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  Advance Praise for Going Gypsy

  “Any parents who have gotten through the launching stage of life with their sense of adventure (and humor) intact deserve our attention. They got mine! If I could be on the road again—and I guess we really all can—this is how I’d do it. An empty nest just means the kids have learned to fly. How nice to know the parents can too!”—Lenore Skenazy, author of the book and blog Free-Range Kids

  “It’s quite a talent to turn a midlife journey into compelling and amusing reading, and the authors of Going Gypsy clearly have that talent. There are as many smiles as miles in this unique travel memoir told in the voices of both halves of a newly nest-emptied couple. Veronica, especially, shares her internal struggle with genuine insight—after all, she’s been a very involved mother of three kids. Can a couple really just sell the nest and take off in an RV with hardly any plans? Seems so, and we lucky readers vicariously get to enjoy it all with them.”—Susan K. Perry, creativity blogger at PsychologyToday.com and author of Writing in Flow, Loving in Flow, and the empty-nest novel Kylie’s Heel

  “Warm, funny, clever, and inspiring—makes you see the fun in being empty-nested, whether you take to the road like David and Veronica or stay at home and reinvent your life with the sense of adventure they found on their journey.”—Linda F. Burghardt, PhD, author of The Happy Empty Nest

  “A thoroughly charming account of a romp across America and beyond by childhood sweethearts who discover life without children, rediscover the joy of thirty years together, and learn firsthand the magic of living with eyes wide open to the wonders of a new and independent life.”—Victoria Zackheim, editor of Faith: Essays by Believers, Agnostics, and Atheists

  “As soon as I read the dedication I was ‘in,’ and the rest did not disappoint. I found myself chuckling at every turn. Loved the writing style as well.”—Rayya Elias, author of Harley Loco
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  This book is dedicated to our beautiful children, affectionately known as The Piglet, Decibel, and The Boy—our constant providers of entertainment, absurdity, exhaustion, energy, joy, jocularity, and love.


  Everything in this book actually happened. We do tend to remember, and therefore describe, some things more colorfully than others. Many of the names have been changed because we give ridiculous names to most everybody and everything in real life, so why stop here? The chronological order of a few events has been switched around a bit as well, only because we thought it would give the story a better flow.


  Before there were late night crying babies, there was us.

  Before there were 2 AM feedings, there was us.

  Before there were dirty diaper changes, there was us.

  Before there were drool-stained bibs, there was us.

  Before there were kiss-it-and-make-it-better skinned knees, there was us.

  Before there were school bus stop good-byes, there was us.

  Before there were dance classes, there was us.

  Before there were Little League games, there was us.

  Before there were after-school minivan marathons, there was us.

  Before there were junior high school crying jags, there was us.

  Before there were prom dresses, there was us.

  Before there were nervous-waiting-up-for-them-to-get-home late nights, there was us.

  Before there were tuition bills, there was us.

  Before there were graduations, there was us.

  Now, there is us again.


  Preface

  When a twenty-two-year-old beanpole bass player with four years on the road under his belt, and all of the happy hedonism that goes along with that, meets an innocent eighteen-year-old Valley Girl who sneaked into a bar, the ensuing romance is likely to have a shelf life of exactly one night. But somehow that didn’t happen.

  Even with the eagle-eyed clarity of hindsight, we can’t pinpoint the exact reason. It could be that we were all Shakespearean star-crossed. Could be we were both ready for a big change in our lives and just happened to collide. Could be we were just too dumb to know the odds; we certainly didn’t set out to defy them.

  We are inclined to believe a fourth choice—all of the above. The one-night stand was going on in the next room with the roommate and the keyboard player while we fell into friendship instead of fake, temporary love.

  But the road beckoned, and the band had to be back in Nashville, so that was that. Just two ships passing in the night. No one would ever know what might have been.

  But that wasn’t that. Through the magic of pen, paper, envelopes, and stamps, they kept in touch. The Beanpole wrote to his new blue-eyed beach baby friend because something told him that couldn’t be that. A voice was whispering in her ear too, so The Valley Girl wrote back. Before long, an old-fashioned, long-distance romance developed, almost entirely through the US mail. She says she fell in love through those letters. The Beanpole was already there when he started writing.

  A few months later, fate—and a good bit of specific action seeking a band working on the West Coast—brought The Beanpole back to California for a face-to-face reunion. With this open-ended employment in the Golden State, young love had time to take its course.

  Our story took a less fairy tale–like turn from there. The gig fell apart. What followed was a two thousand mile trek back to Music City in a $200 land barge named The Sharkmobile that had no reverse and no air conditioning, then a brief cohabitation and a “We ought to get married,” “Okay,” engagement. The next thing we knew, we were in the middle of a folding chair–bedecked wedding in a tiny, windowless, tile-floored church basement. Not exactly the groundwork for happily-ever-after.
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  The odds of any marriage reaching ever-after are about fifty-fifty at best. Add to that a teenage bride and a road musician groom, then multiply that by being dead broke, and Veronica and I certainly seemed doomed. Good thing no one told us.

  Before long we were calling our parents from a pay phone (our home phone had been shut off due to lack of funds) to tell them that they were about to become grandparents. I have often wondered what they must have been thinking.

  Back when that beanpole bass player met The Valley Girl’s father, right before they ran off together, I remember being intrigued by the lack of any shotguns involved. But then, her dad did have an old hippie vibe about him. Old? He was a lot younger than we are now.

  Even meeting my future mother-in-law went well. My new love wasn’t living at home, so I guess I wasn’t officially robbing the cradle, but still I expected to get grilled. Didn’t happen; Mom took right to me. Her stepfather didn’t say much at all.

  By the time we were expecting their first grandchild, I had won over Stepdad, and we were joking that Mom liked me better than her own daughter.

  As for us, few things can motivate reasonable human beings like the prospect of parenthood. We went with stunning velocity from laying around the love nest to up off our asses. Suddenly we were responsible for a life other than our own. We began to form tangible long-term goals.

  In time, two more little ones arrived, and we learned that busting butt is what parents do. Find a way. A mother of three could start a company in her home because she learned how to make websites before most people had even heard of the Internet. A dad could successfully navigate a path in an occupation that regularly leaves the crushed carcasses of marriages and families in its wake.

  Life’s twists and turns took us from Nashville to the Virgin Islands, always in search of the best situation for our family. In general, we met our goals but realized that they revolved around getting the kids raised and started on their own lives. That is the short story of how, after twenty-some-odd years, we found ourselves living on a tropical island in the Caribbean about to become childless again, and wondering what to do.

  We didn’t have a clue, but somewhere in the recesses of our brains we must have known that the time had come to do something just for us. I know that sounds selfish, but any parent knows that once the kids arrive, there’s not a lot of room left for the “us” in a couple.

  And our time arrived way ahead of schedule. Let’s just say that Veronica and I prove that even the best forms of birth control are only 99 percent effective, but in hindsight we wouldn’t have had it any other way. We had the stamina to survive three little ones back then, and now they’re full-grown and we’re still young enough to enjoy our new life together.

  That was our answer. That was what to do. Rediscover that pre-kid couple who, thirty years ago, didn’t have enough time together. Because now, we had all the time in the world.

  This is not a “how-to” book or a self-help manual. We would never presume that anyone should do things the way we have. It’s simply the story of our journey.
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  Life after Kids

  By the time our youngest, The Boy, was finishing his senior year of high school, we had already sent his two older sisters successfully off into the world. We knew the drill. That’s not to say it was easy to see them go, but our pride in them and their desire to start their own lives far outweighed the melancholy. The Piglet and Decibel have both thrived outside the nest.

  Perhaps I should give some explanation about those names. Our eldest, The Piglet, has just always been The Piglet. I don’t remember how it stuck; it may have been a Pooh thing. But even now, as a big-city journalist, she will answer to it. If she minds, she has never let on. Sometimes she even refers to herself as such.

  Decibel, on the other hand, is self-explanatory. It’s a volume issue. She is loud and impossible to ignore . . . always has been, always will be.

  Their leaving brought a flood of bittersweet emotions, hopes, and fears. But each time, there was the task of finishing up with younger siblings. We still had work to do.

  This time it was different; there would just be us after The Boy took flight. We were ready to seriously ponder what our life after raising kids would be. This was an opportunity. A chance to celebrate, reconnect, and live a little, but we had yet to determine exactly how.

  One lazy St. Croix Saturday morning, we were lingering in bed with the tropical sun streaming through our window. Veronica was reading a paperback, and I had laptop in lap and gears turning and grinding inside my pea brain. There may have been a small puff of smoke wafting out of my right ear. It had popped into my head to Google “empty nesters.”

  I wanted to see if anyone else was looking at this stage of life from a point of view like ours. We’ve spent twenty-five years raising kids. Isn’t it great that they have grown up, moved out, and started their own lives? We’ll have our time to ourselves again.

  After typing into the search box and hitting enter, I said, “Look at this, honey.”

  The biggest item on the first page was an enormous ad for an Alzheimer’s patch.

  Veronica’s response?

  “Holy crap! What’s wrong with these people? We just finished raising our kids; we’re not dying.” Ah, she was engaged now. “Keep looking. Let’s see what we can find.”

  So I did, with Veronica ditching her book to look over at my screen more and more. Soon my quest had become a joint effort. All we could find were websites that lamented how terrible it was that the kids weren’t around anymore. A lot of self-help, self-absorption, and self-pity.

  Raising kids is hard work, and we couldn’t comprehend all of these people grieving the end of the task. Granted, continuation of the species is one of life’s most important activities. But unlike the other critters on earth, once we have finished the job of rearing the offspring, we’re able to have some fun. To accept a big pat on the back. Job well done.

  The kids have grown into full-sized Homo sapiens fully capable of feeding themselves. The time had come to let them do their own hunting and gathering. When they get hungry enough, they will find food. But they have to learn to do it for themselves. Otherwise, they’ll end up like zoo animals. When tigers get fed every day, they never learn to hunt. If they’re released into the wild, they starve.

  Personally, we taught our little cubs that if they get really hungry, they can always kill and eat a bag of ramen noodles. They’ve gotten pretty good at it too.

  But we had barely evolved into full-grown human beings ourselves when Veronica and I started having babies. While many people our age were still in school, we were raising kids. Veronica transformed from child to mother while I figured out that Daddy better get off his rump roast and bring home the bacon. For my work, that meant hitting the highway. As a general rule, we musicians have to go to the people—they don’t come to us.

  As with almost everyone else of our generation, it took the combined incomes of both parents to bring home enough pork product to raise three kids. Because of the logistics of road work, the bulk of the child rearing landed on Veronica’s shoulders, so she, like so many other women, juggled work and mommying with the skill of a circus performer. She took on various jobs—waiting tables, delivering pizzas, even watching other people’s kids, all while tending to our ever-growing brood. Sometimes I could swear I heard calliope music.

  Meanwhile I was away from home 250 to 300 days a year as a traveling troubadour in a never-ending hillbilly roadshow. And through it all, Veronica and I always tried to remember that a huge part of being good parents was being a good couple.

  In a weird way, all of the travel may have helped our fledgling family. The money certainly didn’t hurt, but the constant emotional good-byes and happy homecomings managed to keep our relationship fresh. Sometimes absence does make the heart grow fonder.

  Through the years we worked out our lots. I found ways to travel less and still keep the wolf from the door, while Veronica started a home-based web design business that allowed her to grow into her helicopter mommy self.

  As our Spawn grew, the parenting became more of a joint venture. By the kids’ teenage years, we were both fully engaged. We had to be, because raising teenagers requires all hands on deck.

  Having survived the terrible teens, we had any number of conflicting feelings, and these days even the smallest emotion or complaint must be labeled as a syndrome. It was right there on my computer screen, in bold type: empty nest syndrome.

  How in the hell can kids moving on with their lives be a syndrome? Shouldn’t that be like breathing oxygen syndrome? Shouldn’t we be excited about this portion of life? Most of us have made more than a few sacrifices to get here, so we say stick a fork in us, we’re done. It’s not only not selfish to take a little time out for ourselves after surviving three teenagers; it’s insane not to.

  While clicking onto page after page of empty nest lamentations, an idea began to germinate. A plan to have no plans. Veronica and I could be the kids for a change. The time had come to get back to just the two of us, to resurrect what brought us together in the first place. We could cut loose and go wherever we wanted, be untethered and free. Wander the globe. Veronica could finally see all of the places I’d seen while singing for my supper. We could Go Gypsy. Gypsy Empty Nesters. GypsyNesters.

  The theory sounded great in my head, but in real life there were logistics to being footloose and fancy free. We would have to untangle ourselves from all of the possessions and responsibilities that held us down. We couldn’t travel by telekinesis and would need lodging of some sort along the way. These things require funding and a modicum of preparation.

  While I babbled on about these ideas, my mind was beginning to formulate some viable modi operandi. Veronica’s mind, however, was going in an entirely different direction.

  Could a homebody mommy who’s been totally engaged in her kids’ lives really just cut and run? I think her inner voice might have been whispering, “What are you thinking?”
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  Fear Conquering

  David made it sound so simple, but after I took a little time to think about it, I had to confess to some anxiety concerning this GypsyNester stuff.

  It didn’t help that most of the family and friends to whom I’d mentioned the plan-is-no-plans idea found it harebrained. Frankly, I’m not quite sure it wasn’t.

  I’d become a bit of a worrier over the years (okay, a lot of a worrier) and had morphed into quite the homebody. I wasn’t convinced that homebody was my natural state, or even what my natural state was at that point. I’d liken it to my hair—I’ve dyed it for so long, and in a rainbow’s worth of different colors. I’m not really sure what would come out of my head if I let it grow without intervention.

  The cold hard fact was that my kids had become my life. I’m not the first person to say this—but I’m not just saying it. My purse became a diaper bag. My car became a minivan. My me-time became their-time. I even sold my thriving web design business in Nashville and took a job at their school when we moved to St. Croix. When I called myself a helicopter mom, I wasn’t kidding. No one hovered like me. My rotor blades were sharply honed.

  My job at the school, which had begun as designing their website in exchange for tuition, became a rewarding career involving all of the school’s technology systems. My best friends were my colleagues—The Spawn’s teachers, deans, and advisers. I was entrenched.

  By working at the school, I probably knew way too much about what was going on in my children’s lives, but I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

  I knew all of their classmates by name. Some of these kids even came to me to sob on my shoulder, tattle on The Spawn, share dreams and goals, or just hang out to have a laugh or two. I was their room mother in junior high, mother-confessor in high school, and the one they begged to go to Chicken Shack for after-school SAT prep session snackage. They brought their lists of prospective colleges to me, seeking my opinion of their choices, and excitedly stormed my office when the acceptance letters arrived.

  The idea of The Boy and his classmates moving on and leaving me behind at my desk was heartbreaking; I wouldn’t be able to bear it. It was time for me to move on as well. I just needed guts.

  Could I give up my home and embark on an undefined mission? When I think back to The Beanpole and The Valley Girl, and their willingness to take life as it was thrown at them, I can still feel the excitement of it all. The joy of new love, the world before us, tethered only to each other. We were broke and naive, yes, but we were free—and fearless.

  I needed to believe it was possible to become like that again, to return to what David used to call it, our Nation of Two. A magical land with closed borders and no foreign policy. A realm where nothing and nobody outside its boundaries mattered. A country with only two citizens, a Nation of Two. The blissful State that Kurt Vonnegut so eloquently proclaimed in Mother Night.

  That’s the place—if we could find it again—where we could shut out the world and reconnect as a new childless, or more correctly—as much as I hate the term—empty nest couple. A more stable and smarter version of what once was.

  I was not that fearless young girl anymore, not by a long shot. Motherhood knocked her right out of me. Fear was my constant companion. I feared for my children’s safety, but my concerns went way beyond any normal mommy protection instincts of diseases, injuries, accidents, afflictions, or tornadoes in Tennessee and hurricanes in the Caribbean. No, I took it to the level of solar wind and magnetic storms. I stressed about the prospect of massive meteor strikes, volcanic eruptions, and tectonic shifts in the earth’s crust. What if the world spun wildly off its axis? I anguished over nuclear annihilation and possible alien invasion. Was Soylent Green really people? It got to where I was even afraid of zombies terrorizing the neighborhood. I was a big sloppy mess of fears.

  Then, for the first time, I started to fear the world’s perception of me. I not only needed to be the best mother in the world—I was terror stricken that I wouldn’t be perceived as such. I was mortified by every mistake I made, beat myself up when things didn’t go right, and I replayed anything that could possibly be seen by the outside world as less-than-perfect child rearing over and over in my head.

  The more I reflected on these things, the more I realized that I had some serious issues to deal with. This had to happen soon if we were going to abandon our island home and wander the world.

  So, in an attempt to alleviate my apprehension for the unknown and scary, I decided to take a self-defense course. I saw huge growth potential there. I wanted to be able to protect myself from what lurked in the dark alleys of my mind.

  My friend (and The Boy’s biology teacher) Kate was on board with me, which was great because when Kate gets on board about something, she gets balls-out on board. Kate’s husband, a karate guy (and The Boy’s chemistry teacher), knew of a class at his dojo, so he signed us up.

  Beautiful, slight, middle-aged Alda was our class instructor. My first reaction was gimme a break, even I could kick her butt. How can this woman teach me to be brave?

  We started off with some breathing exercises, and Alda explained that the first line of defense for any woman is to run away. This made perfect sense to me—by nature I’m not a hitter; I’m a runner. We worked on body awareness, muscle memory, and strengthening exercises. We talked about trusting our instincts and keeping our cool. That was good, that was very me. I could do that.

  But that Alda chick was a wily one. As the class progressed, I learned some surprising (and slightly disturbing) things about myself.

  At one point I found myself looking down at Kate in stunned confusion after throwing her to the mat in a rapist-repelling maneuver. The objective of this exercise was to learn to use the momentum of the defensive maneuver to spring to our feet and run like crazy women.

  Running was not what my adrenaline-charged brain and body wanted to do at all, though. What I wanted to do was rush at my fictitious rapist and kick him in the face. How dare he treat me like a victim! Luckily for Kate, I decided that kicking her in the face was not a nice thing to do. I do have manners, after all.

  Being the pacifist (wimp) that I am, I was in total shock that I could have such a violent reaction to a circumstance that would normally turn me into a puddle of melted Jell-O. This was not the growth I had expected, and I didn’t know I had it in me. It rocked.

  My confidence grew. Maybe I could try new things and step outside of my comfort zone. And knowing how to kick a little butt couldn’t hurt if the need should arise.

  On the drive home, I resolved to begin a project I’d been putting off for a while. Rockin’ my new confident self, I strutted into the house, a woman on a mission.

  I dug out a desk calendar and a red magic marker; the time had come to officially commence the countdown. I wrote cheery notes to myself on each day of the week leading up to June 8, The Boy’s Dreaded Graduation Day.

  “Keep your chin up!”

  “Thirty days ’til freedom!”

  “Your ovaries may be dead, but you’re not!”

  I deserved this dirty little secret. I’d spent a quarter of a century raising The Spawn. I’d gotten all three of the buggers to maturity alive and relatively unscathed—it was high time I started celebrating a job well done. A new and exciting chapter in my life was about to begin, and by God, I was going to look forward to it—with as little guilt as possible. I’m a fairly guilt-based person. I was raised Catholic, so it’s in my DNA.

  For The Boy’s sake (and to avoid horrified looks from house guests), I would keep the calendar under the mattress and yank it out first thing every morning to cross off another day, like a jailbird awaiting parole.

  It occurred to me that this new outlook would not make me impervious to emotional milestones along the way. I glanced over at The Boy’s graduation announcement, emblazoned with his cap and gown photo. My heart almost stopped when I saw it. I had spent many moments in the privacy of the bedroom staring at it and bawling, wondering how my baby got so big.

  Learning from prior graduation debacles, I knew that it paid to plan ahead if I wanted to avoid public emotional outbursts. The Piglet and Decibel might never forgive me for the coyote-like howling from the coveted front row aisle seat at their graduation ceremonies. So I markered in “Convince Dr. Feelgood to write happy pill prescription” on June 1 and “Sleep like the dead” on the boxes for June 5, 6, and 7. I added to the June 8 box:

  Do not sit in the vicinity of these people

  1) Other mothers graduating their youngest child

  2) Single mothers graduating their only child

  3) David

  The school community at large would thank me (I’m kind of notorious).

  I wrote in similar notes for The Boy’s last Tuesday with us, the last macaroni and cheese dinner, his last dentist appointment, and, of course, the last time he’ll throw off his shoes and socks in the middle of the living room floor (another June 7).

  As I knelt down next to the bed to tuck my crutch safely into its hiding place, I prayed that my newfound resolve would hold.
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  When Hurricanes Blow

  As much as Veronica’s prison countdown calendar seemed to help her cope with the last chick flying off from our nest, I couldn’t help but notice that her marking off the days was harboring a small boatload of denial. She had circled The Boy’s high school graduation as her release date, as if there wasn’t one last major undertaking awaiting. Her helicoptering self had been fully engaged in the process of selecting a college, so she knew full well what was coming. But just as with the girls, the mother in her was bound to struggle with the finality of actually sending The Boy off to his new life. It would be the last flight of the helicopter.

  She had avoided some of the sting of good-byes with the girls by sending me with them when they left for school. That way she could stay home with the remaining siblings and still be mommy. But this time, she would have to find her solace somewhere else. I hoped that somewhere else would be the sanctuary of our Nation of Two, pride in our offspring’s accomplishments, and in our role as parents of adults. After all, we weren’t through being parents, just through being parents of children.

  During The Boy’s transition we would still be involved in his life and education, and certainly affected by his decisions. There were some valid concerns. Would this be the right college for him? A good fit? A place where he could thrive and hopefully excel? Would he get there all right, or could there be another stormy adventure like Decibel’s? There was no way of knowing until after the fact.

  We did have the comfort of knowing that our excursions into the university admissions process had worked out well so far, even if not always as planned. The kids had taken the task extremely seriously. Choosing a school was the biggest decision they had ever made. We feel that each time the final result was the proper match between school and student, even if there were some storms along the way.

  All three prospective students had been very good about pursuing scholarships, taking the tests, making their lists, and submitting all of the proper paperwork. Each eventually chose the respected school in their desired field of study that made them the best scholarship offer. Even though those offers never came from the college that was their first choice, they ended up in very good schools and understood the finances involved.

  We had made a deal with our kids well in advance. They would give us one thousand dollars toward tuition, and then we would pay the balance and their housing expenses. Everything else was their responsibility. They had all saved up before heading off, and then found jobs to cover their food, books, and spending cash. We felt strongly that it was important for them to have a financial stake in their education, as well as not bankrupt their parents. They all agreed and made their college selections accordingly.

  Ultimately, through fate and possibly an act of God, I am convinced that each of our scholars ended up with a better experience at these runner-up schools than they would have at their initial favorites.

  The Piglet had her hopes set on going to New York City but got a huge scholarship award from a Washington, DC, school that gave her opportunities in broadcasting she probably wouldn’t have had in the Big Apple. Now, after a great education, she lives in Manhattan, just like she pictured it.

  Decibel’s best offer came from Tulane University in New Orleans, not the exclusive theater school she had dreamed of, but she gladly accepted. We were thrilled—a great school in a great city. However, she never attended a single class there.

  In late August of 2005, Decibel flew up to New Orleans to embark on her college career. Just as I had done with The Piglet, I tagged along for moral support, for a couple of last good meals, and to break out the credit card for the stuff she’d need to get settled into her dorm. One last weekend with Daddy’s Little Girl.

  That time of year is the heart of the hurricane season, and we lived on an inescapable island on the buckle of the Atlantic Basin’s hurricane belt. We had learned to keep a close watch on every storm, so we had been following Katrina since it was a tropical depression off the north shore of St. Croix. All of the forecasts had it headed for Florida, and we boarded our flight confident that everything would be fine in Louisiana. But we had also learned from experience that those predicted paths are subject to change. And change it did. By the time we checked into our hotel in New Orleans, the clerk handed me this nugget of news along with our key.

  “Looks like we got a storm comin’ right at us.”

  “No, it’s gonna hit Florida, isn’t it?”

  “Nope, they moved it. I just saw it on The Weather Channel. Turn it on when you get up to the room.”
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