
Twenty-Three

John Mellencamp advises his listeners to “hold onto sixteen as long as you can.” During
my high school graduation ceremony, my friend repeated the popular lyrics of the time, “we’re
gonna stay eighteen forever.” There are no songs about turning twenty-three. There is no anthem
for those of us nearing our mid-twenties, a generation fresh out of college and hurled into a
country of economic downturn and a dismal job market.

Twenty-three is an unremarkable year, but I have spent my life having unremarkable
birthdays and this year I wanted change. When I discovered that I knew someone with a cabin in
the San Juan Islands, I dreamt of a weekend getaway with my friends where we could whale
watch, drag our feet along the shore, and feel outdoorsy. Between eight hours at my desk at
work, a couple hours on the stationary bike at the gym, and countless nights spent sunken into
my couch watching television, I rarely feel outdoorsy.

We get a late start on Friday night—a bad sign I try to ignore. Will and Kevin, with
Kendra in the middle, sit in the back seat. I sit next to my boyfriend, Abiel, in the bucket seat up
front in his old Lincoln. We pick Lindsey up from work at the bakery and add two more delays
to our departure from town—gas and coffee.

“Don’t worry, don’t worry,” I assure them because I misread the ferry schedule weeks
ago and think that we have until 11:00 to catch the ferry in Anacortes. Up I-5 we go, listening to
music and thinking we have all the time in the world. Abiel advises that we double-check the
schedule and it informs us that the last ferry leaves at 8:50, less than an hour away. We haven’t
reached Mt. Vernon, but Abiel presses down on the gas and promises me that he won’t let us
miss this ferry. I turn disconsolate as the sky darkens. We pass strip malls and casinos, but by the
time we reach the turn for Anacortes, we all know it’s too late. Down the winding road to the
water and we debate what to do for the night. We pass a shack housing a psychic, laugh at this
oddity in a coastal town, and reach the ferry terminal. The ferry’s lights begin to fade into the
horizon.

We accept the terminal worker’s ferry schedule and return up the winding road and into
Anacortes. Back in town, the conversation moves from where to eat dinner to where to sleep then
back to where to eat dinner. We drive down the town’s main strip all the way to the dock at the
end.

“We could always sleep here,” Lindsey suggests, as we sit in the car and look up at the
overwhelming ship parked nearby. After all, the trunk is loaded with booze and we’re still
young. Will agrees with Lindsey, Abiel disagrees, and Kevin and Kendra can go either way.
Feeling the new responsibility that my mature age has given me, I suggest we eat first and figure
out sleeping arrangements later. I also do not want to spend the night in the car. Thankfully, a
sign posted on the dock tells us we can’t.

Once parked, we wander the street in search of a restaurant still open at nine. Anacortes
has all the trappings of a small tourist town—the unauthentic Mexican and Italian restaurants, the
run down bars. We come across Adrift, an unassuming restaurant with a sign that promises,
“Swell Food for Salty Dogs.” Inside we are surprised to find a quirkily decorated space with
rows of bookshelves selling five-dollar books. The sea motif—down to the ship in a bottle
adorned bar stools—pleases my need for something nautical. On this trip I want nothing more
than salt air memories.



Back outside, the air nips and the streets are deserted. Some artist, presumably hired by
the city council in an attempt at beautification, has decided that life size drawings of old
fashioned people should cover the building facades along main street. The result has an eerie
effect. We crack jokes about this odd attempt to decorate buildings that didn’t need it in the first
place and wonder where to go next. We closed the restaurant and it doesn’t look like very many
bars are about to welcome us.

Abiel suggests we at least check out the room rates at one of the many hotels in town.
By the time we pull into the parking lot of the Marina Inn, most of the passengers lean towards
sleeping in the car and catching the five o’clock ferry. I didn’t picture spending my birthday
weekend groggy, so Abiel and I walk inside the hotel. I pay for a room for the two of us and
once the front desk staff switches, the other four come inside. We celebrate my birthday in a
hotel room with two queen-sized beds, a bottle of vodka and a bottle of rum, assorted desserts
from Lindsey’s work, and The Tonight Show with Conan O’Brien on television.

We crash—three in each bed—and I sleep poorly in the hot and crowded room. I wake
up first and stand in the morning’s chilled air to catch a glimpse of the sun coming up over the
water. The sky has that kind of blue you only get over top of sleepy coastal towns. It brightens in
front of me as Anacortes wakes up. After showers and continental breakfast, we drive down the
same winding road and arrive a few minutes early to the nine o’clock ferry.

We board and immediately step out on the deck. The feeling of standing on the ferry
deck pointed in a direction I’ve never traveled is like the feeling of a rush of cold wind hitting
my face. This feeling is my first experience of jetlag in England, is the bus ride through heavy
traffic in Rome, is the late summer heat in New York. This arrival feeling is new, that possibility
of something exciting, at least something different.

The inside of the ferry is dingy beige accented by egg yolk colored chairs. We snap a
few group shots outside, explore the windy decks, and search the boat for a place to sit. Families
fill most of the benches along the walls, playing Scrabble underneath fluorescent lights. Our
group camps out with books and a bag of Kettle chips. I make myself comfortable on the worn
cushy seat and open a book of short stories. It’s hard to concentrate with friends around me and
seagulls flying outside the window, not to mention the regret of a too late night and my losing
battle with sleep.

We stop momentarily at Orcas Island and I see numerous boatless docks. Without
something there to give them meaning, they look lonely, like walkways into the sound. The ferry
continues on its journey and my friends and I settle into the quiet enjoyment of a trip across the
sound, letting the water lull us into passivity. We see the water, the islands, the first sign of our
vacation, through half-closed eyes. Mine close entirely and don’t open again until we have
docked.

Friday Harbor welcomes us with all its charm and quaintness, like a grandmother, like it
wants nothing more than to feed us clam chowder and home made ice cream. It invites us into its
cozy bookstore and lavender shop, but we pass by, drive along another winding road—get lost
once—and find our home for the weekend. The island is everything pastoral and idyllic. The
road takes us past farms, fields, alpacas, and one bed and breakfast before we reach our turn off.
A gravel road leads us into a clearing in the woods. When the owner first described it to me, the
vacation home was referred to as a “cabin,” which it clearly is not. It is a two-story house with a
large wrap around deck and an additional building across the yard, referred to as the “Ping Pong
Palace.”



The size of the barn red house has surprised us all; its interior amuses us. The baseboard
heat, wood stove in the living room, and the faint smell of dog make it rustic. The blue carpet,
outdated furniture, and overall feel that the decor hasn’t been updated since the eighties make it
“nostalgic.” This place offers us refuge from our busy city lives so we quickly pardon its flaws
and look to its more appealing qualities. The boys move to the “Ping Pong Palace” to appreciate
the house’s best amenity.

We tour the house and settle in, but not for long. San Juan Island begs exploration and
we answer its call by driving down the street to English Camp, the remains of an old military
camp. Here, in the open fields, we play like children, chasing geese and climbing trees. Maybe
later we’ll have a drink or read a book, but for now we are Peter Pan and the lost boys and this
island in the Pacific Northwest is our Neverland. Teased by the water, I separate from the group
and walk along the beach, feeling the first squish of the seaweed covered shore beneath my feet.
I walk the length of the beach, out of reach of my friends’ voices, and come to a lone dock.
Stepping out to the end of the dock, I pause amidst the calm water. All around me is still.

Abiel breaks the silence and guides me back towards the rest of the group and a hike up
the hill. Once our shoes are sufficiently muddy, we leave English Camp and drive to Roche
Harbor, a quaint mix of residential and commercial that is eerily empty during the winter
months. We walk the docks and peruse the General Store with its deer head mounted on the wall,
but we don’t stay long in Roche Harbor. The day is half over so we drive back to Friday Harbor
to stock up on groceries for the night—everything we need for a burger and French fry feast.

The afternoon finds us all drowsy. Lindsey and I watch The Big Chill—one of my
favorite movies for depicting friendship—and the others come and go out of the room. At one
point, most of us come and go out of sleep, drifting off into naps because on a weekend getaway
you sometimes have nothing better to do—and that’s alright. I watch my friends watch the
movie, strum at the guitar, and sit listlessly in the recliner.

This weekend is like the prologue to The Big Chill. Just out of college, we still believe
we can change the world. We are three writers, one photographer, one artist, and a fashion
designer—at least in our own minds. Truth is, most of us are working shitty jobs or none at all.
We need this weekend, need this little island escape like you need another drink. And so we do
drink and we laugh in the kitchen as we cook dinner. The boys put on mini concerts with the two
acoustic guitars we brought along for just such a distraction.

We finish dinner and move to the fire pit outside. We build a fire, poke at it and add
logs, and while it never reaches its full potential, it is enough to make s’mores on. Abiel and I
separate from the group and walk to the swing hanging from a large tree nearby. Out of reach
from the fire’s glow we feel cold and the woods around us are black. Abiel crosses his legs and
rests his guitar on his thighs. I push hard off the ground and he sings me “Green Eyes” while we
glide back and forth through space.

“Play me my song,” I beg when he finishes his Coldplay cover. “The one where you call
me Katie.” I haven’t gone by “Katie” in years and love the way his song brings me back to an
age I thought I had let go of.

“I can’t. I don’t remember the lyrics well enough to play it here.”
I settle on his rendition of Radiohead’s “Fake Plastic Trees” because it brings him back

to a place he stills holds onto.
On Sunday morning we eat eggs and bacon and begin the long process of cleaning up

the house we barely had time to enjoy. I turn on the old vacuum and a moth flies out of it. We



strip the beds and wipe the counters down and take a few breaks to play ping pong and read out
loud from John Cheever and Joyce Carol Oates. I know that in twenty-four hours I’ll be back at
the office, filing or processing bills, and this weekend will feel like I dream I woke too soon
from.

I leave Kendra and Lindsey behind in the house reading, leave the boys to their game of
ping pong, and find a muddy trail that leads to a large pond near the house. I sleep walk down the
path and stop at the water’s edge. The water does not ebb here, like waves, like time. By the
pond I can reflect on a weekend almost over. Something about the passing of another year and
the way water begs thoughtfulness—and I’m hung up on all things ended. Twenty-two, gone.
College, graduated. The illusion that life and relationships work out exactly as planned, faded,
but for a whimper of hope.

Out here in the noiseless wind, save for the birds, I am free. We have stopped time here,
amongst the wet leaves and February cold. In a few moments I will drag myself inside to finish
cleaning, we will pack up the trunk and drive a little longer, and by evening, the ferry will point
us towards Anacortes, and beyond that, home. But for just a little while longer, I’ll stay out here.

Out here I will stay twenty-three forever, the Peter Pan of San Juan Island, while my lost
boys play ping pong inside. Here we can swing, legs dangling, cold wind against our cheeks, and
not care. We can sit by the fire until our clothes reek of burning and heat marshmallows until
they are black and crisp. We can trample through the mud and seaweed at English Camp, up
forested trails and along the still shore. We can do that, but only for a few more hours. The city
calls us back.


