
PART I:

POVERTY GULCH



Friday, June 29, 1979

IT WAS THE SUMMER OF MALAISE. As the Fourth-of-
July holiday drew near, America had become thoroughly 
unhinged. We were engaging in “The Grand Experiment” 

when something strange happened from out of the blue: 
Heaven seemed to touch earth like a tornado. 

Was I delusional or what?
Along Highway 14, we were coming out of the bustling 

college town of Madison, Wisconsin.
My traveling partner Pete LeBlanc and I stood on the 

shoulder of the road when the sun, refl ecting off  the chrome 
of a passing vehicle, briefl y blinded me. As my eyes regained 
sight a second later, we spotted a moving fi gure on the other 
side of an overpass. It was brilliant white. It rolled like an 
imperial fl ag with the rhythm of the wind.

What... no... who is that?
The sight made my insides fl utter. 

CHAPTER 1
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As we approached, the form took the shape of a woman in 
a fl owing dress. She reminded me of images of the Virgin Mary 
with her garment bathed in celestial light. However, her arms 
fl ailing in the air evoked a very diff erent mental picture: Lucille 
Ball in I Love Lucy. The way she jumped around and waved at 
traffi  c cracked us up.

“Wow! She looks pretty crazy,” Pete remarked.
“Does she really expect drivers to stop at her command?” 

I wondered aloud.
When we got even closer, “the apparition” was transfi g-

ured into “the girl next door” in her early twenties. She was 
petite with ample curves. She fermented a cloud of road dust 
with her quick, bold, confi dent steps. Her upper extremities 
were out and open as if ready to shake your hand or slap you. 
She wore woven leather sandals and a white cotton sundress 
with skinny straps that tied at the shoulders. The skirt part 
went down below her knees when it wasn’t blowing.

Hunched over like Neanderthals due to our backpacks, 
we made our way toward the attractive stranger through the 
exhaust-fi lled underpass. The donut shop she was standing in 
front of came into full view.

She noticed us emerging from the shade into sunlight.
“HEY, GUYS, HOW’S IT GOIN’?!” she yelled.
Up close, we beheld the roadside diva in full splendor. She 

had tanned skin and short auburn hair. She sported Indian 
jewelry: a jade stone necklace, silver bracelets, and turquoise 
beaded dream-catcher earrings dangling from her dainty ears.

She greeted us warmly like we were her long lost chums.
“My name’s Rosalynn, but my friends call me Rosie. I 

probably have the most uncommon last name in the world—
Smith,” she wisecracked.

Pete and I introduced ourselves.
Rosie Smith’s very presence exuded something mysterious 

like laughter that catches you by surprise. Her wild green eyes, 
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turned-up nose, and full lips constituted a face of unusual 
radiance. Her biggest asset was her immense smile, which 
reminded me of the Cheshire Cat from Alice in Wonderland. 
Her laugh was easy and deep. The way she beamed and 
crinkled her brow to punctate her words made my heart 
churn. It projected both sincerity and jocularity.

“Where are you guys headed?”
“San Francisco.”
“The greatest city in the world! I’m in, man. Can I come 

with you?” she kidded. “I have a few friends out there.”
Our mutual stories burst forth. Pete and I told Rosie we 

were from Detroit. She said she’d grown up in a suburb of 
Milwaukee. We recounted information about Point A, Point 
B, and everywhere in between.

At fi rst, we’d thought Rosie was stranded on the highway 
due to car troubles, but we soon found out otherwise. She 
happened to be hitchhiking like us. She said she’d just visited 
a guy friend in Madison and was now returning home to a 
village called Liberty Pole.

 “Do you guys have any idea what time it is? I’ve been out 
here awhile.”

“Oh, it’s 9:37,” I replied staring at my watch.
“Actually,” Pete chimed in, “I don’t wear a watch. To me, 

the concept of time is pointless. People are always running 
around here and there, staring at their watches, freaking out 
when they’re late. Me, I don’t really care. I just take things as 
they come.”

Rosie’s face lit up with a dazzling display of teeth. She 
bobbled up and down. “Yeah, yeah, you’re right! I agree total-
ly! Time is just a man-made thing that puts people in chains.”

“You know,” Pete continued, “I was thinking about this 
the other day: Animals don’t carry watches. They’re diff erent 
from us because they don’t worry about anything. They’re 
happy just doing what they feel like doing. You know, follow-
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ing their natural instincts. I believe humans should be more 
like the other animals.”

“I say amen to that!”
LeBlanc’s know-it-all demeanor irritated me, as it often 

did, but it was particularly galling to see him use it to impress 
a girl. Though he’d hardly whispered two words to me all day, 
insightful, illustrious words now fl owed from his lips like a 
river. I may have slipped in a point or two, but I was, in eff ect, 
washed out of the conversation.

After animals, the topic fi nally shifted to the all-import-
ant topic of rock & roll. The fact that Rosie’s musical tastes 
matched my own impressed me. She, too, was a huge fan of 
Bob Dylan, Bruce Springsteen, and The Beatles. To my mind, 
things-shared-in-common, especially being fans of a particu-
lar artist or band, signaled a mystical connection.

Was this chance meeting meant to be? Written in the stars, 
as they say?

I thought I could score a few points with Rosie with my 
knowledge of the rock stars who count. I’d read about them 
all in Rolling Stone magazine. The trouble was Pete also liked 
Rosie’s music. He employed his rarely used gift-of-gab to 
impress her with all kinds of rock trivia, just as I ran out of 
stuff  to talk about.

I felt humiliated.

“The Blockhead”
Pete LeBlanc had a stringy frame, a high forehead, and 

straight blond hair like Tom Petty. I’d met him nine months 
before. Our fi rst meeting was pure serendipity, just like our 
chance encounter with Rosie. It happened on a chilly Septem-
ber night in the seminary parking lot. I was sitting with my 
best friend Randal Stark in his light blue Ford Pinto, talking 
and drinking beer when we spotted two young men next to a 
van. They were apparently smoking a joint.
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Hoping to escalate our good time, we decided to walk 
over to them and introduce ourselves. The initiative paid off . 
Randal and I shared our beer; our new acquaintances, Pete 
LeBlanc and his pal Wally shared their weed.

Pete and I found out we had a lot in common. We were 
both huge Bob Dylan fans, a rare species in those days, at least 
in our age group. This made me think we were meant to be 
friends. At the same time, there was something about Pete 
that made me cringe. Maybe it was his awkward appearance, 
his hard-to-hear voice, or the way he laughed at his own jokes 
which I didn’t get.

When it came up that Dylan was coming to town, we 
resolved to get together to buy tickets. Pete and I exchanged 
phone numbers and, a week later, we partnered up to wait in 
line all night in front of the Olympia Stadium box offi  ce.

This experience helped quell my initial apprehension 
about LeBlanc. In fact, over the next few months, we became 
close buddies. Observing how inseparable we were, Pete’s 
sister once noted that we were like brothers. In a way, she 
was right. For a time, we were on the same page on practically 
everything: progressive opinions; taste in movies, books, and 
music—and most notably a desire to fl ee Detroit and never 
come back. Some folks even suspected us of being gay lovers, 
especially when they found out we were going on a long road 
trip together.

In some ways, I regarded Pete and myself as equal 
partners. But, in other ways, I felt superior to him. First, he 
was eighteen and I was nineteen, a huge chasm in those days. 
Second, the fact that he was a gawky-looking late bloomer 
made me shutter. His head was out of proportion with his 
body, his nose and eyes with the rest of his face. A few zits 
marred his fair complexion. His hair style didn’t fl atter him at 
all (though I was pretty gangly myself).

THE UNICORN
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A dreamy loner type, Pete was hard to peg. On one hand, 
he came across quite unsophisticated. Early in our friendship, 
I learned not to share what my college professors taught me 
in class. Pete just blew it off  as crap. Needless to say, he had 
no interest in higher education.

On the other hand, Pete seemed to be wise beyond his 
years. He frequently rambled about his views regarding “deep 
things” (spirituality, philosophy, and such) referring to the 
views of the “enlightened” rock stars. He was also into the 
transcendental poets Thoreau, Emerson, and Whitman.

Socially, LeBlanc was either inept or lackadaisical or both. 
He rarely smiled. He had an icy demeanor and a cryptic way of 
talking that came across uncouth, weird, and even rude. Much 
of this I think was because he refused to engage in small talk 
with people he deemed as “shallow.” Even when he let down 
his guard with a selected few, his listeners seemed mystifi ed 
by his outrageous opinions.

Pete simply didn’t care about what people thought of him. 
He liked being the bohemian provocateur like Bob Dylan, or 
the potty-mouthed comedian like Lenny Bruce, or the wise-
guy cynic like Holden Caufi eld in The Catcher on the Rye.

Like any friend would, I defended Pete behind his back, 
but I must admit that I was more than a little embarrassed by 
him. Family members and other friends wondered what I saw 
in him. Randal detested him. My mother hated his guts.

Mom dismissed Pete as a “lazy, good-for-nothing loafer.”  
Her nickname for him was “The Blockhead.” His detached 
manner and the way he didn’t look her in the eye made her 
think he was up to no good. LeBlanc was the devil incarnate 
in my mom’s eyes. He was the lowest of the low in the 
procession of bad infl uences on me.

She was probably right about that.
But that was all in the past. Far from home in Wisconsin, 

“The Blockhead” was now the formidable lady-killer!
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Chucking It All

The subject of Rosie’s destination—ninety miles north-
west of us—came up.

“Say, if you guys are interested,” she put forth, “We’re 
having a big bash on my friends’ property tomorrow. There’s 
going to be a band and everything. Would you like to come?”

LeBlanc and I looked at each other and smiled broadly. 
Silly question! We would go to the ends of the earth with the 
likes of her. Besides, we loved a good party.

So off  to Liberty Pole, Wisconsin it was! Rosie, our viva-
cious guide, claimed it would be a breeze to get there before 
nightfall.

To say that the three of us “joined forces” hitchhiking 
would be a misnomer of the highest degree. Rosie Smith was 
the only “force” in our midst. The snappy succession of rides 
came from mostly males driving alone, obviously enchanted 
with Rosie’s bright, toothy smile, as well as the sublime sway 
of her voluptuous body. She was like one of the sirens from 
Homer’s Odyssey.

We strategically positioned ourselves along the road—
with Rosie the most visible, displaying her best hitchhiker’s 
pose. Pete and I stood inconspicuously in the background, 
maybe a little off  to the side.

Beholding Rosie’s luminous presence, numerous motor-
ists took the bait and stopped. After her brief introduction, 
Rosie would say to the driver with her hand on her chin, a 
contrived expression of afterthought, “Hey, any room for my 
friends too?”

After getting picked up by a Mitch, a Ken, and a Mike, it 
was clear that Pete and I weren’t the only guys under Rosie’s 
spell. This was a bitter pill to swallow. We wanted this woman 
all to ourselves. The odds of winning her love must have been 
a million to one.

THE UNICORN
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But that realization would not stop us from trying. It was 
as if we’d encountered a unicorn, a one-of-a-kind woman in 
every conceivable way. Rosie was like our dream girl “Breezy,” 
the free-spirit hitchhiker chick in the movie of the same 
name—wide-eyed and gushing with childlike innocence and 
joy, beatifi c like the Wisconsin landscape around us.

Rosie loved to jabber with the male drivers about every-
thing under the sun: children, music, hunting and fi shing, 
healthy diets, relationships, psychic energy, holy books of the 
East, etc. Even Pete had a hard time getting in a word edge-
wise. I got a smug satisfaction seeing him get a taste of his 
own medicine.

Nevertheless, I thought that he—and even I—had the 
edge over the competition. She was a hardcore hitchhiker. 
That meant she was a kindred spirit, a female version of us!

As we got to know Rosie, her intelligent, serious side 
emerged. More things-in-common surfaced, most notably 
her philosophy of life. It not only matched ours, but she had 
surpassed us, living it out completely, consistently and fear-
lessly. She raised the bar, as we’d soon learn.

“What are your plans for the future?” I asked her as we 
waited for rides next to a weather-beaten fence along a cow 
pasture.

“I stopped making plans,” Rosie replied.
“What do you mean?”
“I learned that planning and scheduling and preparing for 

things is a waste of time. They suck the life right out of you. 
In my opinion, if you know what you’re doing tomorrow—
you’re not fully alive!”

“How’d you come to that conclusion?”
“I used to plan everything out—school, work, marriage, 

family, whatever else. I got up in the morning each day and did 
what I was supposed to do. Eventually, the whole thing left 
me uninspired and drained. And, at one point, I just snapped. 



11

Something inside of me told me I’m losing touch with what’s 
meaningful in my life. I wasn’t happy. I felt like nothing more 
than a cog in a machine. I realized I had to either surrender to 
it, or chuck it all.”

Pete and I knew exactly what Rosie meant by “the 
machine.” It was a metaphor for society-at-large.

“Yeah,” Rosie continued. “I quit my job and everything, 
and just sort of disappeared. Everybody thought I was nuts 
but I’m so glad I did. I used to be a prisoner of the rat race. 
Now I’m out here, content, free as a bird.”

“Living for the moment,” added Pete.
“Exactly! Being spontaneous. Yeah, yeah, living moment to 

moment... in the present. Existing now, not in the past or the 
future. Each day is an exciting adventure. I never know what’s 
going to happen next. And, isn’t it funny? I can’t stay in one 
place too long!”

Pete and I could relate completely to what Rosie was say-
ing about “chucking it all.”

Both of us had gone through a similar process of soul-
searching (each of us separately). We agreed that our lives 
were miserable back home in the Motor City for a number of 
reasons. Number one, we were bored being there. Number 
two, we were sick of the racial tensions, crime, and blight. 
Number three and most importantly, we were tired of people 
telling us what to do. We wanted to come and go as we please. 
We wanted to be free.

We set out to experience freedom in its purest form...
That’s “The Grand Experiment” in a nutshell.
A cross-country road trip seemed to fi t the bill. Ironically, 

the place we were “escaping” from—Detroit, Michigan—was 
also the architect of the dream. Our hometown sold to the 
world something much greater than the automobile. It was 
the fantasy of jumping into your car, going to exotic places 
and enjoying the sights along the way. Detroit taught the 

THE UNICORN
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world that freedom and happiness are all about mobility, 
driving where you want, going sixty with the wind blowing in 
your face, car radio blasting, and a McDonald’s shake in hand. 
This formula was the perfect tonic for a restless young soul 
like me.

The only trouble was I had to rely on other people’s cars 
for that freedom.

The Adventures of Rosie

Our lucky streak in getting rides came to an end when 
Rosie, Pete, and I went through more thinly populated areas. 
We didn’t mind though. The long waits midst rolling hills, 
cow pastures, and farmland revived the spirit. And they gave 
us a lot of time to talk.

Rosie went on to recount her experiences as we listened 
often with raised eyebrows and mouths agape.

She didn’t tell us much about her life before hitting the 
road, except that she’d been raised in a well-to-do family, her 
parents were divorced, and she had taught Special Education.

Since Rosie had chucked it all, she bummed rides all over 
the continental U.S., mainly in the West. She’d visited Canada 
a couple of times and Massachusetts once. Then there was 
the “big Alaska adventure.” She said she typically drifted 
back and forth along a triangle of favorite spots in Colorado, 
Oregon, and her beloved home state Wisconsin.

How she managed to fi t everything in a span of a year-
and-a-half boggled the imagination. When she wasn’t moving 
from place to place, or attending parties, she worked tempo-
rary jobs, mostly waitressing at places like Denny’s.

Her modus operandi was quite simple: She’d “experience” 
a place as long as it remained interesting and then she’d move 
on to another desired location. Like the wind constantly 
changing directions, Rosie simply followed her own whims. 
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Sometimes she’d relish a setting for a few hours and move 
on; other times she’d end up somewhere for a month or two, 
particularly when she needed to hunker down to earn funds 
for her free-wheeling lifestyle.

Rosie said she preferred to live in towns off  the beaten 
path like Jackass Meadows, Idaho, because she liked the 
“small town experience.” She also enjoyed being in enclaves 
of liberal people like her, particularly college towns like 
Madison, Wisconsin; Boulder, Colorado; and Eugene, Oregon. 
Since she was a die-hard nature lover, the ideal destination 
had to have natural wonders close by, such as mountains, 
ocean, or desert.

At one point, Rosie made an interesting remark: “It’s 
weird, I got my teaching degree so I can help people, but I 
found out I can help more people on the road.”

What did she mean exactly? 
As much as she loved carousing with friends and taking 

nature walks, Rosie seemed to get the most kick out of playing 
guardian angel to strangers—old people, children, poor folks. 
For example, one time she stayed for fi ve weeks in Jackass 
Meadows to take care of an ailing elderly fellow named Nor-
man whom she’d befriended in a laundromat. Another time, 
she served as a nanny for a struggling family in Compton, 
California. Most important of all, she did humanitarian relief 
work—transporting supplies and helping build homes—for 
dislocated villagers in Alaska.

When Rosie said she hitchhiked all over the country for a 
full eighteen months, I wondered: What about safety?

How did Rosie—an attractive young woman—get away 
with it? How could she have all these adventures and not once 
be assaulted by some scum bag? In my mind, females seemed 
to be ten times more vulnerable to predators than males.

“Isn’t it dangerous?” I asked fl at out.

THE UNICORN
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“Dangerous?” Rosie laughed. “Of course it’s dangerous. 
But isn’t all of life dangerous? Hell, breathing is dangerous. 
The only time you’re safe and secure is when you’re dead.”

Hmmm.

A Glimpse of Heaven
Our longest wait outside of a dairy farm ended when a 

guy named Steve picked us up. A blond-haired fellow wear-
ing a black cap, he fi t the driver profi le: a young male driving 
alone. We had to squeeze like sardines in the back seat of his 
red ‘76 Dodge Dart, but who was complaining? We were just 
grateful for the ride.

A few miles out of farm country into underdeveloped 
territory, we were in for the shock of our lives. Rosie suddenly 
shouted out at the top of her lungs.

“STOP HERE! Do you hear me?! STOP!”
Startled, Steve slammed on the brakes. The inertia 

sent our bodies fl ying forward, along with numerous other 
objects—maps, travel mug, lunch box.

“What’s wrong?!” Steve exclaimed dumbfounded. Pete 
and I were wondering that ourselves.

Rosie didn’t say anything. She just bolted out of the car as 
if some extraterrestrial force took control over her. She ran 
into a resplendent green meadow saturated with purple wild 
fl owers, and twirled herself around with her arms up like Julie 
Andrews in The Sound of Music.

 “Oh God! This is beautiful!” she exclaimed.
Rosie had the look of ecstasy. She rolled her eyes into her 

head and smiled like the Cheshire Cat.
True, the meadow was pretty, but we men were more 

astonished by the sight of her. Steve reacted with a pensive 
gaze as he leaned back against the car. Pete and I burst out 
laughing. 
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I think everyone experienced something like a vision of 
heaven at that moment. For Rosie, it was the joy evoked by 
the beauty of nature. For us men, it was through watching 
this maniacal woman dance around in a state of utter bliss. 
She was like St. Teresa of Ávila, the saint who was pierced in 
the heart with God’s golden lance—except Rosie was much 
better looking.

Lunch at Denny’s

At one point, hunger brought us back to earth, so we 
stopped at the Denny’s in Readtown. As we waited for our or-
der, Steve seemed like just another guy competing for Rosie’s 
attention. However, he had something else in mind.

“I used to be like you—into the whole hippy thing—but I 
turned my life over to Jesus.”

Our fi rst response was stunned silence like when your TV 
goes on the fritz in the middle of a good movie. Pete, Rosie, 
and I studied each other’s faces.

“Oh, really?... Well, thanks but no thanks.” LeBlanc fi nally 
blurted out as his burger and fries arrived.

“Have you ever read the Bible?” Steve asked.
“Oh yeah, I read it all the time. It’s a good source for 

metaphors.” Pete replied.
“Metaphors?”
“Yeah, I write poetry.”
Rosie jumped in: “Oh you write poetry? I love poetry!”
LeBlanc was ready to respond. He whipped out a note-

book from his backpack like lightning and handed it to her. 
Rosie examined his verses with an abounding interest.

After reading a couple of them silently, she quivered with 
delight. “Wow! This one really fl ips me out!”

Pete had found the express lane to Rosie’s heart. He 
scooted closer to her.

THE UNICORN
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Steve looked agitated that he couldn’t get through to us.
As for me, I was mortifi ed. Jealous anger poured into my 

heart like the grease in the kitchen and settled there simmer-
ing. I felt like lunging across the table and strangling LeBlanc 
on the spot. In the competition for her aff ections, he’d drawn 
the fi nal trump card and won. I imagined Rosie putty in his 
hands from then on.

This turn of events put me in a sulky mood all the way to 
the day’s destination.

Liberty Pole

LeBlanc, Rosie, and I arrived at Liberty Pole an hour or so 
later. A local farmer in a yellow Chevy pickup dropped us off  
in front of an inconspicuous Cape Cod-style house across the 
street from the general store.

The tiny town’s main street consisted only of the store, 
maybe seven or eight houses, and a United Methodist Church.

The store appeared to be the village’s center of gravity. 
The place looked like the recreated 19th century dry goods 
shop at Greenfi eld Village, Henry Ford’s tourist attraction in 
Dearborn, Michigan.

The sign attached to the store’s façade, just above the 
overhanging roof, read LIBERTY POLE STORE EST. 1845. A 
picture of an American fl ag appeared under those words and 
occupied two thirds of the sign.

Rosie had said the town was named after an actual fl ag 
pole in front of a local resident’s house. During the mid-1800s, 
the home was supposedly a stop along the Underground Rail-
road. A banner was raised to communicate to fugitive slaves 
that “the coast is clear, it’s safe to run here for sanctuary.”

We sauntered into the overgrown backyard of the Cape 
Cod house to the garage.

SSSSSSSCCCCRRRRREEEEECH!
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Rosie lifted the weather-beaten garage door revealing a 
shiny orange ‘73 Datson 240Z. It was rusty in spots, but in 
good condition. Out of her suede shoulder bag, she whipped 
out a set of car keys.

This prompted the Question of the Day...
“Rosie, why did you have to hitchhike?” 
“I really didn’t have to,” she replied with a shrug. “Well, 

don’t just stand there. Get in.”
So we did. She revved up the engine, backed it out of the 

driveway, and drove off .
Rosie turned left at the church and peeled down the dirt 

road with a trail of dust. Fifteen minutes later, we came to a 
hand-painted sign that read, “POVERTY GULCH.”
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