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Praise for Soul Rider

“Take a dose of How Stella Got Her Groove Back and mix in a portion of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance and you get a taste of Soul Rider. Literature is full of stories about people taking to the road to find themselves, but this journey is unique and insightful, full of adventure and discovery.

—David Fisher, author of twenty-two New York Times bestsellers

“Carolyn Fox was one of the first women in modern history to venture out on her motorcycle on a (mid)life-changing solo journey. Her stories of freedom and liberation will inspire others to do the same for generations to come.”

—Genevieve Schmitt, Founder/Editor of WomenRidersNow.com

“Soul Rider offers the unique perspective of a single woman traversing America on a motorcycle—all the while conquering her fears, discovering the richness of life, and finding those things that matter most. A great read!”

—Kay Allenbaugh, author of the Chocolate for a Woman’s Soul book series

“While this story will keep you invested, wondering what will happen next, it’s more than just entertaining; it’s important. There simply aren’t enough role models like Carolyn Fox in our world, a woman who shows us how to aim straight for our fears—and run them over.”

—Holly Lorincz, author of The Stonecutter’s Daughter

“Learning to ride a motorcycle at midlife requires great courage. But that just prepares you for the external and internal journeys they’ll take you on. In Soul Rider, author Carolyn Fox illustrates how you can overcome your fears to discover places of peace, power, and joy, where you can craft a new story for your life.”

—Liz Jansen, author of Women, Motorcycles and the Road to Empowerment, and Life Lessons from Motorcycles

“Soul Rider is a lesson in how stepping out of your comfort zone and conquering your fear can lead you to the life that you are meant to live. Readers of any age will be inspired to make every one of their remaining days on Earth truly count.”

—Annette White, author of Bucket List Adventures: 10 Incredible Journeys to Experience Before You Die (Skyhorse)

“Many people wrestle with their demons all their lives; in Soul Rider, Carolyn Fox rides a Harley to take on the darkness of her grief and reach the healing light of forgiveness. Her story is a road map to those stuck in life and needing a lift.”

—Bill Johnson, author of A Story is a Promise & The Spirit of Storytelling

“In this inspiring memoir, Carolyn Fox takes every woman who has longed to reconnect intimately with herself on an unbelievable ride—across country and across the terrifying and miraculous landscape of the Self. This book reminds all of us that when we have the courage to answer the call of our Soul, profound healing and transformation will surely follow.”

—Dawn Thompson, Portland Women Writers

“Carolyn Fox shows us that the world opens up when we step outside our comfort zones. The unexpected happens—sometimes good, sometimes not, but always, we grow. Fox’s drive is inspiring and her prose beautiful.”

—Ali Shaw, Executive Editor, Indigo Editing & Publications
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Dedication

For my children, Elizabeth, Brian, and Travis
And for Dennis Foster


Author’s Note

When I began this journey, I carried a small tape recorder and recorded my thoughts and experiences as I traveled. I collected brochures, general information where it was available in various formats, and took hundreds of photographs. Returning home, those tapes were transcribed, resulting in over two hundred pages of notes. Kampgrounds of America (KOA) sponsored me. Upon my return, they offered copies of the newspaper articles and video tapes of the televised interviews, which they’d been tracking. I have changed most, but not all of the names of people in this book. I met many marvelous and fascinating characters on the road, but many times, my interaction was brief. On occasion, I changed some identifying characteristics to protect others’ privacy.
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Prologue

HAUNTING CRIES

For years now I have heard the crying of a small child, a painful, agonizing wail that is remarkably similar to the sounds I hear coming from me.

Over time, I have come to visualize a long, dark hallway with open doors on both sides. The scene reminds me of what a reflection looks like if you hold one mirror up to another. The doors appear endless, each becoming smaller and smaller in the distance. This is what I always see when I’m drawn to this hallway.

From behind the open doors, I can hear the wailing. I take a deep breath and slowly walk down the hallway, closing one door after another. Maybe this time, if I can close them all, the crying will stop.

I roll on the Harley’s throttle to increase the speed and listen intently to the roar of the engine, praying it will drown out the cries, or at least ease my guilt.

It doesn’t.


Chapter 1

DANCING WITH THE WIND

A large truck roars up beside me, its long trailer hovering inches from my left shoulder.

The truck’s engine emits a high-pitched whine, but the sound quickly succumbs to the howl of the heavy tires crushing the soaked pavement. As the trucker edges past me, I see rows of chains dangling from hooks beneath the bed. The chains swish back and forth, their clank and clatter barely audible, yet only a foot from my head.

Sturdy mud flaps block the wet road rubble slung from the wheels. The flaps are decorated with the silver silhouette of a shapely woman. She barely flinches when pelted with the trapped road debris. As the last wheels scream past, a stream of excess sludge sprays high into the air, and the nasty, gooey mud plasters the left side of my leather pants and jacket. The semi speeds on, leaving me slimed, and exhausted from the burst of terror.

I flip up the visor of my splattered helmet so the rain can hit my face—feels like tiny needle pricks jab at my cheeks and mix with my tears. For the past several hours, my emotions have peaked and fallen, a ride of elation and despair.

When I first struck out on my own, euphoria surged through me.

Here I am, a pioneer, a highway adventurer, a discrete entity separate from my children, my parents, and my boyfriend, Robert. A warrior going forth into the unknown, a professional free from the responsibilities of my legal practice, free from the ties that bind, the securities of the predictable. Now, just as quickly, the surge of euphoria, the exaltation of doing it, has melted away. The label of warrior sounds so grand, so cavalier, so brave. Why, then, do I feel weak? I know I chose this, but right now, I’m wallowing in my self-imposed misery.

The stinging rain helps. The pain redirects my focus and reminds me of the purpose of this trip: my need to address loneliness—and somehow—see if I can find a way to quiet my devastated soul.

I flip the visor back down. My feelings are on the upswing again, and the rain has thinned the grime on my leathers. After several more hours on the road, the sun clears the rain, warms the wind, and perks up my spirits.

Finally, the rain stops and I switch to my lighter helmet, a half-shell model that clearly shows my face, braided hair, and red lipstick. Now my fellow travelers can easily identify the gender of the person riding the Harley-Davidson motorcycle. Their reactions to a female traveling alone are astounding. They point, stare, smile, wave, honk, and genuinely express their delight.

In particular, women’s reactions are more pronounced, more enthusiastic. One of their own is “out there,” riding on a machine traditionally thought of as belonging in man’s domain. A woman leans out of her car window and shouts, “Go, girl!” Children, too, are fascinated. A small girl, her chin barely above the window ledge, watches me, her tiny fingers posed in a tentative wave. I smile and wave at her. Suddenly, her face beams and her rosebud mouth bursts into a happy smile, her little fingers wiggling in a reciprocal wave.

Men acknowledge me, too. An elderly gentleman reclining in the rear seat of a tired, old Cadillac, sits up, presses his hand against the bill of a worn baseball cap, and snaps off a smart salute.

Get this! Some guy in a passing car is taking my picture. No kidding. I wonder if he saw me on television or read about me in the newspaper. Several days before I left Roseburg, Oregon, in June 1994, a reporter from KPIC, Channel 4, interviewed me about my trip, and the piece played on the evening news. That same day, a reporter from the News-Review, Roseburg’s major newspaper, also interviewed me.

The following morning, a photo of me astride my Harley graced the front page. It showed me riding down Roseburg’s main thoroughfare. The wind caught and grasped my red hair, and the long, black fringe on my leather gloves fluttered in the breeze. An article accompanied the picture and happened to mention my mother’s name.

Mom’s phone started ringing, and overnight I became a mini-celebrity in town. The calls kept coming, and that was when I realized that many of my family’s friends and acquaintances—my mother’s church group, the members of her garden club, Dad’s cronies, the regulars at my brother Jim’s restaurant, my brother Gary’s cohorts—would track my adventures via my parents and extended family. Whether we like it or not, our successes or failures vicariously reflect on those we love. This trip’s outcome would affect my family’s lives and I felt the pressure to succeed ratchet up a notch. What I said and how I behaved on this adventure mattered.

I smile and wave at the man with the camera. Optimism washes over me. The people in the cars are friendly and happy. I do not have anything to worry about. This trip will be easy, a lark.

* * *

Everything changes after I cross into California.

The wind’s velocity has increased with a vengeance, continues to pummel the bike, and I veer unexpectedly into the fast lane. I’m riding in the right lane of the I-5 freeway, struggling to keep the bike near the white fog line, but the wind’s relentless. Since the cars in the fast lane approach so rapidly, any sudden slide into their lane further heightens the danger and they swerve to miss me.

Another powerful blast of wind hits the right side of the bike and again effortlessly forces it sideways into the fast lane of traffic. I fight to control the motorcycle’s movements, and this struggle wears on my nerves and body.

My new motorcycle, a 1989 Springer, is larger, heavier, and more powerful than my previous model, but it is loaded to the max. The forty pounds of camping and personal gear form a three-by-three mass that extends from the passenger seat to the end of the chrome luggage rack attached above the rear fender. Below the luggage rack, two saddlebags are stuffed full.

The saddlebags are propped out against a metal frame, one on each side, and hang over the rear wheel. The tent rests on top of the right saddlebag; the sleeping bag sits on top of the left one. Due to the girth and height of the load, this mass catches the wind like a sail and accentuates the slide sideways into the fast lane.

In an attempt to manhandle the motorcycle, I tense, grasp the handlebars in a death grip, and brace for the next blast of wind. As it hits, I tighten my grip even more and try to focus on the highway and the traffic that speeds by. With each sporadic blast of wind, I become more exhausted from my concerted efforts to regain control of the bike and move it back toward the fog line.

The smart thing to do is stop for the night, but my corporate sponsors, Kampgrounds of America (KOA), have arranged for a radio interview this evening, and I hate to disappoint anyone, especially on the first day. On the other hand, if I’m this exhausted, or I kill myself, what is the point?

As my fatigue mounts, a strange thing happens; this continual swaying between the lanes strikes me as a dance. A dance—not a battle. I begin to relax. The wind hits the side of the bike, and it slides toward the left lane. I follow, roll on the throttle, and then glide back toward the fog line on the right side of the highway. A smooth cadence soon follows: a slide left, a glide right. This movement reminds me of the way an elephant walks, its rear weight slowly, yet methodically, shifting from side to side. I correct the slide quicker and, although the bike continues to travel from left to right, the graceful movement is confined to the right lane. Back and forth the bike sways. I follow, a willing partner waltzing in the arms of the wind. How fantastic! I’m dancing with the wind!

My perceived problem arose because I wanted to lead and control the movements of the bike. In a dance with the force of the wind, you cannot lead. You must follow. With this realization, tension vanishes; I smile and follow the wind’s lead.

Some obstacles are beyond our control and, if we mean to press forward, it is up to us to make the necessary mental corrections. Sometimes we lead; sometimes we follow. To follow does not necessarily mean to acquiesce. Rather, a minor mental adjustment to a particular set of circumstances becomes necessary, and we rearrange our thinking to accommodate the need. We can become the leader again when the opportunity better fits the situation.

This mental adjustment changes how I feel about the wind and the ride, and exhilaration replaces tension. Together we share a dance mixed with danger, freedom, and delight.

Unbelievably, I have romanced the wind.

* * *

“You are the greatest thing to hit the KOA in a long time, and we intend to give you the VIP treatment.”

The Mount Shasta KOA manager reaches for my hand before I have a chance to switch off my motorcycle. His statement surprises me; I certainly did not expect that comment, or that attitude. Nevertheless, I’m honored and flattered that the franchisees are extending to me the same enthusiasm that has been displayed by the corporate headquarters.

“After you have a chance to unpack and settle in, we have made arrangements for you to meet with a DJ from KWHO Country and then, and I hope you don’t mind, I thought we could have dinner together.” The manager’s broad smile is warm and welcoming.

“That sounds wonderful, and I would love to have dinner with you,” I respond, still shaking his hand. “If you give me about an hour, I should be ready to go.”

Looks like I’m off and running. I check in and head for my campsite to set up my tent and unpack.

The Mount Shasta KOA is one of more than five hundred KOA campgrounds located in the United States, Canada, Mexico, and Japan. Today, with more than seventy-five thousand sites, KOA is North America’s largest system of open-to-the public, privately owned, full-service overnight and destination campgrounds. I approached the KOA corporate office prior to my trip because I had stayed at KOAs in the past, and felt like it would be a safe place to camp.

Our agreement was that the KOA would arrange for the television, newspaper, and radio interviews and reimburse me for camp space. In return, my job was to show up on time, and give a woman’s perspective of what it was like to travel across America alone. The expectation was my journey would generate positive public relations for the KOA, while encouraging women to stay at their campgrounds, and my overall costs would be substantially lower.

After setting up camp, I meet with a disk jockey from KWHO Country and perform my first radio interview. Questions and answers flow smoothly, a nimble, pleasurable, banter: What made you decide to ride through all fifty states alone? Do you think it’s safe for a fifty-year-old woman to be traveling by herself on a motorcycle? Aren’t you afraid?

These are questions I had struggled to answer before my decision to close my law office and began this journey, but I do not tell him that. Instead my answers are witty, clever, superficial, and, before I know it, our chat is over. I thoroughly enjoyed every minute of it. So far, the media interviews are a kick and easy to conduct. I feel completely at ease.

Dinner, too, exceeds my expectations. My first dinner on the road, and it is with an interesting executive, our conversation lively and fun. Maybe my concerns about loneliness on the road are completely unnecessary. After all, I have had the royal treatment, shared time with a radio personality, and been wined and dined by an entertaining man.

If all the KOA stops are this much fun, I may travel indefinitely.

* * *

I’m lying here cocooned in my sleeping bag, freaked out.

Now that my glamorous evening is over, the reality of the months spent on the hard ground begins to take on new meaning and I do not like it. I have never spent the night by myself in a tent, and it is scary. The sleeping bag encases me, tucked tightly around my body, its warm embrace a feeble barrier to ward off fear.

Thank heavens the Mount Shasta KOA camping sites are relatively close to each other; no one is too far away. Still, everything feels unfamiliar and each sound amplifies and contrasts with the sharp still of the night. The smell of charred campfires, combined with an odd array of cooked food, hangs in the air. Is this my new reality for the next several months? Alone in my tent, and frightened? What else did I expect? I’m not sure.

The decision to ride through all fifty states did not come easily, for first I had to admit to a personal weakness, a flaw. Then—and far more important to me—I had to decide if I was able to face a hidden, penetrating pain: an unspoken guilt concealed deep within me. I did not want to divulge that truth to anyone, especially not to myself. For years it was easier to hide behind the cloak of denial than to admit reality.

It is unnerving to think about confronting hidden demons, fears, and failings. What will become of me, if I cannot master them? Will I continue to live a weakened life? Or will my life be far worse than it is now? Will I regret going on this quest, and wish I had stayed home?

One fear was the approaching reality that I would face old age alone, and in all likelihood, lonely. Since I had never spent much time by myself, this looming anxiety caught me off-guard. I had been single with custody of the boys for the last ten years. Recently my adult sons, Brian, 21, and Travis, 20, had moved out to begin their own life’s journey and the idea of living the rest of my life alone was nerve-racking. I did not understand why this frightened me so much; I just knew that it did.

Admitting this secret apprehension embarrassed me because it sounded so weak, even cowardly, and I told no one. Brave people attack cancer, fight in wars, overcome major catastrophes, and face their own deaths.

Parents talk about the empty-nest syndrome when their adult children leave home, however, I assumed they were talking about missing their kids. Certainly, I would miss my boys, so their conversations seemed reasonable, and I did not bother to think it through. The idea that these parents might struggle with the issue of loneliness was not something I considered, and I felt unique in my fears.

So I lied.

I told everyone that I was going to ride through all fifty states to celebrate my fiftieth birthday. That happened to be true, but not entirely truthful. A lie by omission. People now thought of me as bold, cavalier, fearless, perhaps reckless, or crazy. No one knew or understood the depth of my anxiety. And I was not about to tell them.

Nor was I going to share a deeper, unrelenting pain that pierced my heart. A wound so jagged that it would not allow forgiveness, and because my behavior was so unconscionable, so heartless, that I did not deserve redemption. I prayed that this journey might grant me serenity, but after so many years of guilt, I do not know how it is possible.

As I lie here in my sleeping bag, I did not expect to feel so alone in my quest to attack loneliness, or so stressed. Common sense dictates that isolation surely includes feelings of being secluded. But with all the preparation to leave, I had pushed the thought of actually being by myself out of my mind, as though distancing it would ease the truth of my circumstances. Now that luxury has passed. Fear and loneliness lurk in the darkness, preparing to lunge at me—their hot, heavy essence a heartbeat away.

They did not have long to wait.

My first nighttime panic attack is triggered by a strange sound clawing and scratching at the outside of my tent. I awaken, frozen with fear. Perhaps some large animal or unscrupulous person intends to attack me. The noise continues for some time, then stops, only to begin again as I start to relax.

For a while I lie there, immobilized in the hope that whatever threat looms will leave if I do not make a sound. The scratching continues, intermittent but persistent. I need sleep, as my first day on the road has sapped my physical strength. I tell myself that once I’m outside the tent, if everything falls apart, I can scream for help and make a run for the office.

Peering outside, I cautiously venture around the side of the tent. My heart is pounding, my heavy boot in my hand, I confront the culprit: a small branch that occasionally catches the wind and rubs the side of the tent. Oh, this is just great. A twig has terrorized me.

I imagine a crazed, uncontrollable screaming woman with arms flaying, charging into the office, only to have the management discover a small twig has sent her into a maniacal frenzy. That would certainly instill confidence in the KOA executives who trusted my judgment.

Fear of the unknown can ravage the mind. Throw in a dark night, strange environment, and some weird sounds, and the imagination goes on a tirade. It probably has to do with all the scary movies we have seen over the years, or, perhaps, our innate primeval awareness becomes heightened as a means of protection. Whatever the origin, I must make a concerted effort to control this head game or the trip will end before it begins.

Settling back into the confines of my sleeping bag, I recall the day’s events. My emotions are raw, my nerves shot. Still, it was fun interacting with the people traveling on the freeway, doing the radio interview, and meeting with the KOA personnel. But, without question, what I enjoyed the most was dancing with the wind on the road. The memory of the dance’s sway finally lulls me back to sleep.

I do not know if I slept for moments or hours, but the loud, long scream of a train whistle startles me awake and I bolt upright from my sleeping bag. A train roars past, virtually at my feet. The ground trembles from the impact and I can feel the vibration from the train’s power in my chest, like the low base of a stereo system. The engineer blasts the whistle again, its deep, throaty cry a warning to any who dare challenge the right of way of this monstrosity that rampages deep into the night.

The engine must be towing a hundred cars or more. As the long train rumbles past, the whistle blasts in regular intervals, its husky shriek becoming softer and softer as the train distances itself from my tent. The ground below me continues to pulsate from the rhythmic weight of each passing car. I tuck back into my sleeping bag and feel the soothing, metrical beat. Finally, the last car passes and the earth no longer shudders. The clanking of the cars softens until only the murmur of a faded whistle sounds in the distance, a pale testimony of power and intensity. Then silence.

I have always liked trains, the way their ominous power combines with the sensation of tranquility. That first shrill shriek of the whistle startles and frightens. Then the soothing, metallic clatter of metal-against-metal calms and relaxes—a contradiction of sounds and emotions. Had I anticipated its arrival, this train would not have distressed me. But with all the excitement of my first day and night on the road, I had not noticed the railroad tracks, and it never occurred to me a train would pass so close to this campground.

As I lie here in the renewed quiet of the night, my thoughts drift to the similarity between trains and the emotional impact relationships have on us. Relationships often roar into our lives, a combination of excitement, intensity, and passion. The startling blast of passion’s emotional whistle awakens dreams, rekindles hope that love awaits, and rejuvenates a hunger for that mysterious bond of lifelong commitment. We may resolve to proceed slowly in the hopes that this relationship will bring the desired elements of longevity, permanence, and endurance. But, often, like the train that travels into the alien night, we are thrust headlong into uncontrollable desire or carried away like cargo transported to some vague destination.

If we are fortunate enough to find the elusive permanence we seek, the nature and quality of the relationship may change over time. Passion’s intensity lessens and leaves us with a soft rhythmic quality, a consistent rumble that soothes us into an acceptance and appreciation for each other. In time, or perhaps with the advent of old age, only the recollection of the initial intense passion remains, a faded whistle that beckons only to our memories.

I want an intensely passionate mate but also a partner who can see past the physical fireworks and accept the limitations that most assuredly loom beyond the next bend. A guy I can grow old with. A man who does not immediately request a refund the moment his ticket’s punched. Someone who values commitment the way I do, and understands that, while old age brings difficulties, it also may bring unabashed contentment. That does not seem like so much to ask for in a man, does it?

I’m not sure if I have met that man yet. I’m not convinced my boyfriend, Robert, will stick with me if the going gets tough. He is not there for his ailing mother, and that lack of allegiance is disturbing. Does the fear of loneliness bind me to him? Or is it my wishful hope that our future might include devotion and steadfastness?

What if my present relationship is the only one I’m destined to have? If I recklessly cast this one aside, will I have offended the love gods, never to enjoy love’s caress again? Much as that thought distresses me, I do not think relationships are cast in concrete.

I believe love can grow in the strangest places, blossom at any time, or flower at any age. Do not abandon hope or believe you are trapped in a faulty relationship. Who knows, if a present relationship does not work or if love has yet to call your name, perhaps you might discover what I did at five in the morning.

Along came another train.


Chapter 2

CHASING ELUSIVE LOVE

Yesterday was physically and emotionally draining.

Going forward, I must pay more attention to my personal limitations and not risk another test of my inadequate coping abilities so early in the trip, or it will be over.

I’m riding back to Sacramento, California, my next KOA stop. Yep, back. About an hour ago, I deliberately smoked right past the KOA turnoff. Although I have never stopped in Sacramento, let alone the Sacramento KOA, this fact does not keep me from smirking at the directions on the map. No way will the KOA be there. The diminutive dot on the map did not feel like the right location. Therefore, I determined the directions and the road signs were not correct and let out a hearty “Ha!” as I smugly sailed right past the KOA turnoff, convinced that its location belonged somewhere up the road another twenty miles or so. It was nowhere to be found.

I spend the next hour irritated as I accept the inevitable and retrace my steps. The KOA is located in precisely the map’s designated place: a pleasant, orderly campground topped with palm trees and a soft, grassy site, an ideal location for pitching a tent. As much as I hate the thought of releasing some control back to the mysterious makers of maps and road signs, tomorrow I intend to do just that.

No media interviews are scheduled in Sacramento, so the task of setting up the large, unwieldy tent begins. This tent had belonged to Robert, who sold it to me prior to this trip. Although I helped him set it up and take it down, he orchestrated every move. And since a year has passed, the process feels awkward to me.

When the tent belonged to Robert, we had rules—strict, explicit rules.

“Carolyn, take off your boots before you enter the tent, straighten the floor before placing anything on it, and don’t lean gear against the sides. Remember, when you pack the tent, fold it exactly the way I showed you, and then house it neatly in the tent bag.”

“Yes, master,” I responded, my voice edgy and argumentative.

Robert demanded that each step be accomplished with meticulous precision. My attempts at perfection never met his standard, regardless of how hard I tried. I continually thought I’m such a klutz. Or, Why can’t I do this right? I’m such an idiot.

Now that the tent belongs to me, I still feel like a klutz, but in a different way. I can learn the formula to perfect this unfamiliar procedure, and I’m entitled to give myself a break while mastering the learning curve. By the time I return home, I expect to be a competent, seasoned veteran.

I like owning my own tent and no longer feel obligated to abide by the rules set by Robert. Function appeals to me far more than precision, so this morning, rather than fold it, I stuffed the tent into its bag, thus saving time and energy. That business about the boots especially bugs me. Why not wear my boots inside the tent? A sturdy fabric covered the floor. What would it hurt to walk on it? After erecting the tent last night, I stomped in and out as I pleased, carried gear inside, and propped it against the sides of the tent.

“Look, Robert, I have my boots on. What do you think of that?” I said aloud, although no one heard me. I trudged back and forth numerous times, sometimes with no specific purpose and only because it was the principle of the thing. I went forward in a relaxed, comfortable style that suited my needs, without the burden of continually glancing over my shoulder for another’s approval.

I find it interesting that I feel there must be something wrong with me if I do not meet the expectations of others. Self-imposed criticism damages the spirit and degrades us. Precision or the lack thereof does not have a value of right or wrong. The choice is personal and I do not need to blame myself if I prefer one approach to another. I’ll march to my own beat and feel good about the sound.

Speaking of marching, here is a pearl—do not stomp around inside the tent with your boots on. Dirt and sand cling to the bottom of your boots until, like a thousand fleas deserting a drowning dog, they spring off and attach themselves to everything you own; their favorite place will be the inside of the sleeping bag. This makes for a gritty night’s sleep.

Once settled into my sleeping bag, tiny grains of sand rolled around like serrated marbles beneath my skin. They poked and irritated, magnifying themselves, until it felt like I was sleeping on constantly shifting boulders. Sometimes arrogance yields to the learning curve, so my belief is this: if you make a mistake, buck up and admit it.

However, when it comes to Robert, it aggravates the hell out of me to admit it.

* * *

The timing could not have been better when Robert arrived in my life two years ago.

After being single for eight years, I had discovered that love is an elusive creature. My attempts at romance included boyfriends, a couple of longer-term relationships, and a few one night stands. I also kissed a number of frogs—none of whom turned out to be the prince I was waiting for.

It always seems so simple in the movies. Eyes lock across a crowded room, pulses race, and juices flow. Love grasps the heart, the star-struck couple marries, and they live happily ever after.

Interesting, isn’t it, how love works in real life? What appears to be an absolute slam dunk somehow misses the mark, bounces erratically about for a bit, then dribbles off the court uneventfully. Some shots at love are an embarrassment at best. Other attempts repeat a previous encounter: the exhilaration of the start, the honeymoon phase, the reality of combining two strong-willed adults, children or pets, the decision to accommodate or not—to settle for less or not—and then the eventual fizzle.

Love may be the elusive gold ring, but with love, hope shines eternal. Hope shores us up, gives us a little nudge, and encourages us to give love one more shot. When he arrived, Robert appeared to be the prince I was waiting for.

Robert was a mature, responsible man and shared my passion for motorcycles. He had recently moved to Oregon from New Mexico to care for his elderly mother, was a retired college professor, and had raised a well-adjusted, married son. I considered this a great start. We enjoyed mutual interests and lively conversations. He was well-read, articulate, and bright. We liked one another right away. Robert enjoyed and respected my boys, and they felt the same way about him.

Our relationship had all the elements of success. A love slam dunk. Robert joined the Sunset HOG Chapter, a motorcycle organization, and we both became actively involved with the members. We rode often with our friends, and our lives were full and happy. After three months together, we both believed the gods had blessed us and that we had found that elusive love match. We spent a lot of time together, our commitment to each other sound.

The first hint of turmoil between Robert and me turned out to be our conversational styles. My take on Deborah Tannen’s book That’s Not What I Meant! How Conversational Style Makes or Breaks Relationships is that women are more hint based. We do not come right out and say what we mean. We beat around the bush in a frustrated attempt to encourage a man to pick up on our unsaid or subliminal messages and thereby allow him to relate to us on a more personal level. We feel that to spell things out would be condescending and unnecessary.

Intimacy is our foremost goal, while clarity of purpose is irrelevant. When it comes to men, we purr, “If you loved me, you would know what I mean.” That makes perfect sense, doesn’t it?

Men, on the other hand, are more apt to be informational. They are like Joe Fridays of the old TV series Dragnet. They emphatically state, “Just the facts, ma’am.” Blurt it out. Call it like it is. No sugar coating. Give me that detailed data and those divine statistics. When it comes to women, men roar, “If you loved me, you would say what you mean.”

Good grief! Why would we do that? That is like imposing ourselves upon them. This deprives men of the ability to be chivalrous or to receive our innermost hidden thoughts. It makes women sound crude. And besides, other women knows exactly what we mean when we hint. How come guys do not get it?

A typical conversation between Robert and me went like this:

My phone rings. “Carolyn, I’m going to the Harley meeting tonight. Are you?”

“I don’t know. It’s snowing and I don’t have snow tires on the car, and I don’t want to drive in the snow without them.” Long pause. This gives Robert the opportunity to offer me a ride since we live only a few miles apart; he has snow tires, and he intends to go to the meeting. No response.

Analysis by me: Well that was a big hint. Only an idiot wouldn’t pick up on a big hint like that. Obviously, I want to go to the meeting. I go to every meeting. Therefore, since he didn’t offer, he must have other plans. Maybe he wants to go alone, or has plans afterward, or maybe he doesn’t want to go with me.

The conversation shifts to other meaningless topics, but I’m mad that he did not offer to come and get me. He knows perfectly well I want to go to the meeting. I become more and more aggravated. He hears the agitation in my voice but cannot understand why I’m angry.

Finally, because I have no idea what he really thinks, I’m forced to beg, “Robert, would it be a problem if you came and got me?”

“Oh no, not at all. I’d be happy to come and get you. I’ll be right there. Why didn’t you just say you wanted me to come and get you? I don’t understand you. You’re a bright, intelligent, outspoken woman. Why don’t you just tell me what you want?”

He has to be kidding. Is he brain-dead or something? What is there to say? How much clearer can I be? I told him I did not want to drive in the snow. How am I supposed to get to the meeting if I will not drive in the snow? Good Lord! A child could understand what was implied. If he cared, he would have offered to come and get me when I said I would not drive in the snow. His behavior is deliberately thoughtless. Now I do not care if I go to the damn meeting or not.

His insensitivity drove me crazy. My lack of candor made him nuts.

This repetitive communication fiasco took its toll on our relationship. We broke up, then reconciled several times. We tried to accommodate each other, our continual miscommunications a constant frustration. I felt guarded when talking to Robert. Why did I always have to be precise in my speech? It felt unnatural. We were two strong-willed people, set in our ways. Yet, we both wanted this relationship to work. We needed a break and decided on a road trip together.

Robert wanted to visit his relatives in Arizona and introduce me to his extended family. I rearranged my heavy legal schedule and planned an extended vacation for the summer of 1993. Our ride would last three weeks and encompass eight of the southwestern states. We would travel a total distance of 4,500 miles.

The trip was a nightmare from the start.

Robert led, and worried incessantly when I fell behind or failed to keep up on my older Shovelhead. He had ridden for many years, his pace fast and steady. I fatigued quickly and needed to stop often. Within a few days, we did not have to worry about our conversational styles—we had stopped speaking.

Shovelheads are notorious for their vibration. Everything jiggled loose, and I had to continually tighten nuts, bolts, and cables. Parts fell off. Things had to be adjusted. At one point, my motorcycle had to be towed four hundred miles to Las Vegas to replace a sheared pin. Robert whined about my faulty bike and poor riding skills. He understood the conditions when we left, though, so his complaints aggravated me. To expect something different when we were a thousand miles from home was ridiculous.
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