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To Craig










PART ONE


———


Escape


DURING THE SUMMERS OF MY CHILDHOOD, I LIVED WITH MY grandparents. My father, a college teacher, had the summers off and wanted that free time to himself. So my mother would drive their three kids, of whom I was the youngest, on the long road trip in our old two-toned Ford Mercury, from Southern California to Seattle to get us out of his way. I didn’t miss my dad. He’d never been much of a father anyway. Besides, I had my grandfather. He always looked my way with a grin and a sparkle just for me, which partially made up for the indifference I felt from my father.


I’ll never forget the day, my tenth birthday, when he scrunched up next to me on the couch, rattling a small box covered in plain brown paper.


“Cindy,” he said, “I bought some new fishhooks.” I knew he loved to fish, so I was glad for him, but inside I felt a tug of disappointment since I had hoped for a birthday gift.


“That’s nice, Grandpa.” I still managed a polite smile.


“Go ahead and open them for me.”


I unwrapped the white square box and opened the lid, and there gleamed a gold chain necklace with a small gold heart ringed in pearls. Gasping, “Oh, Grandpa!” I flung myself into his arms. For years after, I’d take out that pearly heart at night before bed and remember his attention, joke, and love.


In those warm and often rainy summer months, I got used to seeing my grandfather rise early each weekday morning and lather up his face with his shaving brush and soap as I watched in the mirror. After breakfast he’d put on his brown slacks, white shirt and tie, matching vest and jacket, pull his hat from the hat stand in the front entryway, and briskly walk out the door into a work world I knew nothing about. His strict schedule and sense of purpose as he charged down the front steps fascinated me. He had places to go and people to see.


But one summer, everything changed. My grandfather still got up early, shaved, ate his breakfast, put on his wool three-piece suit, and grabbed his hat off the hat stand. But then, instead of putting his hand on the doorknob and making his usual quick exit, he’d sit down on my grandmother’s plastic-protected sofa, lean against her lacy armrest doily, and stare out into space.


I slid by him, trying to keep quiet with my games of jacks and marbles. But usually my brother and sister and I had to leave the comfort of the living room—where in the mornings we watched black-and-white TV under the gold-framed eighteenth-century images Pinkie and The Blue Boy—and take our toys outside, so as not to disturb him. The sight of him sitting there—all dressed up, eyes partially closed, with a sad frown on his face—scared me. What had happened to my funny, energetic grandpa who, even though he was busy with work, had always had a loving moment for me?


Some huge shift had shaken our household, but I didn’t know what.


“Did someone die?” I asked my mother.


“Well,” she said, “in a way. Grandpa retired.”


FAST-FORWARD FIFTY-FIVE years, and it was I who was on the precipice of standard retirement age. By then, I’d read studies on the emotional traumas of newly retired men. No matter their profession or how much money they have, men equate age with usefulness. When you get to retirement age, you’re too old to be useful.


A man’s career, people say, gives him an identity, a role as the “family breadwinner,” a strong routine, a social network, improved self-esteem, and a sense of purpose from making meaningful contributions to society. When all that disappears, he exhibits symptoms like anxiety, appetite loss, memory impairment, and insomnia, all of which can lead to an increased probability of clinical depression or suicide.


Unlike men, women at retirement age today, in their sixties and seventies, are reportedly less susceptible to depression following retirement, and their identities are less tied to their careers.


Bullshit.


As part of the first era of women “allowed” into male-dominated professions in the 1970s, I could relate my career to those of the traumatized men. Most of my female colleagues and I did not fit the sexist generalization. We identified strongly with our careers. It seems a whole generation of women like me might now face retirement with a deeply rooted panic about leaving the working world.


Like my grandfather, at sixty-five I was still full steam ahead in my career. I’d been this way for decades, starting out in elementary school, following the rules, striving, pushing myself. I always wanted the top grade, the award, the pay raise, the promotion, trying to prove I was as good as the boys and the men who surrounded me with their superior status. My father told me I wasn’t as smart as they were, or that I should at least pretend not to be. My mother cautioned me to slow down, stay home, mind my place. It drove me in the opposite direction—I’d run faster, harder, longer. I liked the tests and structure and, in retrospect, the simplicity of the metrics for success. Later, the rewards of the system would become one of my best coping mechanisms for the years of sexual harassment and sexism I experienced trying to fit into male-dominated professions. Do my job, be the best I could be, validate my worth.


Forty years of making my way in corporate America had been rewarding but had taken their toll. My profession as a corporate environmentalist, what most people saw as an oxymoron—managing environmental issues for major chemical and energy corporations—had sometimes made my eyes cross. Daily I stared at a packed schedule of meetings, negotiations, budgeting, and personnel problems while I fought to be what I thought was the company’s conscience, rallying others to the cause. My shoulders were permanently hunched from the stress of the commute, the posturing, and the wrangling of the ever-elusive work–life balance. Linking my identity to my current company, my sister called me “Ms. Dow” or “Ms. Chevron.”


Most days I rushed frantically from one meeting to the next, sandwiching in email responses and phone calls, no time to pee, no lunch. If I did eat, it was a ten-minute power lunch with a friend. We’d inhale our food while running through a checklist with a thumbs up/thumbs down assessment: job, boss, husband, kids, life.


My brain spun nonstop with work demands, and I dragged myself to bed each night too wired and late to get anywhere near eight hours of sleep. My life was filled with work politics and constant around-the-world travel. If I saw the inside of one more hotel room, I thought my head would explode.


Then I turned sixty-five, and retirement suddenly entered the picture. At my company, there was a general practice that the CEO and his strata departed at sixty-five, which I had assumed did not apply to me. So when my bosses started asking me when I was going to retire, their questions insulted me—What? I’m not old! When they persisted, I thought, Am I overripe? Starting to smell? My confidence faded. Then human resources decreed that I had to retire. I pushed back, but after months of arguing, and with a severance package I had to fight for, I relented, though I purposefully waited to leave until I was sixty-six to prove them wrong about the sixty-five rule. I read that men who are forced to retire—compared to those who choose to retire on their own terms—feel less emotionally prepared for the transition. I could relate.


Those intervening months, however, shifted my outlook, and I began to like the idea. Thoughts of retirement forced me to suppress a goofy grin while I sat at the conference table during a serious meeting. No more meetings like this one. No more commute. Days completely unscheduled. Time to open the valve and let the pressure hiss out of my body.


But then quickly a new emotion seeped into those visions. Fear.


I felt like I was graduating from high school and having that horrible confusion and emptiness inside as I tried to figure out what to do next. Back then, I didn’t want to go to college. I didn’t want to merely drift. I wanted a job, but I was unqualified. I lay on my bed most nights before graduation, holding my head, eyes shut, overwhelmed. Now, as I faced retirement, the same questions of who I was and where I was going rose up and slapped me in the face.


How can I switch from go-go-go to pause or even stop? I wondered. As a scientist by training, I strove to answer this question by scouring the literature and interviewing others experiencing this same passage of life. I found that some people embrace retirement, adapt seamlessly, pursue hobbies or their life’s passions. I envied them; it sounded wonderful.


My parents had been like that. My mother couldn’t wait to quit her secretarial job and enjoy a life of leisure. In fact, she resented that she had to work when my dad divorced her after I graduated from high school. “I married your dad because I wanted to be a college faculty wife,” she often told my siblings and me. “I majored in home economics to be a housewife and raise children.”


Abandoning her forced work persona and going back to her former self in retirement seemed to be her perfect scenario. She busied herself with grandchildren, educational travel with Elderhostel (before its name changed to the younger-sounding Road Scholar), and planting flowers in her garden.


My father, similarly, was one of those people whom you hear say, “I can’t believe I ever had time to work.” Though he had liked his job as an engineering professor, he just about ran from his teaching duties into a life of tennis, boat building, biking, roller skating, bird watching, skiing, fishing, and dancing. A powder-blue suit from the thrift store was his secret weapon to attract women at the senior ballroom dances every Thursday afternoon. Besides, authority aggravated him—he refused to attend college administration meetings and balked at rules—so he reveled in saying “bye-bye.”


But I was different from my parents and imagined myself more like my grandfather. He delayed his entry into school until he was twelve years old, to help on the family farm, and then stuck it out in the classroom as the big, awkward, poor boy, spilling out of his desk, among much smaller classmates. He got himself to college, earned a degree, worked hard for years, and eventually started his own company with employees and responsibilities. When he retired—without his career identity—he shut down, clung to who he used to be in his old business suit, and battled depression. Now his granddaughter was at the same point on her similar, driven path. Would the same fate catch her too?


I’d been self-reinforced my whole life to focus and excel. I was not a “chill” person; I knew that. One time I thought I’d test myself and try out a cruise. I’d heard how relaxing it was, a good place to read and meditate, with lots of comfort food. Two of my women friends said, “Let’s do it! Just a short cruise—three days—as a trial.”


I stuffed cute clothes in my carry-on and pictured myself wrapped in a blanket on deck with a good book during the day and dancing with my friends at night. With a spring in my step, I boarded the midsize cruise ship. As my friends had promised, the cruise provided a spectrum of activities to take my mind off work. I treadmilled at the gym, dangled my toes in the tiny pool, checked out a book from the library, played a round of shuffleboard, and stuffed down a high-carb snack. I paced around my tiny room below deck and then clambered upstairs in search of more stimulus just in time to see the last of the passengers waving good-bye to their friends and our sailors casting off. I had to take deep, cleansing breaths to allay my sense of panic and claustrophobia as I realized I’d already exhausted every activity on board and we hadn’t even left the dock. It was a long three-day cruise and my last one.


Though a slower pace called to me at times, I had no idea how to actualize it. My stomach tightened when I thought of not having an easily defined purpose. I didn’t even consider my parents’ model of “I want to retire” but rather asked myself, “What’s my encore career, and the one after that?” Ever since I read Jane Fonda’s book years ago about a Third Act, the last hurrah of life after work, I knew retirement wasn’t a death sentence or my final act, but a steppingstone to a Fourth Act, a Fifth Act, and more. In fact, I tried to stop using the word “retire” since Webster defined it as “to withdraw from action or danger, to recede, to retreat,” or, my least favorite, “to go to bed.” I much preferred the term “next act,” with its positive connotations of new beginnings and freedom. Facing the truth, I wanted an extraordinary next act.


However, I was beginning to realize that the transition from full-time career to full-time free time can be the toughest era of someone’s life. So many aspects of who you really are begin to plague you—ego, money, identity, purpose, lifestyle, relationships. It can be exhilarating, mind-boggling, and upsetting. I’d had structure, a place to go every day, people who relied on me and asked my advice. I felt valuable. Now what?


Would I talk only about who I used to be? Hi, I’m Lucinda. I used to have a job and some respect … but now I’m nobody.


Further, I knew I’d led a fake-rich life in privileged, white, male corporate America. There were the company first-class air tickets, dinners at the ultra-expensive French Laundry restaurant, boondoggles in Bali—all things I would never have done with my own dime and morals. Raised staunchly middle class by Depression-era parents, I liked to see myself as having worked my way up, paying my own bills with jobs as a waitress, motel maid, and farmhand. Even after my paychecks grew, I still clipped coupons, conserved water and electricity religiously, and only shopped sales, driven by a feeling that my security was fleeting. When I finally bought a decent car, a Prius, I kept it for over twenty years. But some of the privilege awarded to corporate employees had rubbed off on me, and I had to admit to myself that I feared losing that too. I’d bought into the American dream and scrambled up the ladder to attain status. What would happen when I was just me again?


And beyond all these other concerns, I worried about my marriage. Craig and I were good partners, usually solving problems together, pinch-hitting for each other. Every evening after our three boys were in bed, we stationed ourselves across from each other at the dining table. Pencils poised, we checked off our day’s accomplishments, then moved on to the new obligations. As we flipped through our calendars, negotiations began.


“Can you pick the boys up from soccer on Tuesday? I have a late meeting.”


 “Check. It’s back to school night Thursday, can you go? I have to be in Houston the end of this week.”


 “Yes, that works. But the boys have a swim meet Wednesday evening. I know neither of us wants to go work at the Snack Shack. Let’s draw straws on that one.”


Pecks on the cheeks, with a “Great doing business with you,” and we were off. Craig dove into kitchen cleanup of the dinner dishes, and I launched into stuffing sandwiches and crackers into lunch boxes for the next day.


This transactional arrangement worked well for us during our hectic child-raising years. Then, when the kids grew up and moved out on their own, Craig and I both focused more than ever on our careers. I’d noticed, but didn’t pause to think much about it, that we’d begun to live parallel lives. Since we were no longer trying to put dinner on the table for a family meal or convene for a family homework help night —spots of glue that held us together—we tended to go our own ways. Our nightly check-in sessions faded into brisk courtesy briefings.


“I’m heading to the gym tomorrow after work. Go ahead and eat without me,” I said as I brushed my teeth before bed.


“Sure,” Craig said. He tapped his toothbrush on the sink and started out the bathroom toward his home office. “I’ll just work late tomorrow tonight. It might be past midnight when I get back, so I’ll see you the next morning.”


Or, if we did get home in the evening, I’d fall asleep in bed reviewing the briefing book sent home with me for tomorrow morning’s early meeting while Craig stayed up late to finish a report with an eight o’clock deadline.


It was a quiet floating apart—we weren’t fighting, but we didn’t hold hands that much anymore or rearrange our schedules to meet for lunch. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d made love.


If Craig and I left our fast-moving lives, would unlimited free time be the death blow to our relationship that functioned acceptably by means of neglect? Would we trip over each other, get in each other’s space, get sick of one another, drift farther apart? Without our daily lists and tasks, what would we talk about? Would too much togetherness be too much? I feared we wouldn’t have anything in common and would reach the point of no return. I’d heard the divorce rate has tripled over the last thirty years for adults sixty-five and older. It’s a worldwide phenomenon so common it’s called “gray divorce” in the US and “mature divorce” in Japan. That possibility scared the hell out of me.


Recently I’d found a 1990s close-up photo of Craig in our early marriage days. His big, brown eyes with the long, thick lashes looked directly at me with a softness and caring I hadn’t seen in a long time. I swallowed hard, stuffing down a longing, some loss that I didn’t even want to identify. Well, that part’s over. No romance at this age, I thought. I guess our best years are behind us. Tears welled up, and my chest caught with that tight grabbing feeling. I secretly took out that photo every now and then and, as self-torture, stared at it with an emptiness that hurt deep inside.
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BACK IN HIGH school, I had struggled to move from paralysis about my next steps to action. But as we get older, we all learn how to try to put one hand in front of the other and crawl out of holes. By the time I’d hit retirement age, I had a trick or two from my science-and-business background and thought I could apply those concepts to my new problem. Accepting the reality that retirement loomed, I felt as if all my concerns and research findings now needed to morph into something doable. So, perhaps perversely, I attacked the idea of leaving the corporate world in the same way I would have managed a major capital project.


First, I needed a title, one that crystallized the objective with the right mix of bravado and fun. After many false starts —Project Encore? Project Icarus?—I landed on the right choice: Project Escape. The name rang true, as it symbolized what I thought I was doing: making my escape from both structured company life and the identity I had assumed through it.


Then I summoned up the five-step project development and execution process from years of project management that I could recite like a trained parrot:




Phase One: Identify Needs


Phase Two: Generate and Select Alternatives


Phase Three: Develop the Preferred Alternative


Phase Four: Execute and Operate


Phase Five: Evaluate





Phase One, “Identify Needs,” was the most important but most difficult phase because I had to honestly shovel down inside and unearth my own basic desires. I knew it wasn’t enough when someone asked, “What are you going to do in retirement?” for me to answer, “I want to travel.” Or “I’m thinking of volunteering at a national park.”


First, I needed to ask myself, “Why do I want to travel? Why do I want to volunteer?” And then listen to my own answers. “I want to travel because I love learning, I always want to be a learner.” So learning is my core value, and there may be many ways besides travel to satisfy that need. Volunteering gives me a sense of helping others, so that could be a core value. If I can’t volunteer at a national park, I can search for diverse ways to serve others.


Still idealistic this late in life, I knew my number one need deep inside was to support a purpose that somehow benefited the world. I would like to think in my career and life that I have made the world at least a less bad or no worse place. It’s why I became an environmentalist so many years ago and why I’m an active feminist today. With a tinge of self-mockery, I wrote the grand-sounding “Noble Purpose” at the top of my core values list.


For another core criterium, I envisioned the path to recover, regroup, and find myself again after long suppressing my true sensitivities. As the lone woman in the room for most of my career in male-dominated industries, I faked it at work to be aggressive like many of the men were, perfecting the footwork and throwing the punches to compete in the ring. I learned to interrupt and talk over men, never apologize, and fight for money, resources, and my place at the table. And I had learned to suppress the anger I felt when bosses and colleagues made belittling comments about my gender, promoted men with years less experience and results, and felt they could touch my body—a kind of trauma I internalized to “get along” until well into the new millennium.


After a career of ambition for so many years, did the mirror show a white woman corporate overlord in a boxy man-suit who had gotten everything? I could hardly recognize myself. That wasn’t the inner me at all. Where had my sweeter side and sense of crazy fun gone? I wanted to reconnect with the broader, gentler, more inquisitive life I loved before I developed a thick hide. This corporate skin had to go. And, looking forward, I wanted the time and freedom to share the empathy and survival techniques that I had developed as the “lonely only” female and as a victim of decades of sexual assault and harassment. So to the list of core values that Project Escape must address, I added the common-in-therapy but accurate buzzword, “Authentic Self.”


Gaining momentum, more principles for a satisfying future life rolled in. Certainly, leaving behind ever-consuming work and conflict for exciting, freewheeling adventures loomed to the forefront. At the same time, I realized the necessity of some structure—but not too much—to gently ease myself from a rigid schedule to a wild, unscripted life.


Finally, though I’d volunteered at schools, Boy Scouts, nonprofits, and community events for years, I often found working for free seemed to equate to lack of value. From what I saw, salary, even a small one, increased courtesy and respect. “Paycheck” at first made the list of visionary criteria, but then I dug further down. Clearly, a paycheck represented to me that I had worth, so I substituted “Paycheck” with “Valued.” That felt right.


My tally of goals in retirement now read: Noble Purpose, Authentic Self, Freedom/Adventure, Some Structure, and Valued. To mark results on meeting these targets, I created a scorecard. Core values ran down the left side of the chart as “Success Metrics,” with “Results” listed on the right. To keep it simple, I decided to use a lightweight Green (Success)/Yellow (In Trouble)/Red (Failing) measurement system instead of quantitative values to evaluate final results.


Moving into Phase Two, “Generate and Select Alternatives,” discussions with dozens of escapees and defectors from work life provided a fuller view of the scope of choices matching my criteria and allowing me to develop and execute Project Escape. As one alternative, I pondered full-time volunteering at a worthy local organization as it suited my need for some structure. But anything close to home wasn’t far enough away from memories and curiosities about my old job. Lacking real escape, the idea didn’t send a tingle up my spine—plus I worried about the paycheck/value problem.


I considered several other options that might fit Project Escape’s criteria. A move to Mexico got my blood rushing, but I didn’t converse in Spanish very well and wasn’t sure how to fulfill my desire for purpose. Sitting on the beach sipping my fourth margarita had a certain appeal, but I knew I wouldn’t last more than a few days of leisure, as proven by the fateful cruise.


Craig and I had also talked of hitting the country roads in a compact pop-up camper on his pickup. That tempted me —the chance to rediscover my love of biology and the outdoors, plus, on the romantic side, to resume the hiking and camping Craig and I had loved on our backpacking honeymoon—but, again, would I feel transient, self-centered, and without intention or recognition?


Another vision was to continue to travel the world. When I stepped through the automatic revolving doors at an airport, breathed in the stale air, and marched off to security, I felt adventure calling. For my job, I’d flown to alluring countries—Nigeria, Angola, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Colombia, Kuwait, and Venezuela—where I’d helped baby turtles make their way to the sea after hatching, tended to sick Sumatran elephants, and released a wild condor back to the cliffs. Sometimes the thrill of danger gripped me, like when I’d stumbled in my hip boots into a sink hole—a deep cavity of water deceptively covered with leaves and soil—and nearly disappeared in a tropical mangrove jungle. I made friends all over the world and loved seeing my culture and my values from their perspectives. I could picture doing this as a kind of retirement, now as a rogue adventurer, romancing-the-stone style, with my rucksack, in safari khakis and wide-brimmed hat.


Then, like a true child of the mid-century, it struck me: the Peace Corps.


The first time I’d ever heard about it as a kid, I was sitting on our scratchy purple couch in our garage-to-rec room conversion, watching President John F. Kennedy on our black-and-white TV. He announced that there would be a new organization called the Peace Corps to promote world peace and friendship. Volunteers would travel the world to do good. I instantly wanted to join up, and the desire stuck with me into high school. At sixteen—restless, disgruntled, ranting against the Vietnam War in my essays and poems, filled with idealism—I lay on my single bed in my basement teenage room, picturing the imaginary scene at the airport as I set off as a Peace Corps volunteer to a faraway country:


“Good-bye, good-bye,” I wave joyously, not at all fazed.


My family and friends gape with wide eyes and open mouths, incredulous that I’d indeed joined up. My boyfriend kisses me dramatically with my head back. I whisper in his ear, “I know you’ll miss me, but I have a higher calling to fulfill.”


My parents wipe their eyes. My sister and brother swear they’ll come visit. Short, wide-wale corduroy cutoffs, thick socks, and hiking boots make my legs appear muscular and thin. A crocheted top, with a Salvation Army flannel shirt draped over my shoulders, gives a boyish yet sexy look. My knapsack swells with all my worldly possessions, most notably, a long dress to wear with my hiking boots and a worn leather jacket for the cold. I am free, benevolent, and rabid with purpose.


Another year passed; I finished high school at seventeen but was one year too young for the Peace Corps. I also discovered that most positions in the Peace Corps required a four-year college degree. I halfheartedly applied to college, determined to enlist afterwards. In college, I found I gravitated toward biology. The sense of freedom, the unknown, the surprises of nature clicked with my beliefs. I began seeing all of life, including humans, as one big organism that grew, reproduced, and died with many unexpected twists along the way. We’re all connected, part of the ecological web.


College offered outdoor environmental research with crops and other plants where, out in the fields and woods, I never knew what would happen. Like when I set up a complicated field experiment, had everything planned out, only to arrive at my research site to find a band of wild hogs had eaten all my sorghum plants. My experiment was over before it began. I swore and stomped around the plots but then, awed, accepted how the actions of the natural world so directly impacted me. And at least the hogs had a satisfying meal. Another time, I’d spent hours in a field planting seeds coated with treatments to judge which ones protected the seeds from pests in the soil. I returned in the morning and gasped at dead crows and blue jays that had dug up and ingested all the seeds. Instead of a day tending seedlings, I spent the day mourning and bagging up stiffened birds. Now my actions directly impacted the natural world. I would never tire of the randomness and adventure of the wind, rain, animals, plants, and the interaction of them all together.


But when I graduated with my degree in biology, expenses stared me in the face. After multiple attempts and rejections at job-hunting, I realized a biologist needed a master’s degree for any kind of position. By necessity, instead of the Peace Corps, came graduate school with a scholarship and paid research position. That led to job opportunities, and, before I knew it, life had intervened. There I was—moving up the organizational chart in Corporate America with a second husband, Craig, and three children—but with no Peace Corps on my resume.


But I had heard over the years about President Jimmy Carter’s mother, Lillian, serving when she was sixty-eight years old and remembered there was no maximum age. Maybe it’s not too late, I thought one midnight hour at home master-planning Project Escape. I Googled Peace Corps, and there it was, still active, almost fifty-five years later, and indeed, accepting “mature” people, like myself.


It came with a new twist too. Older volunteers could still join the regular two-year Peace Corps like Lillian did. But I came across a recently developed new program called Peace Corps Response that signed up experienced professionals for three- to twelve-month assignments to conduct “high-impact service” all over the world. You needed to have “significant professional and technical experience” (at least ten years) and Peace Corps Response arranged the job, housing, travel, and all the logistics. I swooned.


But I kept to the corporate process. I love tables, charts, and other visual devices, so in Phase Two I developed what’s called an Alternatives Analysis Table to sort out and illustrate my thought process. The five alternatives I’d selected—Volunteer, Mexico, Camping, Travel, and Peace Corps Response—lined up across the top row. I listed my five criteria for Project Escape—Noble Purpose, Authentic Self, Freedom/Adventure, Some Structure, and Valued—in a column along the left side. Filling in the table, Peace Corps Response was the only idea that checked all the boxes. The perfect solution, I thought.


Another critical part of project planning in Phase Two is Stakeholder Analysis. My sons were all in, but the person with the big stake in my project was Craig. I presented my Alternatives Analysis Table to him, appealing to his scientific and analytical mind, with the undeniable conclusion that joining Peace Corps Response was our best next act. To cover my bases by touching his emotional side too, I shared what was churning around inside me. The ending lines of Mary Oliver’s “The Journey” resonated. They spoke of leaving old voices behind and hearing a new voice that you recognized as your own calling to you “to save the only life you could save.”


Silence.


Analysis and literature didn’t work. But not to be stymied, I engaged Craig’s sense of adventure. He had always said, “A good outing involves a brush with death.”


“Wouldn’t a new, unfettered life be fun?” I asked.


He admitted, “I’m ready for a change of some kind.”


With that warm-up, one night I sashayed into his home office and lounged against his desk, shoving aside a stack of ungraded papers for the college chemistry course he was teaching. “How would you like to start scuba diving again?” I asked. He’d been an advanced certified diver in his younger days and still yearned for the rush of the sea depths in exotic locations.


“Yeah, okay, what’s the deal?” he said.


“Well, there are two Peace Corps Response assignments in Palau, a small island country in the western Pacific Ocean, in Micronesia. It’s known as “Pristine Paradise Palau,” home of world-class diving. Added to that, your assignment would be as a chemist to revamp and automate the laboratory at the only hospital in the country.”


Craig cleared his throat, fiddled with a pencil, and said nothing.


I charged ahead, “You love labs and could do that with your eyes closed. Plus, you’ve always been generous in helping others. And there’s an environmental post for me. The jobs are only for a year, not the usual two. And they take married couples. I spoke to the recruiters, and they said we’d have our own apartment or little house.”


Craig leaned back in his chair, eyes rolling up toward the ceiling. I recognized what he called his “mentally tasting” mode. I could almost hear the gears engaging in his brain, trying to mesh as they kickstarted his decision process. I waited. I’d learned from years of experience that it was better not to speak during this time. I used to think he hadn’t heard me, was off daydreaming, or had forgotten I was in the room. But I realized after many wrong moves of, “Well? Aren’t you going to say anything?” or, “Hey! I don’t like being ignored!” that he was in the throes of deep thinking. I counted in Spanish (Mexico was perhaps still an option) to myself to pass the time.


Then I sweetened the pot. “And imagine all the fresh, mysterious food,” I said, playing to his reputation as a daring foodie, as well as to the fact that he was always hungry.


Finally, smacking his lips, he mumbled a tentative, “Yeah, sounds interesting. …” I took that as a yes and moved quickly before he could change his mind or mentally taste any deeper.


Leaping into Phase Three of my project, “Develop the Preferred Alternative,” I began sketching out the details of the chosen alternative of Peace Corps Response. It would be no small undertaking.


AFTER I MADE the announcement to leave my job, I charged through a whirlwind of parties in Texas and California with employees, staff, and colleagues. I topped this off with personal good-byes over lunches, coffee, and dinners with some tears, though few on my part, and lots of smiles and laughing. Gifts included waterproof backpacks for tropical weather, books on the fish of Micronesia for snorkeling and scuba diving, a blue fish necklace to go native, and sunproof shirts to guard against equator's rays. I had never had so much attention in my whole life and, to tell the truth, I loved it. I gathered up my loot with visions of Disney movies set on tropical islands.


In an exit speech up on stage in the company’s main conference room, I sang to the crowd (to the Alicia Keys tune, “Girl on Fire”):


“This girl is retired! This girl is retired!


She doesn’t want to be hired


She just wants to inspire


This girl is retired!”


I told the group, “I’ve been getting two main questions pre-departure. One, colleagues are asking me if I have any last-minute career tips for them. I have three tips, all ones I learned my first independent summer at seventeen:


“One. Make things happen, seize opportunities, nobody does it for you.


“Two. Work hard.


“Three. Find out what you believe in and stand up for it. Use your voice.”


I paused to let that sink in.


“The second question I’m getting is what are my next plans? Well, I’m joining Peace Corps Response, and I envision a long-term stint with them, serving in several countries, then moving into management at the regional, then national level.”


Cries of “You’re kidding!” and “Wow!” and “Wah-hoo!” resounded from the audience.


“Let me demonstrate how I applied my three career tips to my own new career with the Peace Corps,” I continued when the surprise wound down.


“Tip number one,” I said. “I made things happen for myself. Once I had the idea about Peace Corps Response, I contacted the local office, arranged for a face-to-face Q&A, read everything online, talked to other volunteers, attended Peace Corps meetings, and found out about positions and the application process.


“Next, per tip number two, I worked hard, first to get information, then to receive acceptance into Peace Corps Response. Believe me, the application process is not for the faint of heart. I suffered writer’s and computer cramps from filling out at least twenty forms. Some of my favorites were the Functional Ability Form, I guess to indicate I could function, the intimidating Colon Cancer Screening Form, and the Mammogram Form that they sent to both me and my husband, Craig. The process took months.”


“Following tip number three, I believe deeply in the Peace Corps’ mission ‘to promote world peace and friendship.’ I have a voice, and I want to use it to advocate for this admirable organization.”


I dispensed my wisdom, a bit of a know-it-all, as I gazed out at my employees and colleagues in the audience. Like a fast-tracked corporate project, I had banged out Phases One through Three. I straightened my back, satisfied I had it all figured out. Yet something felt forced, and I hesitated as I stepped down from the stage and re-tucked my red silk blouse into my tight black skirt. Was it all too planned and pat? Had I adopted engineering linear-type thinking? Where was my ecological web, open to pitfalls and wonders, my former biological philosophy? I could take the girl out of the corporation, but could I take the corporation out of the girl? Did I even know what I was doing?


On the final day in my office—each of its amenities (the number of windows, the cherry coffee table, the upholstered side chairs) based on my rank in the company—I sorted out the final paper vestiges of my corporate career. When I recycled the last report and Stephanie, my treasured friend and assistant, sealed the last box, an entourage walked me out, each person carrying something of mine, like a royal on safari. I did cry then, as I bear-hugged Stephanie good-bye. I knew it was possible to stay in touch with work friends but suspected our lives would move on in other directions and I, of course, would no longer be part of the team. I cried too for the end of this era that had defined me, to others and to myself, and for the feeling that everything would and should continue as though I had never existed—very much the goal of a massive corporation.


Simultaneously, I oozed euphoria as I realized, Only nine days till I leave for the Peace Corps! In my car on my last commute, I hummed the long-ago Eagles’ song “Already Gone,” about possessing the key to your own chains. I belted it out around the house when I arrived home, hoping to inspire Craig.


But then I sat down on the bed. I’d also read about the “stages of retirement.” Right after the “planning” phase and the joyous (but short) “farewell ceremonies” stage, men (and a few women) often fall into a jubilant, enterprising “honeymoon” phase, during which everything looks rosy and possible. Right on track, in classic fashion, I’d pushed through the first two stages and was in the middle of the bustling, ecstatic period.


Then, I read, comes a “crash” phase.


Uh-oh.


THE NEXT NINE days turned out to be chaotic as we closed down our lives in suburban California and I started to already struggle with my new status. With my hopes of other assignments following this one and an eventual management career in the Peace Corps, Craig and I might never come back to the United States. And we didn’t have much time to get ready. Peace Corps Response didn’t notify us of set dates until a few weeks before our departure. They kept things loose, not my style since I always ran my teams with a Strategic Plan, Annual Business Plan, and weekly schedule in hand. Our special Peace Corps Response passports finally showed up in the mailbox at the zero hour. A few days before we were to leave, I discovered Craig and I were on different flights. I argued with myself back and forth about my previous life and my chosen new life. Part of the Peace Corps is to be flexible, roll with the punches, and take commands. There’s a bit of the military to it; you do what you’re told. I wasn’t used to this. I had called the shots for many years in the corporate world. The corporate me was dying to use my United Premier 1K status to fix the flight situation, but that was obviously not the Peace Corps way. I politely mentioned the flight issue, and Peace Corps Response did attend to it so we could depart together, thankfully. But I had to clamp my teeth and hold myself back, waiting for their action.


Then I got sick with some intestinal bug (or maybe anxiety?), my stomach roiling and cramping. I tended to get sick on my travels, especially after picking up some strange microbe in Arizona, of all places, but we hadn’t even left town. Along with my stomach pains, my lips swelled, red and burning, reminiscent of a clown. Between bathroom trips and Vaselining my puffy lips, I tried on a possible bathing suit, ripped it off, got distracted while I threw in a load of wash, and found myself running around the house naked.


All the things we’d accumulated over our thirty years together seemed to multiply—the house, two cars, two cats, credit cards, bank accounts. This was not how the sixteen-year-old me imagined it: kissing my boyfriend good-bye, shrugging my one bag onto my shoulder, and leaving my parents to handle the details.


We recruited our twenty-three-year-old son, Weston, to live in and take care of our house, so he and I squeezed in an abbreviated training session on housekeeping. With his long legs tucked under him on the floor, he squinted at the array of bottles under the bathroom sink.


“Mom, why are all the cleaning solutions different? Isn’t there one that does it all?” Weston asked.


“Sorry, no, sadly, there are window cleaners and rug cleaners and basin cleaners and toilet cleaners and on and on,” I explained.


“Can’t they at least be all in one place? They’re scattered in different cabinets all over the house—some here in the bathroom, some in the kitchen.”


“Okay, I’ll consolidate them, and we’ll go over each one. I’m beginning to think you didn’t keep your apartment all that clean at university.”


Although I trusted Weston, I knew, with his best friend, Kyle, moving in too, there might be a party or two, so I stripped the house bare. Putting away my most cherished items reduced chances of collisions with flying frisbees. And it minimized dusting since I figured there would not be much of that.


Craig and Weston wrapped up a review course in maintenance for our dozens of snakes, newts, toads, chameleons, geckos, and Iggy, the iguana. When I met and then dated Craig, he owned over a hundred reptiles and amphibians, but I married him anyway. I, too, had my childhood foray with these creatures so I found his pets endearing. But he turned out to be a bona fide adult hobby herpetologist. I knew I loved him when we melded our book collections together and “The Reptile Ear” popped up on the shelf. Quick lessons from Craig in unfreezing “pinkies,” newborn and hairless mice, for the snakes and how to efficiently pull the spiky legs off crickets to feed the newly hatched geckos, and Weston, the reptiles, and the amphibians were set.


To finish the job at hand, I knew I needed a quick stress management routine, and I had my pat solutions. Yoga helped. Then my friend Leah and I hiked for the last time in our special city open space, absorbing the beauty of California’s summer with its oak trees, bay trees, buckeye, and grassy areas populated by quail, deer, and coyotes. My farewell swim at the community swim center in the luxurious fifty-meter outdoor pool soothed my nerves. The clean water refreshed me, the sun warmed me all the way through, and I chuckled at the firework booms celebrating the upcoming Fourth of July as I stroked back and forth for my satisfying mile workout. I led a comfortable life, and I knew it. But I was sick of it and felt soft and urbanely coddled. I longed for physical challenge, the outdoors, and discomforts to change up my life.


Wednesday arrived, and we were leaving on Sunday. Though Peace Corps Response had Craig and me on the same flight now, we didn’t have reserved seats together. But part of me didn’t care about sitting next to Craig anymore because the mere thought of him pissed me off.


He was moving his wood- and metalworking warehouse, trying to centralize, sort, and transport everything to a more secure location since we’d be gone for at least a year. This was his secret vault, the ultimate man cave. Full of robots, laboratory equipment, tools, and huge stumps of exotic wood for future art sculptures, I knew it represented his dream of his own retirement to satisfy unfulfilled opportunities. Once he’d risen into management in his science career, he missed the thrill of inventing and experimenting. I understood how important his workshop facility was to him, but, still, I’d barely seen him. His cell rang when I called but went straight to voicemail. And I certainly didn’t have time to make the two-hour round-trip drive to retrieve him.


He’d had time though, in his own Peace Corps preparations, to overspend on new photography equipment. A large, suitcase-sized UPS box arrived at our home around five o’clock. I muscled it into the hallway where it sat, taunting me, until midnight when, unable to sleep (and Craig still wasn’t home), I vaulted out of bed, turned on some lights, and opened it. The box contained an ultra-expensive underwater camera with multiple accessories. I heaved it on the scale. It weighed fifteen pounds, putting us over our weight limit for our flight.


Why did he do this? I thought. Who does he think he is? We agreed we’d discuss purchases of expensive items with each other before any acquisition. Is this a fuck you? We agreed we had a cash flow problem and would limit spending right now. Another fuck you?


I slouched down the wall onto the floor in the hallway and pounded my feet, irrepressibly furious.


At two o’clock I took a sleeping pill so, if he did come home, I’d be asleep. When I woke up at six, I saw his side of the bed wrinkled and yesterday’s shirt on his chair, but he was gone again.


Alone all day, I brooded and packed, brooded and packed some more. Questions and arguments ran around in my brain: Why am I doing all the packing and close-down of the house? Yeah, it was my idea to join Peace Corps Response, but he lives here too, or at least he used to. If he didn’t have that stupid warehouse where he stores everything he ever owned, he’d be here helping me. He’s in over his head with projects; maybe I’m saving him from himself by taking him away from all this, right? Does he even want to go with me to Palau? He said he did, but he’s nowhere near ready moving his warehouse, he’s done nothing in the yard, his suitcase remains empty. I don’t see how he’s going to pull this off, and we leave in three days, for god’s sake. One thing for sure, I’m going.


I finally got a hold of him by phone at ten at night. “We need to talk,” I said. “What’s with the camera?”


“Oh, it’s for us both.” On the defensive, he mentioned how he could become an underwater photographer in Palau, and I, too, could have fun diving and “learning to do something creative.”


Hold on, I thought. Like if I don’t agree about this camera, I’m holding him back from his new livelihood and artistic expression.


A brief sighting of him that night, but all the next day, he was gone. With my jaw permanently clenched by that point, my outrage elevated to an irrational extreme: So, I’m holding him back, am I? Does he want a divorce?


I biked over for an emergency crazy-fast swim at the community pool to get the anger out. As I paddled my arms madly, I asked myself, Can I stand up to him about this camera deal? He bought it without my agreement; can I return it without his? And, by the way, am I a super-stressed maniac as I’m coming down from four decades in the corporate world?


At five o’clock, forty-eight hours after it arrived, I jammed the camera and all its accessories back into the box, lugged it to my car, and sped to the post office.


Craig finally finished his warehouse scramble late Friday night and returned home. The camera was gone, but we buried our resentments; no time to talk about it now.


Saturday morning, we clicked into survival mode, attacking finances, fixing the fence, discussing packing choices.


“Are you sure you want to bring all this camping gear?” I asked Craig.


“I was looking forward to backpacking around Palau. But I guess we have a weight limit, so that dream has to go.”


“I wish I could bring more than one bathing suit and some adorable cover-ups,” I said. “But it’s not a vacation. We’d better dump half the scuba gear, too.”


Later, looking around for Craig with another packing question, I spied him out in the garden, planting strawberries and asparagus. What? I thought. Why is he doing that when we aren’t going to be here? Can’t he just let go?


Good-bye meals with friends and neighbors, a final teary check-in with my sister, extra attention to insurance, banking, and our last will and testament in case we never came back, and I declared us ready. Dane and Troy, our other two sons, called on Skype with lots of laughing and congratulations. “Good luck, parentals,” they said. “Enjoy. …”


The alarm shrilled at six in the morning on departure day. We zipped up our bags, stuffed our Peace Corps passports in our hip pockets, loaded everything in the car, and waited for Weston to buckle himself into the front seat and drive us to the airport. Our final act was good-byes to our two sixteen-year-old cats, Toby and Lulu. We choked up anticipating they might die while we were gone, and we’d never see them again. But we couldn’t find our orange cat Toby anywhere. I hoped he would show up for a kiss and a pat on the head. But he didn’t.


The unsuccessful hunt for Toby caused a mad dash to the airport. As we jumped out of the car at Departures, the sight of Weston sending us off was too funny not to laugh. After so many send-offs of our sons to colleges, internships, semesters abroad, and vagabond trips around the globe, there we were, the parents, now with the backpacks and duffel bags heading off on an adventure. Our own words flew out of Weston’s mouth, “Bye, have a great time! Love you! Be safe!”


ON BOARD, WE still didn’t have seats together. After lots of, “Excuse me, would you mind changing seats with us? No? Okay, thanks anyway,” we finally plopped side by side into our Economy row. A glass of wine on the flight with my United Free Drink coupons, then frustrating conversation.


“I’m feeling dissatisfied,” Craig announced, wriggling around in his seat. A litany of complaints began to snowball. His feelings of nonachievement in his career. His loss of his possessions as he downsized into the new warehouse. His inability to pursue whatever he did in that warehouse. None of which was going to be addressed by, as he said, following “my” dream.


Oh, god. I closed my eyes and sank back onto the headrest. I thought we were in this together. Now he tells me. What have we done? I opened my mouth, but no words came out.


“Just a minute,” I finally said. “I need to go to the lavatory.”


Inside, I locked the door and flipped him the bird through the walls, yelling, “Fuck you!” I crumpled up paper towels and threw them around the cramped little space. My mind ran with blame and accusations, He doesn’t understand me. He never listens. His communication with me borders on passive-aggressive. He acts all supportive, and then he’s not. I knew this year was also going to be about my marriage—I wanted it to be—but I had a sinking feeling I’d misjudged the balance between it and my “escape.”


“Wow,” I said to the airplane bathroom mirror. “I can’t imagine how this is going to turn out.” I circled my head around and splashed cold water on my face. “But I’m glad to shake it up and maybe shake it out.”


Settling back into my seat, I shuddered a sigh. Craig had fallen asleep while I was falling apart, and I looked at his sweet face, long eyelashes flattened on his cheeks, and wide-open mouth.


As the plane raced high over the Pacific Ocean, it registered that we had propelled from “plan the work” into “work the plan,” a true Phase Four: “Execute and Operate.” Just do it. But this plan didn’t recognize our destination. Palau had a history of conquest and defeat, enslavement, forced submission to unimaginable servitude, and repeated loss of native identity. I thought, This is a hell of a combination, a perfect storm of me and an island, all mixed up, seeking, adapting, transforming.
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