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  To Bill,

  Who taught me to cherish the

  magic of words, love, and life
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  Halston to Harley

  After two difficult years I was tired of sympathetic voices, puppy-dog looks, and an environment filled with reminders to walk gently and pamper myself. Instead, I craved thundering noise, the thrill of speed. I wanted icy air whipping against my face, making me know I was alive. I wanted crescendo, vibrato, to drown my screams and tears behind the roar of a large powerful engine.

  Opening the heavy glass door and stepping into the Harley dealership, I entered an unexplored world—hundreds of shiny motorcycles laden with chrome and leather, covered with colorful graphics and logos. I felt my courage falter. My light-hearted fantasy evaporated as the realities of my impulsive decision started to settle in.

  Until a month ago I had never dreamed of riding a motorcycle. I didn’t have a husband, family, or even friends who rode. At fifty-seven I was at the age when many of my friends were scaling down their physical activities as they edged toward retirement. There are many acceptable activities for a widow, but learning to ride a motorcycle wasn’t on anyone’s list—even at the very bottom, if such a list exists.

  Motorcycles are designed to appear fast, flashy, and intimidating—and it was working. My normally rapid gait slowed and then faltered as I surveyed row after row of gleaming bodies clustered around the showroom floor. Viewed from inside my Dodge Caravan, motorcycles had always seemed more like overgrown bicycles or toys. Now, up close, they looked huge, expensive, and complicated. The one elevated in the center of the floor—painted neon yellow with orange flames flaring from front to back—was loaded with a multitude of switches, indicators, dials, gears, buttons, lights, pedals, knobs, and levers.

  My stomach muscles tightened as a panicked voice inside cried: How am I supposed to learn to ride this in just three days?

  Wanting to divert my attention away from this emotional outburst, I glanced at my watch reminding myself class starts in three minutes, and I don’t want to be late.

  I had barely convinced myself to continue walking forward when I passed the clothing section stacked with helmets, boots, shirts, gloves, and racks of black leather. Nothing here looked like the Fonz’s simple leather jacket from the 1960s TV show. Nothing here remotely resembled anything I had hanging in my closets.

  I stared at a black T-shirt with a metallic skull laughing down at me. Another displayed the profile of a busty woman that would have made a Barbie doll blush.

  What was I thinking? I could never wear a shirt mocking death and certainly I wasn’t ready to be a sex object. And what about all of my 1960s feminist protesting? Am I supposed to violate all of my values for this?

  My attempts to slow down my racing heart were futile as I processed the sounds of engines revving, tools clanking, and hollering coming from the service shop in the back. All mixed with frenetic hard-rock music blaring from the speakers overhead. My heart pounded even louder wanting to be heard.

  In two minutes, my rebellious plan—a delicious fantasy that I could use to shock others—shattered. Now I was the person being shocked.
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  This motorcycle journey had been birthed a month ago during a routine Sunday evening phone call with my sister and brother-in-law. These weekly calls with Anita and Bruce were our way of staying in touch and their making sure I was moving forward with life. When we were ready to say goodbye, Bruce started into the ritual routine advice I had heard thousands of times. I called it “The Survivor’s Trilogy” because, although there were different versions, the same three directives ended our conversations—eat well, exercise, get plenty of sleep. Up to this point I had always listened politely, but tonight I was too frustrated to remain silent any longer. I cut Bruce off.

  “I’ve tried all of that. I’m eating, exercising, and sleeping better than anyone I know. I’ve over-achieved at following these recommendations. I keep waiting to feel better. It’s not working . . . I’m . . . I’m miserable!”

  I was surprised to hear myself say these words out loud because, up to this point, I had not even admitted them to myself. This standard, often-repeated advice for surviving a major loss wasn’t working.

  Now that I had started to express myself, months of pent-up frustration emboldened me as I defiantly searched for the most contrary behaviors to these directives that I could think of.

  “My new plan is to go out and buy a jumbo-sized bag of lard-fried potato chips and eat them all in one sitting, and um . . .” I paused, struggling for something even more absurd and rebellious. Finally, I blurted out, “. . . and learn to ride a motorcycle!”
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  Down a corridor off the showroom I found the classroom and surveyed its cramped interior. Sitting on folding chairs around two collapsible banquet tables were my fellow classmates, eleven in all. I had secured the last slot two days ago when I registered for their Rider’s Edge program—a three-day motorcycling learn-to-ride course.

  Two men stood at the front of the room. The one who was more than six feet tall with a ponytail, tattoos, and bulging muscles leaned against a chair as he talked to several seated classmates. “I’m retired from active duty now, but I’ve served in three wars. I used to train tank units for combat.”

  I flinched. This guy is used to ordering soldiers around. What will he be like when I make mistakes?

  He looked up and spotted me still standing in the hallway. I had no choice. I took a deep breath, headed into the room, and slipped into the last empty seat.

  Most of my classmates were dressed in well-worn blue jeans, scuffed boots, and over-sized, faded T-shirts with Harley logos splashed across them. I thought I had dressed down for the class but I must have looked big-city chic in my designer jeans, fitted T-shirt, and brand new running shoes. I made a note to revisit the clothing shop at lunch to buy at least one Harley T-shirt and heavy boots so I would fit in better tomorrow.

  The towering man commanded our attention just by stepping to the center of the room.

  “I’m Rocky and this here is Tom,” he said, gesturing toward the man to his left. “We’re your instructors for the next three days.”

  Tom was a short, thin man with a large handlebar mustache that took up almost half of his face. He reminded me of one of those scrappy kids on the playground from elementary school days whom everyone would leave alone, knowing that what he lacked in size he easily made up for in determination and feistiness.

  “We’re going to go around the room and introduce ourselves. Say a little about yourself, why you’re here, and what’s your experience with motorcycles.”

  Cathy, one of the two other women in the class, introduced herself. “I’m here just because my gung-ho husband wants me to learn to ride my own motorcycle instead of always sitting behind him. I’m not sure I can learn this stuff. Even if I pass, I don’t know if I want to ride my own bike.”

  When Patti introduced herself, she parroted Cathy’s statement. “I’m here to get my husband off my back. He’s even bought me my own brand new motorcycle!”

  Most of the men had ridden a motorcycle at some point in their lives, and some were simply there to pass the course’s test to speed up getting their license. Two had even ridden their motorcycles to class without licenses. One was stationed at a military base nearby that required this training to ride a motorcycle on base. It was obvious he didn’t need this beginners’ class.

  By the time it was my turn, I realized I was the only person new to both motorcycling and Harleys.

  Following Rocky’s instructions, I stood up, but before I could stop myself a torrent of unplanned words tumbled out.

  “I don’t know much about motorcycles, but life has been pretty rough lately. A year and a half ago I lost my husband to cancer, and I’m ready to do something new. There’s a 2,500-mile motorcycle road trip down the Pacific Northwest Coast I can take in four weeks if I pass this course. I’m here to see if I can learn to ride a motorcycle well enough to go on that trip.”

  Surprised and embarrassed by what I had blurted out, I quickly sat down, wishing I could take it back. I wanted desperately to have an identity other than being a widow, but I had announced just that to this new group of strangers.
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  Just as driving a motorcycle wasn’t something I’d ever thought I would do, likewise I’d never dreamed of taking a ten-day road trip on one. But often when I play with one possibility, like a magnet it attracts a series of reinforcing fragments, and this idea escalates into the only logical path to pursue.

  And that is what happened with my original rebellious outburst about learning to ride a motorcycle.

  The day after talking with Anita and Bruce, and before signing up for this class, I had lunch plans with my old college friend, Ron. We had dated for a while when we were both in our twenties, until our lives took us in different directions. For the past thirty years we had remained friends, getting together every so often to catch up, sharing stories about our marriages, watching our kids grow up, and tracking our careers and businesses.

  When he heard about what had happened to my husband Bill, Ron told me he had lost a number of friends and never knew what to do or say to their families. He asked me if I’d share my journey and explain how one moves on with life after such a significant loss.

  Walking into the restaurant out of the bright sunshine I could barely see in the dim light, but it was hard to miss Ron standing across the room waving. Over lunch, he asked me how I was doing. I told him about my phone call with Anita and Bruce.

  “It’s embarrassing. Now I’m taking out my frustrations on people who love me and have been incredibly good to me over the last two-and-a-half years. And where did I get that crazy idea about riding a motorcycle?”

  “That’s not crazy. I ride. A group of us take annual motorcycle road trips. We’ve been doing it for over twenty years.”

  “I didn’t know you were a Hell’s Angel.”

  “I’m not and neither are the others. My brother’s a lawyer. Eva’s an emergency room nurse, and her husband, Terry’s a business owner. Jayk’s a doctor. John and his wife run a touring business in Canada.”

  “Really?”

  “Our trips usually take a week or two. We’ve been to Canada, Spain, Morocco, Germany, Mexico, and all over the US. In fact, we’re planning another trip two months from now. We’ll be starting in Vancouver, Canada, and riding down along the Pacific Coast through the redwoods to Mendocino, California, and then returning by an inland route through Crater Lake and the Washington Wenatchee apple country.”

  “I love the Pacific Northwest . . . especially the redwoods,” I said.

  “Why don’t you come with us?”

  “You’ve got to be kidding. I’ve never really wanted to learn to ride a motorcycle. I was just letting off steam and mocking traditional advice that doesn’t work. Besides, I don’t know how to ride, and there’s not enough time to learn.”

  “Sure there is. You could do it. You’re a great bicyclist and athlete. I’ve never known you to walk away from adventure—especially one laced with challenge. Remember what you did last winter with that MS ride?”

  After Bill’s death, when I needed a goal to get me out of bed in the mornings, I had signed up for the Multiple Sclerosis 150-mile fund-raising bicycle ride in Leesburg, Virginia. As a member of the local women’s “Babes on Bikes” team, I biked the route in honor of Susanne Mershon, a former client.

  “But I don’t know anyone else going on the trip.”

  “It’s a great bunch of people. We keep the group small—about four to eight riders. Everyone is someone we know and trust. You’d like them.”

  He continued explaining how when they were younger, they planned ambitious trips that had tested their endurance and character. But now they rode only 250 to 300 miles a day, so they could enjoy the countryside and the people they met along the way.

  “On this upcoming trip, there were originally four of us, but now Eva’s husband doesn’t think he can leave his new business for ten days, so she can’t go unless there’s another woman to split the cost of hotel rooms with her. Without Eva, there’s just my brother and me. It’s always more fun with more people, so we’re trying to find another woman rider fast. There’s room. We need you. What do you say?”

  I sat there, wondering what I had started with my ridiculous outburst.

  After lunch Ron walked me to my car and urged me to at least think about it. I promised I would. And that is how the seed of taking this trip was planted.

  Following our lunch, I vacillated for a month not doing anything—my indecision almost made the choice for me, proving what I have always told my corporate clients about change: Indecision favors the status quo. Without quick action, there wouldn’t be enough time to learn.

  Tired of waffling, I sat down at my computer and researched courses for learning to ride motorcycles. When I saw the local ones were filled, I was relieved and even entertained the idea that fate was protecting me—telling me this was too crazy. That thought was squelched when I stumbled across a Harley dealership near Richmond, Virginia, which had one remaining space in a class offered on the upcoming weekend.

  Was this fate now telling me to go?

  I filled out their online enrollment form and added my credit card information. But before clicking the enter button, my hand froze as my mind raced: Is this really what I want to do?

  The more I thought, the more conflicted I became as my inner voices argued different preferences. Fed up, I silenced their chatter, shut my eyes, and journeyed deeper inward seeking clarity.

  After sitting for a few minutes, relaxed and at peace, my right hand slowly reached up, took hold of the mouse, and clicked it. I sat there a few moments longer, surprised by my hand’s independent action, but relieved to have taken any position. I lifted my head and stared at the screen message: Registration Accepted.
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  A booming voice startled me. “Follow me! We’re going on a tour.” Rocky and Tom headed out of the classroom, and we trailed behind onto the showroom floor. As they explained the different styles of motorcycles and types of engines, my classmates chatted excitedly with each other, pointing out those they recognized and liked.

  Everyone seemed comfortable using terms and numbers to describe these vehicles. I tried to feign interest in the type of motor, suspension, or exhaust system each had, but this information was too much, too fast.

  By the time we reached the final stop in the tour, my eyes had glazed over and I had quit trying to understand all of the tour explanations.

  We walked into the service and machine shop, the overpowering smell of exhaust and hot metal assaulting me, making me want to hold my breath until I could find less polluted air. To my surprise, a number of the men breathed in this pungent odor with deep inhalations, followed by slowly exhaled sighs, “Ahhh!” One even commented, “There’s nothing quite like the smell of a machine shop.” Several men around him grunted and nodded.

  I was dumbfounded. They were reacting the way I would if I walked into a bakery with the aroma of cinnamon rolls wafting from ovens in the back. Never had I imagined that this machine-shop smell could be pleasurable.

  I laughed silently as I thought about how many women fill their homes with lilac, rosemary, and apple blossom potpourri. They add scented sachets to their lingerie drawer and wear designer perfume from Paris and New York. There is definitely an untapped market for “eau de machine shop” to capture the attention of these men.

  In the parking lot, Rocky’s instructions were drowned out by ear-piercing sounds from a motorcycle in the last bay by the door. As the mechanic twisted the bike’s throttle back and forth, explosive bursts roared out of its muffler. Everyone but me laughed, admiring its deafening roar; I just couldn’t help but wonder how many people that motorcycle would disturb and frighten once it was on the road.

  I was straddling two worlds. As a bicycle rider who pedals over a hundred miles a week, I was a proud member of a group called “tree huggers,” or “greenies,” by the rest of the world. It’s easy to commune with nature and appreciate its beauty while quietly spinning on solitary bicycle trails. Daily I would notice new wildflowers, colorful birds, rodents, and sometimes even deer along the rail-to-trail Washington & Old Dominion bicycle path that runs for sixty miles from Washington, D.C., to Purcellville, Virginia.

  However, while pedaling our bicycles in traffic, breathing hard, sweating, and eating gas fumes to get to the trail, it was hard not to look at passing cars and motorcycles with a bit of annoyance. Motorcycles with their loud roar, exhaust spewing out behind them, and leather-clad riders covered with tattoos were a sharp contrast to our spandex-covered bodies pedaling quietly on road bikes.

  And now I was learning how to become one of those motorcyclists. Soon I’d be buying leathers so that I could join them roaring down the streets on one of these noisy machines.

  How would I ever integrate these two opposing personas? Were they ever meant to belong to the same individual?
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  Learning Conundrum

  Rocky told us to take a break, pointing out the vending machines if we wanted a snack. Instead of getting chips or candy, I headed to my van to get an individual packet of organic almonds. I slipped into the front seat and pulled the door shut behind me. I sighed, relishing its familiar surroundings, and collapsed against the leather seats. It was one element of my life that hadn’t changed in the past eighteen months. I reached down on my left side for the automatic seat adjustment button and pressed it until the back was parallel to the floor.

  Hidden from sight, I reviewed what had happened in the last several hours. I had gone from being thrilled about learning to ride a motorcycle to intimidated and wanting to flee the scene.

  Should I drive away—admitting my mistake—or accept that I’m going to feel overwhelmed whenever I move outside my comfort zone? Wasn’t it the desire for a radical departure from my normal life that had persuaded me to learn to ride a motorcycle and go on this road trip?

  Crumpling the empty almond bag, I tossed it in the trash and opened the door. I still wasn’t sure whether I was going to complete the training, but it was easier to finish this first day of class than execute a graceful exit. Besides, I had driven 125 miles to get here last night and checked into a local hotel for the next two days. I was already financially invested in the outcome of this class.

  Back inside, Rocky outlined the three-day course. Today was classroom work—learning motorcycle operations, traffic rules, and driving risks. Tomorrow started with a written test (similar to the one given at the DMV), followed by learning to ride motorcycles on their outdoor range. Day three built on improving our riding skills but ended with the dreaded road test required for our motorcycle license.

  Despite the dread, one prevailing force kept me in my chair—I had told everyone that I was going to learn to ride a motorcycle and take a road trip. After shocking them with my grand plan, I now played in my head the possible scenario of explaining how I had finally seen the folly of my actions and was returning to my safe, boring life with my tail between my legs—humbled by a Harley.

  No! Staying and enduring, that’s definitely the more desirable choice. Returning to my former routine would only produce more of the same mundane results. But neither option—going or staying—offered the immediate comfort I craved.
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  That evening in my hotel room I flopped down on the perfectly made bed and let out an extended groan. This room looked like a thousand others I had stayed in over my thirty-year career traveling across the States and abroad, facilitating meetings and delivering a wide range of leadership programs for corporate leaders and their businesses.

  I stared at the ceiling, thinking that at least I had ended this first day in a better place than where I had been at lunchtime. During the afternoon I had decided to tough it out, staying through to the end of the program—that is, if I managed to pass the written exam first thing tomorrow.

  What a switch in roles. Now I was the student, worried by all that I needed to learn and remember for a test in the morning. My usual instructor’s role would have been to prepare for what I needed to facilitate the next day.

  Thinking about the courses I had taught over the years, I smiled and realized that today’s experience would have made an excellent case study for my workshop on innovation and change. For that training I had developed a business model called “The Decision Pendulum” to illustrate the swing in attitude individuals experience as they implement new ideas.

  Today I had followed that same classic mood rotation, starting this new adventure with excitement and confidence. Then, quickly the enthusiasm had faded into an “oh but” questioning stage as I entered the dealership and realized the complexity of learning to ride. Finally, after meeting my instructors and touring the dealership, confused by how to integrate my old persona with this new biker chick one, I had become ready to “forget it.” Tonight I was swinging back across to “oh but,” maybe I could do this after all.

  I had not expected that learning to ride a motorcycle would be as hard as implementing a new business idea. And yet, it was—and even harder—since I was alone and there was no one else on my team to share this experience.

  Bill had spent his career in new product development for technology companies. He had always said: “Ideas are cheap. It’s their implementation that’s difficult.” He was right. It’s easy to fantasize about embarking on an adventure vacation, riding down the Pacific coast through redwoods and vineyards and enjoying the camaraderie of like-minded souls seeking escape from conventional living.

  More difficult was facing the reality that it took skill, knowledge, and hard work to learn to ride such a complex machine. My former rosy picture now had darker tones added to it. Grease, sweat, muscle, and practice were needed to make this motorcycle fantasy real.

  The next morning we arrived carrying our coffee and books. Even the more experienced riders were shuffling through their notes and fidgeting. Rocky handed out the tests. I took mine, gulped, and began.

  The late-night studying paid off. The broad smile on Rocky’s face told the story as he strode back into the room waving our graded answer sheets above his head. “All of you passed. Now let’s get out there onto the practice range and learn to ride.” We bounded out of the classroom feeding on each other’s excitement. We had passed—finished the bookwork. Now for the fun part!

  We looked like dogs that had seen their owners pick up the leash to take them for a walk—our feet popping off the tarmac in leaps and bounces. As we rushed toward the course, I’m sure I even heard a few woofs barked into the air.

  Around the corner of the dealership, reflecting in the sunlight, twelve gleaming Buelle motorcycles parked in two neat lines greeted us. “We get to ride!” I said, as I grabbed onto Cathy’s arm.

  She turned to me wobbling her head up and down like a bobble-head dashboard doll.

  “Are you scared?” I asked.

  “I don’t know what I feel. Excited about learning to ride, but terrified that I’ll wreck the motorcycle and get hurt.”

  “Me too. It’s a weird combination.”

  Rocky, assuming his commander demeanor, stepped forward with his arms held out, halting our mad dash. Pointing at a line on the pavement he barked, “Line up there.” Responding, we froze, shrank, and obeyed.

  He assigned the first five Buelles to the more experienced riders. Tom had these men push their bikes to the far end of the course. “Linda, this is your bike,” Rocky said, standing by the third bike in the line-up, and then heading to the next.

  Excitement evaporated as my throat constricted. Heat flashed up my neck and flooded my face. My solar plexus throbbed with energy spinning in colliding circles. Staring down at the motorcycle’s menacing black body, I crept forward, inching my leaden feet across the tarmac to stand next to it.

  Wide-eyed and somber, we fixed our attention on Rocky as he demonstrated the proper way to get on a motorcycle, lift it off its side stand, start it up by following a specific series of steps, turn it off reversing the steps, replace it on its stand, and dismount it. I’ve never been good at memorizing precise movements, and there were so many to remember.

  When it was finally my turn, I sat on the motorcycle and struggled to push it up off of its stand with my legs while tugging at it with my hands. The weight of this supposedly lightweight motorcycle was incredible. Upright, its five hundred pounds wavered precariously back and forth before I eventually held it centered. With my heart beating louder than any marching band base drum, I reassured myself: You can do this. At the same time I recognized how with one careless move this motorcycle could easily topple over, hurting it and me. I had forgotten that this unwieldy piece of machinery would need to be balanced. How will I ever be able to lift my feet off the ground and place them on the foot pegs as I ride? I felt five years old again and equally small—wanting the safety of training wheels to hold up this mammoth contraption.

  Fortunately, the first drill was only walking our motorcycles forward. We sat on their seats, giving them just enough gas to move them across the width of the course, as we alternately stepped our legs forward on either side to balance them.

  Following Rocky’s instruction, I slowly eased out the clutch lever with my left hand while simultaneously turning the throttle grip toward me with my right. Filled with beginner’s confusion and excitement, I couldn’t believe how often I’d either let the clutch out too quickly, causing the motorcycle to jump forward, sputter, and die, or released it too slowly, revving the roaring engine as it barely moved forward. Glancing at my classmates, I was relieved to see them struggling with the same problems.

  Rocky warned us, “The hardest part about riding a motorcycle is the slow ride. Anyone can balance a bike going down the highway at fifty miles per hour. Riding in parking lots with uneven surfaces and unexpected surprises is damn difficult. Every rider eventually drops their bike while barely moving, so we’re going to practice lots of slow maneuver drills.”

  During the afternoon session we continued learning to shift up into second gear, make turns, ride through a plastic-cone obstacle course, and make tight U-turns. As we practiced progressive skills, it felt like the new pushed out what we had just been taught.

  In motorcycling, each hand and foot has its own separate motion. The left hand holds onto the handlebar grip while its fingers reach behind to pull in the clutch lever when shifting. The right-hand grip is the throttle, and behind it is the hand-brake lever. With the right hand controlling both the throttle and front brake, beginners often become confused and make mistakes. The right foot rests on the right peg, but also reaches up to apply the rear brake pedal. The left foot rests on the left peg, and its toes are used to change gears by moving the shift bar up and down.

  To make it more challenging, the gears are out of sequence. At the bottom is first gear. One click up is neutral. The next click up is second, followed by third, and then fourth.

  Tom had explained that this out-of-sync lineup is necessary because when you’re sitting on a motorcycle in neutral and suddenly need to move, stomping down is more instinctive than lifting up. Whatever the real reason, it confused me, like it does most new riders.

  Typical of many motorcycles, ours had no indicator showing what gear the motorcycle was in. As I shifted, I tried to keep track of the gears in my overcrowded head.

  Another factor in this coordination conundrum was remembering to manually flip the turn signal buttons on and off, because they didn’t shut off automatically. Lastly, next to the turn signals were separate horn and lights buttons, so throughout the morning lights beamed, horns beeped, and signals blinked, all at unwanted times.

  By late afternoon we had been introduced to a vast repertoire of skills to master. With furrowed foreheads, clenched teeth, and disgruntled complaints, we’d make the same mistakes over and over.

  Just before the end of the session, Rocky yelled, “Are we having fun yet?”

  We froze, shocked by his question as we tried to recall our reasons for learning to ride. So we unhunched our shoulders and roared back a resounding, “Yes!”

  How fast the same activity, that moments before had been work, transformed back to being fun again. Instead of mentally berating ourselves for doing something wrong, we relaxed, remembering that riding was supposed to be pleasurable. With one sentence—“Are we having fun yet?”—we were kids again.

  I beamed. I was actually riding my own motorcycle, making lots of VROOMing noises, passionately immersed in what I was doing as I steered my bike around the course. Attitude is everything.

  Driving to my hotel after class, I realized that beyond the angst and hard work of learning to ride a motorcycle, I was happy tonight. I was grateful my parents had taught me to not give up when new activities got difficult.

  Thinking about the influence of parental messages, I recalled one of Bill’s father’s favorite sayings: “You can never tell what twists and turns your life will take.” A big twist in the road had happened two and a half years ago with Bill’s unexpected terminal diagnosis. It instantly turned everything in our lives around. Too bad we don’t get to choose these twists. Tonight, at least, I was learning a new way to navigate some of life’s curves.

  I was glad I had decided to stay and looked forward to the final class tomorrow, but I wished that it didn’t include that dreaded road test. I decided to employ the power of visualization and mental practice used by many Olympic and professional sports professionals. I visualized myself operating my motorcycle with skill and confidence as I breezed through the exam and passed it.

  The outcome of tomorrow’s test strongly affected my rapidly approaching vacation plans. I didn’t want anything—especially this necessary requirement—to derail them.
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  The Dreaded Road Test

  We all wanted that coveted certificate stating that we had passed. Being tested by our familiar instructors along with supportive classmates was far preferable to taking the same exam administered by the DMV on a different test course. This paper was worth its weight in gold. With it we could go to the Virginia DMV and immediately get our licenses. There was even a commonly held belief that Virginia’s DMV’s road test was much harder to pass.

  Rocky and Tom wanted to give us ample time to practice, but it seemed the more we prepared, the more mistakes we made. An often-repeated saying is, Practice makes perfect, but sometimes it just makes things worse as confidence erodes and overcorrection sets in.

  “Ready?” Rocky asked.

  “Yes,” we groaned, wanting this test behind us.

  Rocky motioned for the group to gather around him. “There are eight parts to the test. You accumulate points for not completing an exercise correctly. As long as your final score is twenty points or less, you pass. The only way to outright fail is to drop your motorcycle during any exercise. This is an automatic failure regardless of your score.”

  We looked at each other, but no one appeared concerned by his last comment. Several classmates had dropped their motorcycles earlier, but we were all more experienced now.
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  As we approached the eighth and final section of the test, most of us were doing well. I was relieved that I had made no obvious errors. Rocky stepped in front of the group. “In this final exercise, one at a time you’ll start from a stopped position, accelerate to a speed of at least thirty miles per hour while shifting up to third gear, then as your wheels pass over that painted line on the pavement, shift back down to first gear, use both your front and back brakes and stop your motorcycle in the shortest distance possible.”

  A large white line painted on the asphalt indicated where we needed to start applying our brakes. Behind this first line were smaller ones, marking off each successive yard. Rocky hadn’t mentioned the exact stopping distance to avoid negative points, but we assumed shorter was better. Despite the complicated series of steps, they were familiar because we had practiced them in class.

  Tom pointed to me. It was my turn. Pulling my motorcycle into position and wetting my lips, I reminded myself of the close call on an earlier emergency stop exercise when I wasn’t aggressive enough in braking and almost over-ran the stopping zone.

  Brake harder this time, I repeated to myself.

  With concentrated determination and charged energy, I took off, shifting up through the gears. I hoped my speed was the required thirty miles per hour, but didn’t have time to look at my speedometer because the front tire was already crossing the designated line.

  I shifted down through the gears and applied both brakes hard. I was successful. My motorcycle came to a complete and abrupt halt by the second line. Excitedly I noted that it was a personal and perhaps even a class best!

  Suddenly, I was flat on the asphalt, pinned down by the five-hundred-pound machine, which was crushing my right leg. Disoriented, I wondered where I was. Shock waves radiated up through my body.

  I’d slammed down hard on the road’s unyielding surface. My helmeted head, having bounced off the asphalt as I hit, pulsated with a high-pitched ringing sound.

  I scanned my surroundings for something familiar, but I only saw swirling colors and fragments of unfamiliar objects. I tried to push my body up away from the ground to correct my confused perspective. After several fruitless attempts I collapsed against the hard road surface again, frustrated that I could not move the lower half of my body. I lay on my side, hopelessly defeated.

  I had dropped my bike. I was stunned. Shocked.

  As my vision slowly refocused, I saw my instructors and classmates standing there, mouths agape, no one moving. After what seemed like an extended pause, my seasoned coaches rushed over. Rocky positioned himself at the head of the fallen motorcycle and Tom at its back tire. Together they carefully lifted the heavy motorcycle off my body.

  My big, burly instructor leaned over, supporting me under my arms as I tried like a newborn fawn to stand on uncooperative, wobbling legs that collapsed several times before finally holding me upright.

  Quickly I brushed the dirt off my clothes, wanting everything to be normal as immediately as possible. If I could only get rid of this incriminating evidence, maybe I could turn back time.

  “Linda . . .” Rocky paused, mouth open, no words coming out. “I have to . . .” Again he froze.

  I realized this former tank-commander, veteran of three wars, was having trouble saying what needed to be said. Embarrassed that I had put him in such an untenable position, I wanted to rescue him.

  “I know the rules. I’ve failed the test.”

  Rocky nodded, then put his arm around my shoulder as I limped off the practice range. I eased myself down onto the grass along the sidelines.

  “Are you okay here?”

  “Sure. I’ll be all right. Go back and finish testing the others.”

  He cocked his head to the side and raised his eyebrows with his whole face asking: Are you sure?

  I nodded, gesturing with the back of my hand that he should go. I needed him to leave while I still appeared to be holding it together. I had received enough sympathy for several lifetimes and didn’t want any more, especially now.

  After he turned and walked away to rejoin the group about thirty feet away, I let my shoulders fall and released a painful groan. Tom wheeled my damaged motorcycle off the course, its broken turn signal light dangling precariously on loose wires.

  Alone, I eased my boot and sock off my throbbing right foot as I examined the damage. It was already swelling and sore. Since Rocky had indicated that they didn’t have any ice in the area, I quickly put my boot back on, wanting to ignore this ancillary problem.

  I tried to look up at the practice group, forcing a smile and telling myself that crying would have to wait until later, but the disappointment was too great. Tears streamed down my face in spite of my efforts to restrain them. I hoped everyone was too far away to see.

  [image: images]

  When the road test was finished, Cathy and Patti rushed over ahead of the others.

  “Are you all right?” Patti said.

  “Yes. Disappointed, with a bruised foot and ego, but otherwise okay.”

  “None of us could believe you dropped your bike. You were doing so good,” Cathy said.

  “Guess I tried too hard to get a higher score.”

  “We organized a protest on your behalf. We even threatened to walk off the course if Rocky and Tom didn’t pass you. You’re good enough. You deserved to pass.”

  “You did that for me?”

  “Yes, and we meant it. Rocky agreed that you know how to ride, but said that if they passed you, it would put the whole program in jeopardy. So we finally called it off.”

  As we walked back to the classroom for the final graduation session, other members of the class came over to offer encouragement. I tried not to limp, but my foot was too sore, protesting each step.

  It started to rain as I hopped up onto my van’s seat after the closing ceremony. Ahead of me was more than a two-hour drive. I would need to use my aching right foot to press the gas pedal while driving.

  Afraid of what it might look like now, I continued to keep my boots on. This injury could be serious and not just a temporary setback, but if I ignored the pain a little longer, I could delay having to deal with possibly more serious ramifications of the fall.

  On the road and away from my classmates, it finally felt safe enough to release the emotions welling up inside me.

  “Oh, Bill!” I wailed out loud. “What now?” I knew there wouldn’t be an answer, but I still surprised myself by how often I called out his name when I felt overwhelmed.

  Life wasn’t fair. My tears flowed freely as I remembered I wouldn’t even have my best friend to comfort me at the end of this day. How I craved Bill’s warm embrace. He would have reassured me that everything would turn out all right. Cuddling with him at night had always dissolved the day’s problems and fears. Pillows weren’t the same.

  Tears broke into sobs. I rarely cried out loud anymore. After all of my grieving the past eighteen months, tears no longer cleansed my emotions. Instead, they often just made me more miserable. But tonight’s cry was like an overdue orgasm that had been building up slowly and backed off each time before being released. Now it exploded without restraint. My chest rose as I gasped multiple times with each new breath. I wondered if I should pull off the road and quit driving, but the speed of the car, the windshield wipers thumping wildly back and forth, and the flashes of random lights against the black scenery felt like the right accompaniment to my sobs. I kept driving.

  My wailing eventually subsided. Wrung out, my body felt like a piece of unraveled rope with all of its fibers splayed out, but still reflecting the indentations of having been bound tight for so long.

  When you have been a good person, followed all of the rules, taken care of others, done all of the right things and then the universe deals you a supreme blow by taking away the love of your life . . . you feel that the world owes you not just a break, but a very big break when you finally reach out to try something healing and new.

  I was crushed. I believed I deserved compassion from wherever these tragic events were coming from. Why this particular twist? Why now?

  During the rest of the drive home on Interstate 95, I wanted to quit feeling and thinking about what had happened that day, but there was little to distract me as I mechanically drove between the expressway’s monotonous straight lines.

  It felt like forever since things had been normal. In fact I could no longer remember what normal felt like. Whatever normal was, this wasn’t it.

  Wanting to feel better, I flipped frantically through my internal repertoire of life experiences and personal beliefs, hoping to find some way to put my failure and throbbing foot into perspective. I thought back to earlier times when I had facilitated business groups in initiating major changes. We always discussed how to handle the predictable setbacks that occur along the way. Yet, when this kind of dark night of the soul experience happens, most people are surprised and even embarrassed, feeling they’ve failed.

  I had optimistically put together a tight schedule to prepare for this road trip, but I should have remembered the high probability that something could derail its success.

  In large corporations when something goes wrong, a project’s resources are often reduced, or worse yet, the whole undertaking is abandoned. We coached clients to seek “high cover” from a senior officer or group who could protect their project from this fate. But nowhere in my grand escape scheme had I arranged for assistance from others if something didn’t go right. I was my sole resource. I had headed off to this training announcing to everyone that I would have my license by early next week. I had been the one to set the lofty expectations, now I was the one without support and cover.

  Although frustration, humiliation, and anger can be tremendous sources of energy to be used or wasted, tonight was too soon to harness anything. I’d have to catch up with my anger before I could contain and redirect it. Right now it needed to run free, unbridled, unrestrained.

  Reining in my rage by trying to hold my speed at sixty miles per hour was my greatest challenge. My spirit yearned to race through the night. A hundred miles per hour would have felt better.

  At home I flicked on the front hall light with my elbow, released my luggage in a crashing heap inside the front door, and stepping over it, walked into the kitchen to drop off my coffee cup in the sink. The drive was behind me. At last I could face the consequences of the day by taking a closer look at my battered body.

  Pulling off my shirt, I was surprised to find an abrasion running from my right elbow down to my hand. Removing my jeans revealed a scraped right knee with bruises. As I eased my right boot off my wounded foot, I braced myself, dreading what it might look like. I wasn’t ready to head back out into the stormy evening to find an emergency room. My foot was swollen, turning red and blue in places. I knew from experience that by tomorrow morning, it would look even more dramatic.

  Carefully, I pushed down on the tops of different foot bones, hoping there wouldn’t be severe pain indicating a broken bone. I decided only my enlarged big toe might be broken, but with broken toes in the past, doctors had always said to just let them heal. There was no magic they could do.

  My foot was tender, throbbing and ready for care. After gently wrapping it in a compression bandage and taking aspirins to decrease the swelling, I opened the freezer door, searching for an ice pack. Instead I just grabbed a bag of frozen peas sitting in plain sight.

  As I passed the kitchen counter cluttered with multiple “to-do” lists, the rapid blinking light on the telephone answering machine caught my attention. I clearly had several messages, but I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone yet. I had promised to call Ron and update him on the course, but what would I say? Will his group even want me to join them once they hear what happened? And what about my mother and my kids? If I told them I had dropped a motorcycle and gotten hurt, how would I ever justify going on this frivolous trip? I pushed these thoughts aside, too weary to deal with them. I’d wait until tomorrow to listen to my messages.
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