The Return of the Canadian Penny (Part 2 of 5)

TROUBLE

“Loredana, are you okay?”
I had developed a cough that wouldn’t go away. Family, friends, and
co-workers were getting worried.
Medical tests revealed inflammation in my lungs and enlarged lymph
nodes. After consulting several specialists, one doctor suspected sarcoidosis, a
rare inflammation of unknown cause that affects multiple organs, mainly
lungs and lymph glands. It can go away on its own and usually does. But it can
also lead to organ damage and even death due to complications.
Could this be happening because I was giving up on life?
Nancy, Ken, and I began emailing each other about our next walk. And I,
increasingly eager to get to Canada, suggested a 200-mile segment.
“Let’s keep it around 100 miles a trip!” replied Ken.
While winds ripped the last autumn leaves from my favorite trees in
Central Park and snow blanketed the city, Nancy, Ken, and I studied our route
map.
The East Coast Greenway showed Boston as our next major city, so we
agreed to walk from Providence to Boston.
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Between the miles on the trail and those to reach our hotels, we
calculated a trip of about 122 miles. We would cover the distance in a week,
with two twenty-five-mile days and the least mileage on the first and last days
to leave time for traveling to the start and back home.
When Little Blue Bear slowly awoke from hibernation in mid-spring, we
had booked rooms, purchased bus tickets, and prepared turn-by-turn
directions.

So

up

my

backpack

climbed

Little

Blue

Bear,

and

our

seventy-seven-day countdown began.
Meanwhile, my pulmonary doctor referred me to a specialist for a biopsy.
I made the appointment and noticed her office was in the same medical
building where I had been with my husband—a cancer center; it scared me to
think how bad things could be.
The building’s lobby and elevator triggered painful memories. And on
the same floor where Enzo had been, the same familiar people sat behind the
reception desk, but they called my name this time.
Is this the beginning for me of what Enzo went through?
A woman checked me in and asked me to follow her; she took me to the
scale where they had measured my husband’s weight at the start of each visit.
No matter how much I had taken care of Enzo, that brutally honest scale
kept telling me his body weight was disappearing. So when the woman asked
me to get on the scale, my blood ran cold.
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Medical personnel sedated me six days later at the hospital, and the
doctor performed a bronchoscopy to remove tissue for a biopsy.
I was lying in bed, recovering from the procedure, when my friend
Ronnie texted me. She had been at the hospital with me and had accompanied
me home. “Quick...pls take your temperature.”
I reassured Ronnie I was okay. But sadness overwhelmed me, knowing I
was worrying everybody, especially my family overseas.
Wouldn’t it be better if I died too?
I would be with Enzo, and everything would be over.
But what about the penny?
I can’t die without returning the penny; I would be upset if that happened.
“Guys, I’ve found the perfect song for us,” wrote Nancy in an email. “It’s
On The Road Again by Willie Nelson. We’ll sing it as we start walking.”
Days before our trip, I got the lab results. “Inconclusive.”
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PROVIDENCE TO BOSTON - Summer 2016

Our bus arrived in Providence in the middle of the afternoon.
We took the first steps of our week-long walk in the Kennedy Plaza bus
area, surrounded by people going about their business. Like classmates on a
school trip, we sang On The Road Again.
On the path next to the Providence River, Nancy and I took pictures, but
not Ken.
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“I’m not interested in architecture; every building and tree looks the
same to me, and I cannot understand why someone would want to take photos
of things we see all the time. It would have to be something truly spectacular
for me to be interested.”
I didn’t know Ken’s definition of “truly spectacular.” I would find out on
a later trip.

Pawtucket

The scene from the Exchange Street bridge in Pawtucket was picture
perfect; historic mill buildings and lush plants lined the Blackstone River
banks, and under the cloudy evening sky, the towering chimney of an old mill
seemed proud to be there still.
Pawtucket was where in 1790, a British immigrant, Samuel Slater, used
the Blackstone River and the Pawtucket Falls to create the first water-powered
cotton-spinning mill in North America, setting in motion the American
Industrial Revolution.
“Discover Historic Pawtucket Where Modern America Was Born,” read
the writing on the Blackstone Valley Visitor Center building wall.
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A friend of Nancy joined us for dinner. She was vegan, so we went to a
vegan restaurant. Ken was reluctant. Afterward, I asked him about his
experience.
“It was almost as if I was at a religious gathering where I was the only
atheist. But to my surprise, the fake hamburger made with mushrooms was
good.”
Ken had grown up eating processed food. Convenience stores seemed to
be his favorites; he always found what he wanted—egg or tuna sandwiches,
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Yankee Doodles, or Devil Dogs cream-filled cakes. On the other hand, Nancy
always did her best to avoid processed food and stay true to her dietary beliefs.
For example, to buy a bag of potato chips, Nancy would read the product’s
labels—often attracting the attention of storekeepers who would look at us
with suspicion—until she found the one with potatoes, oil, salt, and nothing
else. I, instead, grew up eating home-cooked meals made with seasonal
ingredients from the fertile lands of Abruzzo in Italy, so when our food sources
were gas stations, they did not provide what I craved. In the end, Ken
concluded that Nancy and I were fussy about food. But if we went to eat in a
place where the menu had words like fruits, vegetables, or natural, Ken would
either refuse to go in or make himself feel visibly uncomfortable.
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Cumberland

Lush greenery surrounded the Blackstone River Pathway.
Butterflies danced over flowers, a deer looked at us from behind the
trees, and a great blue heron fished for food in the Blackstone River.
The freshly-made Portuguese bun from Colonial Bakery tasted like my
mom’s homemade bread, and my hand reached into my paper bag for more.
“Loredana, where are you going on vacation?” someone had asked me at
work.
“I’ll be walking from Providence to Boston.”
“And you call that a vacation?”
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With my heart appreciating that beautiful path, my friends, and
everything else, I whispered, ”Yes, a marvelous vacation.”

Welcome to Uxbridge

The “Entering” or “Welcome to” signs were visual reminders that we
were making progress. In the excitement that I was one town closer to the
moment I would be able to return the penny, I tended to speed up. But Ken and
Nancy kept me grounded. Their pace was calmer than mine, especially Nancy’s.
“Guys, guys! We need to slow down,” she would often say. Despite being
almost seventy and older than Ken and me, Nancy’s athletic body was in
excellent shape. She could walk fast but preferred a calmer pace and liked to
admire things. “Guys, I’ll probably never see this again; I want to have a
moment to appreciate it.”
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Backpacks

Sometimes, our backpacks seemed to make people uncomfortable. At a
convenience store, a young man and a woman who could have been his mother
stood behind the counter. He looked at our every move.
“Are you here to buy the entire store?”
Ken went to the register with a drink, Nancy read potato chips’ labels,
and I had not yet decided what to get. I asked the woman if there was a
restroom I could use. “Yes, but make sure you leave it clean.”
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I once read that every human thought, and every human action, is based
on either love or fear. I understood I was dealing with the latter, so I chatted
with the mother and son. A smile appeared on their faces, and they asked about
our journey. Minutes passed, and when the time came to say goodbye, like a
mother making sure their children did not forget anything, the woman asked if
we had enough water.

Police!

“HEY! WHAT ARE YOU GUYS DOING HERE?”
The police officer stopped us.
Heavy equipment, loud noises, and workers surrounded the site for
road repairs.
“We’re walking,” replied Ken.
“WALKING?”
He raised the pitch of his voice.
“DID YOU BREAK DOWN?”
“No, we’re just walking.”
“WHERE TO?”
“Boston.”
As if he couldn’t believe it, his tone became even louder.
“BOSTON, MASS?”
“Yes.”
“WELL, YOU CAN’T WALK HERE; THIS IS A CONSTRUCTION
SITE.”
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“But we have no choice; we are walking.”
After a moment of reflection, the police officer gave his orders with a
military tone.
“FOLLOW ME! SINGLE FILE!”

Trail Angels

We had just sat down for a break on the side of the road when a woman
stopped her car and asked, “Are you okay?”
“Yes, we’re on a long walk and are taking a break,” replied Nancy.
“Isn’t it too hot to be on the road?”
“It’s hot, but we’ll be fine.”
“I live up this hill; you may come over if you wish to use my pool.”
I couldn’t believe my ears. I had seen pools along the way and had
fantasized about jumping in the water; I could almost feel the refreshing
sensation on my skin. But in a race against the sunset to do all our miles in
daylight, we thanked the woman, and she drove away.
We were still resting in the shade when our unexpected angel, wearing
form-fitting clothes highlighting her athletic shape, returned on her bike.
Reaching into her canvas bag, she pulled out water, apples, chocolates, and
cookies. She even told us if we were carrying anything we no longer needed, we
could leave it by her mailbox, and she would throw it away.
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Her kindness impressed me, and I envisioned a world where we could all
support each other, stop by any house, sit in any garden, and enjoy lunch with
perfect strangers.
We completed the East Coast Greenway distance and were about three
miles to our hotel and literally on our last legs when a car stopped, and the
driver rolled down her window.
“Are you the people walking the East Coast Greenway?”
Huh? How does she know?
Who is she?
Her name was Jeannie. She often biked the Greenway, and Molly had told
her about our trip in case we needed support.
Jeannie was on her way to the supermarket when she spotted us on the
road. She drove us to our hotel, picked us up the following morning, and even
brought us breakfast; we could not believe our luck.
I knew about trail angels on the Appalachian Trail but wasn’t expecting
to meet them on the East Coast Greenway.
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BETWEEN WALKS

It didn’t take long for fear to steal the peace I had walked into; I was back
at work, and my cough resumed; air conditioning seemed to trigger it. I
coughed in the subway, inside buildings, but not outdoors.
As weeks passed, the problem escalated, my lungs hurt, and I got
frightened.
Determined to find a solution so I could be healthy to walk to Canada, I
got a new mattress, saw an allergist, and joined a running group. Sadly, not
enough air seemed to fill my lungs; I couldn’t keep up with the runners. But
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inspired by them and encouraged by coach Diego, I ran several minutes behind
the group, secretly crying out of frustration sometimes.
But then, I started choking when swallowing liquids and having
difficulty breathing while lying down. It disheartened me; the scary
progression of medical symptoms threatened my dream of returning the
penny.
One Sunday morning, a dove rested on my windowsill. He visited me
often, and I could tell how freezing the air was by how fluffed his feathers
were. The glass between us, I sat near him and wished I had wings to fly back to
the Greenway; I had felt so good there.
How can I feel like that again?
An intention was born: I would go to work pretending I was going on a
walk. And I would use a daypack to make it feel real.
Other ideas followed: I would leave my apartment excited about what
life had to show me each day—like when I was on the Greenway; I would walk
the six miles home; I would continue running; and I would eat only raw fruits
and vegetables for thirty days, no oils, no sugar, no coffee, no nuts, and no
seeds—I had read it helps reboot the body back to its full potential.
This last step seemed impossible, so I made a calendar to track my
progress. Daniel, a co-worker, checked it daily and suggested that everyone in
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our group join me for a celebratory lunch of potato fries if I succeeded. So they
did, and it was so touching.
Meanwhile, Nancy had scratched her plan to only walk to Boston, and
the three of us worked out the details for our next trip: Boston to Portland.
When it was all planned out, I could not shake the nudging feeling that
there was something else I needed to do.
“Be careful; you may get arrested at the border if you say you walked
from New York to return a penny. Immigration officers may think you’re on
drugs,” my friend Hilary had joked weeks earlier.
I had gone to bed when Hilary’s words replayed in my mind, indirectly
revealing the answer to what was missing; I needed someone who was going to
receive my penny when I made it to Canada.
But who?
I got up, went straight to my computer, and opened Google Maps. In
Calais, Maine, my eyes followed the East Coast Greenway route and a bridge
into Canada. On the east bank of the St. Croix River stood the town of St.
Stephen.
A chocolate museum caught my eye. It was about Ganong, the oldest
chocolate and candy company in Canada. They were the first to introduce a
heart-shaped chocolate box in North America. And they invented Chicken
Bones™, dark chocolate surrounded by spicy cinnamon-flavored candy. “I
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can’t imagine Christmas without a bowl full of chicken bones,” had posted
someone named Mina.
I read that a Chocolate Festival takes place in St. Stephen every year
during the first week of August. “Our beloved mascots, the Great Chocolate
Mousse and his lovely wife Tiffany, invite you to join us for the sweetest
festival of the year.”
My chocolaty goodness! We can plan the end of our walk to coincide with the
festival. And we can participate in the Chocolate Fun Run and make its finish line
the finish of our adventure.
I couldn’t wait to tell Ken and Nancy.
But wait! Who is going to receive my penny?
A word entered my mind like a shooting star—Mayor.
I stood up, took some steps on the wooden floor of my living room, and
tilted my head to the ceiling. “Mayor,” I voiced.
I rushed back to my computer.
“Dear Mayor,” I wrote.
In my message to the Mayor of St. Stephen, I described how the Canadian
penny had appeared in my life and how I was walking with my friends to return
it to Canada.
My heart skipped a beat when days later, in my mailbox arrived a
message from Allan MacEachern, Mayor of St. Stephen.
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The mayor was excited about our walk. The previous year, Calais had
completed the East Coast Greenway trail to the border, and the mayor had
attended the ceremony. He was now working on the St. Stephen’s section of the
Coastal Link Trail, which would connect the East Coast Greenway with the
Trans Canada Trail. “The international connection of the two trails is
important to me,” wrote the Mayor. Then he added something I was not
expecting: “Please consider that Canadian penny a copper ticket to a wonderful
gift from our Chocolate town.”
My heart almost jumped out of my chest; Mayor MacEachern’s words
reminded me of Willy Wonka’s golden ticket in Charlie and The Chocolate
Factory.
My Canadian penny felt even more magical now. I couldn’t stop smiling,
not even while surrounded by the straight-faced expressions of the New York
City subway riders.
Next to my East Coast Greenway map, I hung a printout of the message
from Allan MacEachern, Mayor of St. Stephen.
Summer finally arrived, and just days away from our Boston to Portland
walk, my co-worker Octavia stopped by my desk. She had a smile and a curious
expression as she tilted her head.
“LD, I haven’t heard you cough yet. Are you coughing less these days, or
is it just my impression?”
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