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“The Road Less Traveled”

The trip I remember most is the trip to our beach house in New Symrna Beach, Florida. My
family has always lived in Winter Springs, a small suburb on the outskirts of Orlando, but when I
was three my father got us a place on the beach. I don’t remember a time in my life when we
haven’t taken that once epic drive from the boring monotony of single family homes to the
seemingly exotic high rise condominium buildings and old sea-side homes.

The journey has changed significantly over the years. What was once a deserted pathway that
it seemed only my dad knew how to take has slowly become a more popular pathway, and familiar
stores and new housing developments have popped up along this once secret corridor. As time has
passed, the mystical nature of the trip has changed. When I was young I had no idea how to get
there, but when I could start driving the experience became wholly different as I realized I knew
how to get from our house to the beach, but couldn’t tell anyone else how to get there. My favorite
times making the trip have been with my dad, from when I was a little kid until even now. I love
watching everything about him change as he gets to a place where he is happy. For this recollection,
I will reflect on the times that I have traveled with my dad in the present while comparing to
memories of my childhood.

Normally the trip begins on a Friday afternoon when work and school are done. It begins at
our driveway, where we pull away from the house and head down 434. This road has changed its
form over the years, from the two lane road that splintered through an orange grove, to now a four
lane highway that shoulders housing developments and a paltry attempt at a downtown (read nicely
designed strip mall). My middle school is on the right — it was brand new when I went there. It
always seemed so big, now of course it seems so small. I remember the walk I used to take from the
house to the school as we pass by in the car, remembering the times when I was attending school,
waiting for the day to be over so I could walk home and be on my way to the beach. Even now I
begin sensing the feeling of giddiness you get when you skipped school. We next pass by a field that
once held herds of cows with an odd building in front that sometimes made the sky smell funny. I
came to realize later on that the building was a meat processing plant and the cows would go there
to get slaughtered. I remember giving it the finger everyday on my way to middle school after my
brother told me what it was.

The old McDonalds that came in a few years back indicates the first turn left, and sometimes
we would stop there to get apple pies and a coke (but you can’t tell my mom about that). We pass
further down the road until the scary intersection that pulls our lane off to the right. It used to be
this seemingly endless road where you could go as fast as you wanted. This road is 419, and it has
remained a two lane road, although now there is an elementary school on the right, so if we hit the
wrong time we get very backed up. A bit further down the mud walk is on the right, a local right of
passage in 5" grade. It was held at the environmental center, and it was this path that was exactly
what the name indicates — a path of mud. I was always a short child, so the mud came up to my neck
in some places. It was gross, but as a kid it was the greatest experience. Occasionally I remember this
as I pass by the sign and smile at the joys of being a kid.

Next up is a quick right that connects to 430, a road that takes you through an industrial
park and up to the private airport where my dad has his plane and we fly out of. This portion of the
trip is always the same whether we go to the beach or to Key West — it’s a left if you want the plane
and a right if you want the beach. Trust me, on some days I could tell that was a tough turn to make
for my dad as he thinks that in a few hours we could be touching down in the Keys instead. Most of
the time he rationalizes that the beach is easier. We pass through the newly developed openings of
the airport and by a gigantic airplane. A field on the left has broken down school buses. They are
rumored to be ones that people race — I've seen some pretty burned up a few times. Then we travel
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around the outskirts of the airport. My dad’s neck and mine always lean and look around to see if
there are any planes taking off or coming in. A few times planes have passed right over this little
back road and we just look at them come right in. My dad always takes this opportunity to teach me
something about flying: what the different lights on the runway mean, what its like to fly behind or
land after one of the giant planes, what the airport was like a long time ago, what it was like when he
started flying, how the engines work, etc. Everything I know about flying comes from him, and
these tutorials are a great part of taking this particular route to the beach. The airport edges on this
old country road that has some dilapidated houses that are reminiscent of old Florida. I wonder
what times were like when those houses were used — maybe the people who worked the groves lived
there? Marshland is on the right, you have to be careful that it hasn’t rained recently or it will make
soft shoulders. Orange groves still sit on the right side of the road, and I always wonder when they
will be destroyed and little cookie cutter houses will replace them like they have everywhere else.

At the end of this country road starts the bizarre journey down route 44, as close to old
Florida as I am comfortable getting. Before the turn you face this creepy old building that I think is a
bar. Looks like the type of place that barely sees sunlight inside and the clientele is primarily local.
Turning right you slowly start loosing sight of civilization as I know it. There are many small local
joints along the way, each one unique and it’s hard to determine how they stay in business. One
notable landmark is the Skips Boots, I've never been in there but I know it is the halfway point. 1
think if you want to dress like a cowboy you go there. My dad told me once that they sell alligator
shoes. Gross. The road then becomes a lonely two lane road that becomes scary if there is any car
trouble or if you are low on gas. As a child I used to get worried on that road because I wouldn’t
know where I was if I was on my own. One of my favorite landmarks is the landfill on the right. I've
always wanted to stop to go spelunking and see what a landfill really is like. However, no one I ever
travel with is willing to go and I’'m a little nervous about going it alone. Still, almost every time we
pass by I say “I want to go check that out someday”. Maybe sometime I will. There is a house on the
left that is setback pretty far from the road, but at front edge of the property that abuts the road is a
gigantic post with cow skulls on it. This road winds through trees and weird old houses for a long
time. In the past year, a new development came in on the left that looks pretty spectacular from the
road, but going in it reveals the typical stucco, uninspired Floridian architecture that makes me
disappointed in these developments. I now roll my eyes as we pass by because I know that things
will never be the same once the population of this area increases as the result of this housing,.

We get close to the road that connects with the beach. You know you’re there when you see
the Daytona Speedway straight ahead. I think we went there a few times when I was a kid because I
associate that place with being very loud and smelly. Another right and then a smile comes across
my face because I know we’re getting close. This is one of my favorite legs of the trip because it’s a
big road and you get to go very fast. It’s a relief from the previous road because if you get stuck
behind a slow poke, you spend 20 minutes cursing at their bumper. Once on this road you are finally
able to get around them and go at a more acceptable pace. I remember a pink building with a couch
out front that people used to sit on along this road. It blew my mind seeing a couch outside. The
building has since been razed, but I think about those people who sat outside, drinking beer in the
Florida sun. This road is populated with these types of places, stores that have been starved out
because people don’t bother to stop and give them business because there is a new Walmart serving
as the other bookend to the old Walmart.

This is when the trip becomes exciting again, because we are close to coming into “town”.
There are two parts to town. A Denny’s sign shows you you’ve made it. There’s a new Harley Store
and Pub 44, the bar made famous by the Monster movie starring Charlise Theron about the woman
from Daytona who killed a bunch of men. The McDonalds is on the right, there’s the plaza with the
Bank of America, Subway, the old Walmart and other silly stores. Passing through this part of town
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is great, because you leave the more commercial area to what we consider “old town”. A bridge
takes you over the best wetland area that has stayed wet enough to prevent any building on or near
it. I feel like this is the barrier between the concrete jungle of central Florida and begins the earthy
beach feel. The vibe changes over this bridge, my dad slows down a little, I am captivated by the
nature around me: the sun illuminates the pristine balance of plants and water below and I begin to
unwind. A strange juxtaposition happens at the bottom of the bridge, however, as an uneasy feeling
washes over my dad and I. When my brother was 16, he and I got in a minor car accident together
at the foot of the bridge. Neither of us were injured, but my brother hasn’t really driven since. Most
of the time, neither my dad nor I mention it, but we both go silent and think about how things could
have ended much worse. As we move along, one tree captivates my attention as it had ever since
one of my brother’s friends pointed it out when we were kids. The way the two trees in the distance
align with each other creates a resemblance to a tyrannosaurus rex. Even now I look toward this tree
dinosaur and smile. All the familiar stores line the sides of the streets, with some changes. This side
town has remained relatively unchanged, which is really saying a lot for Florida.

As we continue down the road, the smell of the salt air permeates the car and I catch my dad
sneaking a little smile when he smells it for the first time — it’s the signal that the destination is upon
us. Like clockwork, we stop a the 7-11 on the right to get beer and slurpies. Condos replace the
stores and we come up to the Catholic church, Our Lady of the Sea. We turn into our parking lot
and park. The sound of the ocean greets us, as does an even more pronounced smell of the salt air.
Getting out of the car, we are hit with a wave of salty humidity. Relaxation, family time and playing
in the water is now before us; the worries of school, work and other problems go out with the tide.

I’'ve taken others along this path. Some people wonder why I take such an obscure way —
there are highways that perhaps are a little shorter. I think one reason is in honor of my dad, it’s the
way he taught me and I like doing the things he showed me. Another reason is I enjoy the way my
emotions, thoughts, demeanor and even physical speed change as I go through the different regions.
My mind is accustomed to noticing certain orienting landmarks and taking cues. It’s as if my mind
says “Ah, there’s Skips, we’re halfway there!” I like the way my mind starts to wander and unwind as
I see real nature when crossing the bridge. An impractical explanation is I feel that if I don’t take this
path, I will allow people to build it, change it, take it away from me. In a strange way, I feel that if I
take this path, I can keep an eye on things and make sure it stays exactly the way I want it. The road
won’t expand, more stores won’t go in, and all my creepy houses that I love looking at will tick on
unfettered. I realize that these feelings are the beginnings of my old person nostalgia — I feel that I
will be soon telling younger people “Back in my day...” Yet I have a feeling that development will
encroach on this sacred area as it has done everywhere else in Florida. Once that development and a
new Walmart came in, I felt that the area was done for. Now that I live in Massachusetts, I feel the
next time I am in Florida and take the trip I will be in for some unpleasant surprises.

Still, these memories are great to recall as I remember a trip that I've taken hundreds of
times in the course of 20 years. I'm interested to see how the next 20 years will shape the way I recall
the same path.



