully equipped kitchen, bathroom, and even linens. I stop for a minute to listen. All I hear are birds singing and the river rushing by. And then it all evaporates.

			My heart is racing, and I am afraid. There is a spider next to the kitchen sink. My greatest fear is spiders! While I know that this is the woods and that spiders live here, and my brain knows he is probably not going to hurt me, I am still petrified. I want to scream but am frozen in my tracks and the scream is trapped in my chest. I hear barking as Emmi’s tugging on her leash and Saint’s trying to keep her in check. This brings me out of my trance. I can handle this. I am going to apologize ahead of time to the housekeeper for leaving a spider trapped under a glass in the sink. It was a dance with my wood-carrying gloves on, but I got him.

			Back outside, I set up camp. My chandelier is hung, and a fire is burning. The coolness of an early spring evening in the mountains has replaced the warmth of the sun. Saint and Emmi are sleeping peacefully at my feet. Listening to the sounds of nature, I absorb the calmness. Staying here with no one else is like having my own private camp in the mountains. It is perfect! When it’s time for bed, I open the cabin door and latch the screen door. I climb into bed with Saint on the floor beside me and Emmi on the bed at my feet. I drift off to sleep listening to the sounds of the river running past us.

			We wake up to the sound of birds singing. It’s cold. I want to cling to this moment and stay snuggled in my warm bed. I need to get up. I peel back my blankets and dang! The cold air hits me hard! I rush to the bathroom before finding warmer clothes and the toilet seat is like ice.

			I’m wearing warm clothes and coffee is brewing. I notice the spider running in circles under the glass. He actually isn’t as big as I thought he was. I think of my best friend and how she would rescue him. I just don’t have the guts to set him free. Someone will free you soon, little guy.

			When I step outside with a hot cup of coffee in hand, I am greeted by warm, welcome sunshine and soothing sounds. The river is flowing, the birds are singing, the squirrels are chattering. My own slice of heaven. I can imagine being here forever.

			While the dogs are inside eating breakfast, I sit down on the rocks beside the river and talk to God.

			“Thank you, God, for the challenges at my condo that pushed me to do this. Thank you for creating such beauty for me to enjoy. Dear Lord, please lead me in the right direction and keep me safe on this journey.”

			We take one last walk around the property before packing up and heading out. I know that someday, I will be back.

			I stop at the trail-lined Colorado National Monument and marvel at the red sandstone monoliths and canyons. A few hours later, we stop at a rest area. Emmi is so excited. There are little creatures scampering everywhere. They are so cute, darting from behind one rock, then another to peek around and see if we are watching. In the dry, rocky soil, wild flowers are growing. It reminds me that God works in mysterious ways. Not long ago, I was rushing from Point A to Point B. I never took time to notice the little things. If I was going on a trip, I flew. I had a packed schedule then got back on the plane to fly home.

			I don’t drive far before making another detour that I’ve read about, to Dragon Canyon. It’s a bit hard to find, but it is absolutely breathtaking. Wild chrysanthemums are growing out of the rocky canyon walls. This is a fabulous place. I could spend an entire day here. I get back on the road, but only for a few minutes before I am pulling off at the next rest area. From here, I can see Ghost Rock and am in awe of the majestic views. I am literally standing on the edge of a cliff. Wow!

			We aren’t back on the road long when I see signs for Eagle Canyon and take another detour. There are no barricades between me and the canyon below. It is truly breathtaking. I understand why they built a rest stop and viewing area on the edge of this canyon. I stand close to the edge and slowly peek over the side. It’s a long way down the flat, sheer wall to the bottom. This is impressive from the top, but even more impressive when I finally make it down into the canyon. I am standing at the bottom of what used to be the ancient inland sea. I decide I need to take more scenic routes.

			After an amazing day of detours, our home tonight is the Ely KOA. There is a sign on the front door, “I survived Highway 50. The loneliest road in America!” The sign must be meant for those travelers who have come from the west. I get checked in and head off to get settled. Our cabin has a bed, bunks, and a desk. That’s it. The mattresses are covered in plastic like all the others. From floor to ceiling it’s all the same wood. As with all of these cabins, there is no shower or bathroom. We have a small porch and a dusty rock yard. It’s a clean roof over our heads.

			I unpack our bedding and clothes, then feed the pups. I am going to reward myself with a trip into town for Mexican food. The park owner tells me that I should try Margarita’s Mexican Restaurant & Steak House. I find my way to the hostess and she seats me next to a funny Mexican man statue. He is right behind my chair. All through dinner, I feel like someone is watching me. I am miserably full, but the service and food were both amazing. It’s been a long, fabulous day.

			It’s a new day. I am both excited and a bit nervous about this part of our journey. I will be driving through Nevada today, on Route 50. It is made up of large, desolate areas with few or no signs of civilization. I will cross several large desert valleys separated by numerous mountain ranges towering over the valley floors. When I was getting ready for this trip, I read something about this being a high mountain desert environment with open range highways. In several places I read the words, “Please be prepared.” Today begins the part of my trip that is the main reason I have a gun, a knife, and mace. Not for people, but for survival, should I break down.

			I don’t see anything except the road ahead of me and the sand dunes beside me. Well, there was a sign back there that said seventy-seven miles to Eureka, but that’s it. No trees, no bushes, no cars, no nothing. It’s both peaceful and a little scary. Mentally, I run through the supplies I have and what I would do if I broke down. How long would it take for someone to find me?

			A truck just passed me! I am not alone out here! As I drive, I imagine flying by a young rider racing his horse down the Pony Express trail to the next mail station. They only rode about seventy-five miles per day. That seems like nothing. I drive about five hundred miles per day.

			There is a sign telling me that I am in Eureka, population 610. Just ahead, there is a bigger sign, “You are entering the friendliest town on the loneliest road in America.” I drive seventy-one miles through the same flat, empty, nothingness, before I reach the “big city” of Austin, Nevada, population about two hundred people! Once upon a time, there were ten thousand people here. Now it’s the true definition of a ghost town. I see what’s left of a silver mine. Old rock and wood buildings still stand. I wonder why the two hundred people live here so far from civilization. I don’t think I could do it.

			Now for the longest part of this lonely road. It’s 111 miles to Fallon through nothing but desert. A truck passes me and further along the road, the man is pulled over for what appears to be a bathroom break. At least I know that if I break down or have a flat tire, he will pass me.

			I pass a lone, leafless tree. I must turn around and see this. One, because it’s the only tree (or bush or weed) I have seen in hours, and two, it’s clotted with hundreds of shoes hanging by their laces. With no one else on the road, it’s easy to turn around in the middle of it. As I pull off onto the hot, dry, hard-packed dirt, the truck I passed zips by me. Now I am alone in the desert.

			I have never seen anything like this tree. It is packed full of tennis shoes, hooker heels, horseshoes, and hiking boots, all hanging like Christmas ornaments. Would people really drive this far to throw their old shoes up in a tree? If not, why would they throw the shoes from their feet or luggage into the tree? I have a pair of flip-flops and a pair of hiking boots. I am not willing to part with either one. I try to get a cell signal to figure out what all this means. It only takes me a minute to know that isn’t going to happen right here and now.

			Beside the tree, there is a scraggly, dry old bush. I have been drinking a lot of water. I am the woman who even hovers over the cleanest gas station toilet. Now I decide that this is a good spot for my bathroom break. I dig out the toilet paper and a Ziplock bag to seal the paper in when I am finished. I get behind the bush and it hits me: with no leaves, it doesn’t offer much privacy. I look up the road and down the road. The odds of anyone coming along are next to zero, but I also realize that if anyone does come from either direction, they will see me squatting behind the bush with my shorts around my ankles. The visual makes me decide against the bathroom break and I get back on the road.

			I see what looks like snow ahead. As I get closer, everything is white and fluffy along the side of the road for miles ahead, only it’s way too hot for snow. But it doesn’t look like sand. I see an abandoned car with all of its doors open, sitting off to my left, way out in the middle of this white wonder, and tire tracks leading up to where the car could go no further. A memory of grade school geography class fills my brain. This is a salt flat! I could have never imagined then how incredibly beautiful this amazing sight would be.

			There is a mountain in the distance rising out of the sand dunes. Then in just a minute, I see flashing lights and emergency vehicles ahead. “Traffic” is stopped (a truck, a van, and me coming from the east). On my left, a car appears to have rolled several times before coming to rest on its top in the dunes just off the road. An ambulance waits while emergency crews are working to get whoever is inside, out. I wonder how, with no people on the road, this could happen. It’s a straight, flat road. One of the front tires is laying away from the car. Were they driving too fast and have a blowout? Did they fall asleep, run off the road, and wreck, causing the tire to come off? I am reminded that life can change in an instant. Whatever happened, we are now being signaled to move around the scene. I proceed with caution and a heartfelt sadness for the occupants of the overturned car.

			Further ahead, there is a large body of water on the horizon. I must be getting tired. My eyes are playing tricks on me. This is impossible. I am in the desert. When I reach it, I stop to look, and see that I am not crazy. It is a large mass of water, but only an inch or two deep, across the top of the salt flat.

			I made it to California! The scenery is different along this stretch of Highway 50. I am surprised at how quickly it changes from desert to tall trees and snow-topped mountains. My jaunt across 299 from Redding takes us through another mountain range on winding, redwood-tree-lined roads. It’s a lovely drive all the way to McKinleyville.

			Eight days ago, my two dogs and I left Atlantic Beach, Florida in my SUV, with only the essentials. My goal was to take each day as it came and eventually make it to my son’s house in California. The only real plan was to stay in KOA Kamper Kabins, because I knew they would allow dogs. Online, there were photos of one cabin perched at the edge of a river in Carbondale, Colorado. I knew I wanted to stay in this one. Every evening, I looked at my KOA Campground Directory for a route with KOA’s along the way. Each day, I went north and west. After lunch, I would pick one of the KOAs and call to see if they had a cabin available. I did this until I reached that one cabin on the river. From there, my goal was to get to the eastern part of Nevada for a night so that I could make it through the desert during the day. I went north and west until I reached that point. 3,315 miles, mostly with no cell service, and many amazing experiences later, I made it. I stepped out of my comfort zone and I did it!

			After a few days of rest, the dogs and I are loaded back in my SUV, following my son and his girlfriend north. He just bought a house on the outskirts of a tiny town in Oregon. It needs “some work, but not much,” he says.

			It’s a peaceful, winding drive up the 101, and an even curvier drive through the Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park on the 199. I follow them through a checkpoint at the border and it isn’t long before we are turning onto a narrow dirt road. We turn into the drive of an old white house that is set back off the road. The fence is overgrown with years of untended, wild climbing rose vines in full bloom. Before I even walk in the door, I know that I am going to love bringing this house back to life.

			After a trip to Wal-Mart in the closest big town, I am settled into my rustic, temporary digs. I have an air mattress, a skillet, a pair of metal tongs, a teapot, a charcoal grill, and the few things I traveled with. There is no furniture, no heat or air. I bundle up on the cold nights in my sleeping bag, relying on the night’s low temperatures to keep the house cool during the burning heat of the day. I learn my way around the neighboring towns, finding the people and places I will need over the next few months. It’s been over twenty years since I set foot in a laundromat, but here I am, excited to have found it. I feel like a pack mule when I walk inside. The ten dollars in quarters, bleach, laundry detergent, and fabric softener in my bag weigh more than the other bag filled with the clothes, sheets, and towels I am washing. While the three loads wash and dry, I catch up on emails and talk to people coming in. This life is way different than the one I worked so hard to live. Yet, for some reason, I feel good.

			The first dryer buzzes. I open the door and have to step back, overwhelmed by the strong smell of “weed” emitting from this machine that has now penetrated every piece of clothing I have brought with me. Mortified, I close the door as fast as I can and look around nervously to see who notices, sure everyone in the place can smell it too. I go find the manager and quietly tell her my predicament, “I have no idea why everything smells like this because I don’t smoke pot.” She laughs and says, “You must be new around here. It’s not you and no one else will notice it.” She goes on to tell me that the workers at all of the legal growers do their laundry here and everything smells like that. I have lived such a sheltered life. Good thing I brought my diffuser and Young Living essential oils with me. I decide not to fold my clothes. I will just hang them all up in the closet, close the door, and run the diffuser with Purification.

			The local UPS Store allows me to use their internet and office so my consulting work can stay on track. The designs for my son’s property are complete for the main house and the guest cottage, and the people at the local Illinois Valley Building Supply store have been a huge help. If they do not have what I need, my next stop is the mid-size Diamond Home Improvement about an hour away. Most of the materials are ordered and I am starting on the guest space out back first.

			My days are long and hot as I work to transform the back cottage. I love my quiet, cool evenings outside. My stove is the portable charcoal grill and my dining room is one lone camp chair that has seen better days. I grill simple dinners and spend my evenings outside watching the sun set.

			It’s Mother’s Day and the kids are here for the weekend. They have planned a special outing to the Oregon Caves National Monument and Preserve. We find the monument and get our tour passes. There is time for a little exploring and lunch before our tour starts. I feel like a kid full of nervous excitement. I have never been inside a cave and can’t wait for the tour.

			Only twelve other people and a guide are with us as we enter the dimly lit, forty-four-degree cave. Our guide leads us on an unforgettable journey through the Marble Halls of Oregon. We climb up and down over five hundred steep, uneven steps, making our way through the marble passages. Some of the ceilings are as low as forty-five inches and we have to stoop or duck crawl our way through. One of the passages opens into a massive room over two hundred feet below the surface. The rock walls are smooth in some areas and jagged in others. It’s impossible to put the beauty of this cave into words.

			In this room our tour guide turns the lights off. I feel a bit off balance and it takes a minute to adjust to the shock of utter, complete darkness. The damp air on my skin somehow feels colder than with the lights on. I imagine the sound of mice scurrying or bats flying. I can hear the breathing of the people around me, an occasional drip and its resulting echo, but nothing else. I take a deep breath and hold it. There isn’t a smell. The only description I can think of is “pure.” I want to sit here for hours and just absorb it. And then the lights come back on!

			The cave experience is a lot like this journey out west. I was immersed into something that scared me because it was different. Once I conquered the fear, I learned to relax and enjoy the simplicity, realizing that young family I saw living in the cabin may have had the right idea. I find myself not wanting the lights to come back on, but I need to deal with some condo business and work back in Florida. Today Emmi and I are flying to Jacksonville and taking a detour through Texas to celebrate Father’s Day with Daddy early.

			[image: ]

			Emmi and I made it back to Oregon from Florida last night. I still don’t have a home to live in. No work has started on my condo and the developer won’t return my calls. An attorney is handling it now.

			Have you ever seen a handmade sign on the side of the road when you are driving? One that tells of a place you should visit? If you are like me, you usually drive right by without much thought. A month ago, we saw one of those signs. It didn’t boast thrilling adventures, fast rides, or even a petting zoo. It simply said “Butterfly Pavilion.” Today I am going back to the Cave Junction Butterfly Pavilion with Tyler and Andreea.

			If you have never experienced standing amid thousands of butterflies, just close your eyes and imagine the whispering sound their wings make. Feel the tickle of tiny wings brush across your skin as they float by. If that’s not enough, open your eyes. It is a cloud of color and soft motion. Wow! I am in love with this journey! Doing the simple things more often is truly life-changing.
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			The Mountain Lion

			Contractors are installing the final details to the main house. My work here is done and it’s time to go home.

			I am awake before daylight, excited to see more of our beautiful country. As I pull out of the drive, the sun peeks over the mountains, and soon it’s like an explosion of color everywhere. Leaving Oregon this morning with such a stunning sunrise is the perfect way to start our trip back across the country.

			I meander through the mountains along the Rogue River, then cross the border into California. I roll through Yreka, then I am in Weed, California. From the rest area here I can see the snow still on Mount Shasta. Once closer, I am treated with an incredible view of this snow-covered mountain. It’s so stunning!

			Just south of Sacramento, we are taking back roads along the Kern River. Ahead, I can see a pull-out area between the road and the river. Both dogs need a walk and I could use a break. I hope we can get down to the river from there.

			We are in luck! From my windshield, I can see a path through the trees leading to the river. I step out of the car into bright, warm sunshine. There is no humidity and it is glorious! I stand motionless outside the car and hear the river flowing over the rocks. I breathe in the smell of heavenly, clean air. Saint and Emmi are barking excitedly. I open the back hatch of the Acura and they are both quivering with anticipation of the walk to come.

			The path in front of us curves to the right and gently slopes a few feet to the river. The pups and I take a stroll along the edge of the Kern River. Saint stays close to me with plenty of slack in his leash, while Emmi is running along at the end of her leash, crisscrossing back and forth trying to find the critters who have been here before her. After a good walk, we find the perfect spot to sit and listen to nature.

			The big, flat rock is rounded at the edges from years of water flowing over it when the river is full. I hear the melody of grasshoppers trilling, birds singing, and water rushing by. I sit down on the cool, shaded rock with my knees tucked under my chin. Saint immediately flops down beside me, smiling with his tongue hanging out. He is watching the river roll by just beneath our feet, while Emmi chases whatever scurries across the rocks around us. The air is filled with the sounds of Emmi’s echoing barks as she leaps up trying to catch the butterflies and dragonflies zipping over her head. Saint remains flat on the cool rock, watching her and wagging his tail.

			Stretching out, I lay down and close my eyes. It’s astonishing how much better you can hear with your eyes closed. The sounds of cars and busy life are non-existent here. The peacefulness is interrupted by a loud splash. I sit up quickly, thinking Emmi fell in the river, however, she’s standing right beside me. Saint picks his head up and starts to growl. I look across the water and see what I think is a mountain lion at the edge of the trees. He’s not watching us; something else has his attention. I hear another big splash to my right and my leg is yanked sideways when Emmi races to the end of her leash strapped to my ankle. She’s barking viciously. It’s a bear in the water not far away. Both the bear and the mountain lion look at us!

			The big, flat rock we are on is fully exposed. Emmi won’t stop barking. I pick her up. I don’t know how fast I can run across the rocks carrying her, or if Saint will follow me. I remember the gun I have holstered on my side and reach for it. If I shoot, can I actually hit the bear or the mountain lion? How close do they have to be for me to shoot them? I’m not sure, but we have to get out of here!

			My heart’s racing and I can’t breathe. It feels like I am suffocating. I can’t move. Fear has me frozen and tears start to roll down my cheeks. I close my eyes. I am going to die today.

			Saint’s tail brushes against my leg and I open my eyes. I am shaking, and my cheeks are wet with tears, but Saint is wagging his tail. I look for the mountain lion, but he is gone. I look for the bear, but he isn’t there either. I am confused. I try to wipe the cobwebs from my brain. It was just a dream. I must have fallen asleep. It was so vivid. I wonder for a moment why I had the dream. I try to unpack the parts, but today, they don’t make sense. I stand, stretch, and take in my surroundings one more time before continuing with our journey.

			After a fabulous, eleven-hour day, we are checked into the Lake Isabella/Kern River KOA in Weldon, California. The staff is super nice and shocked that I am making this journey alone. They even made sure I had an after-hours phone number and urged me to call if I needed anything. Somehow, they make the dusty, rock-filled park look clean and inviting. I have no idea how they keep all of that dust out of the cabins, but ours is immaculate and has a great view of the Sierra Mountains.

			After a quick dinner, we go exploring. We walk past the playground and through the fence along the back of the park. Short, dry shrubs are scattered along the parched, dusty, flat ground. I have to be careful not to trip over the exposed rocks protruding out of the earth. When I look up, I am near the base of a mountain. It is by no means the highest mountain I have ever seen, but from here it stretches high above the surrounding land. I feel so small in comparison. Standing in its presence, I think of the challenges I have faced. They often seemed impossibly large. Today, I say, “Bring on the mountains!”
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			It’s a new day. We are on the road in the Mojave Desert. Our drive takes us weaving through places in Southern California like Gap Canyon and Walker Pass. I keep seeing signs for Historic Route 66 and wonder where it leads. I take a detour just to say that I have driven along the Main Street of America. It takes only seconds to know this was not a good idea. “Bumpy” doesn’t even begin to describe this road. It was probably in better shape as a wagon road in the mid-1800s. Today, it would have broken every wagon wheel that used this route.

			I thought I was going to go somewhere, see something, but nope, it runs right alongside the interstate and the road is so poorly maintained it took me an hour to drive fifteen miles. No one, and I mean no one else is on the road with me. They are all happily buzzing along the highway to my left. I stop in the middle of the road, get out, and walk back a short distance. At least I will get a picture of the Route 66 emblem painted on the road behind my car before joining other travelers on the interstate.

			It’s 107 degrees when we stop for a break in Needles, California. People must have been dreaming when they named the few roads along the past two hundred miles things like River Road and Mountain Springs Road. I am glad I brought three cases of water with me. It is brutally hot and dry along this stretch.

			I didn’t think it could get hotter, but it’s 113 degrees as I cross the Arizona border in Topock and stop to let the dogs out. When I open my door, it feels like I stuck my face in a hot oven. There is not a drop of moisture in the air and the burn is a shock.

			I open the back hatch and both dogs excitedly start to move forward for their leashes. As fast as they moved forward, they back away. Saint never wants to leave my side and always does whatever I ask of him. It was as if they were afraid of something. Although I try everything short of dragging them out, they are not budging. It’s too hot for them to even get out of the car. I don’t blame them, it is even too hot for me.

			I need to go to the bathroom, but I am faced with a conundrum. I cannot leave the dogs in the car in this heat. Even though the signs say, “No dogs in bathrooms,” I have been taking them with me anyway. I could make them get out, but by the time I drag them across the parking lot, I will have peed my pants! There are some people with small children parked next to me. I introduce myself and ask if they would please watch my car while I leave it running so I can go to the bathroom. Relieved when they agree, I rush off, praying my car is here when I get back.

			Coming out of the bathroom, I feel much better. Then my stomach sinks. I don’t see my car or the people that were parked beside me. The panic must be written on my face. Someone asks, “Ma’am, are you okay?” I can’t move. I hear him, but my brain is not registering enough to respond. Frantically, I look around. “Do you need help?” the man asks. That’s when I notice I came out a different door. I am on the wrong side of the building. 

			“No, thank you. I don’t think so,” I say, and walk around the bench-flanked wall where I see my car. I apologize for taking so long and thank these nice people. 

			“No problem,” the woman says, “Do something nice and it will come back to you. I am glad we were here to help.” We talk for a few minutes about our trips then both get back on the road. The kindness of people on the road makes me feel like I have guardian angels all around me.

			I had thought I would stop near the Grand Canyon tonight and see part of it tomorrow. I make calls looking for a cabin at one of the two KOAs close by, but even during the week they are booked. They both tell me that summer reservations are often booked six months to a year in advance. The closest one I can find is Holbrook, two hours further east of the Grand Canyon. I book it. I will have to plan the Grand Canyon trip another time.

			Just outside of Winslow, Arizona there are signs for Meteor Crater. I take the exit hoping to see what is boasted as the best-preserved meteor impact site on Earth. I wind along the roads, following signs directing me there, but it’s too late. They are closing soon. Things just are not going my way today. It probably doesn’t help that I am tired, hot, and hungry. I should have taken this route on my way west, then the northern route home.

			It takes another hour for me to get to the Holbrook/Petrified Forest KOA in Arizona. It’s mostly just gravel and a few shade trees, but I am in the desert. The most important part is the staff are friendly, the air conditioner works, and my cabin is clean.
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			Yesterday was a long, emotional, tiring day, but I slept well last night. The Petrified Forest National Park and Painted Desert are about twenty minutes east of us and you can drive through the entire park.

			The pups and I arrive, pay our twenty-dollar entrance fee, and start out on the Painted Desert Rim Trail. It is a mile-long walk that hugs the edge of a windswept mesa with views of the rolling, multicolored landscape. The colors from just one viewpoint range from greens to grays to different shades of red. It’s beyond amazing!

			I have spent hours in the park and probably only just scratched the surface of everything to be seen and learned. This is definitely among the places I want to return. I loop back around towards the exit and the interstate.

			I am zooming down the highway in the middle of nowhere and ahead on my left, I see what looks like an old Spanish-style, stone church at the top of a hill. It is surrounded by other structures that cascade down the hill in stair-step fashion. It’s an odd sight to see out here. I pull over to learn more about it. When I stop, I sit in my car and stare. I need to write about what I see. I pull out a notebook and drop it. It lands with only the cover flipped open. The first thing written on this page is from about a year and a half ago. It’s a Bible verse, Jeremiah 29:11—“For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” I read a bit further down the page and see another entry, “I feel like I need to sell my house. Get rid of all my things. Things are holding me back. I need to go somewhere.”

			Since it was written, I have sold my house and bought a condo. I did not get rid of all my things, but I did go somewhere with only a few of them. It’s the adventure I am now on. When I actually think about it, I realize that circumstances forced me to go somewhere. I learned on this trip that I don’t need so many things. Rather than writing, I close the notebook. I get out of my car and read the sign posted in front of me, indicating this is the New Mexico San Josè de Laguna Mission. The old mission church has been a signpost for travelers in the past and makes me think hard about my life today. I am still thinking about my life as I merge back onto the highway.
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