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5
            Chapter 1

         

         6/23/15 Day 1 Tuesday

         Quest:

         A long or arduous search for something.

         I walked down from Atlantic Ave. to the Boston Harbor and ceremonially dipped the toe of my right boot into the water of the Atlantic to begin my journey west. From the Boston Common, I strode toward the Public Gardens. Aside from the path, there were a few guys sitting on the dirt next to the grass. Their eyes caught the load on my back. We exchanged the basics.

         “Where you goin?” they said looking interested.

         I stopped and caught my breath. Sweat poured out of my body. The walk had caught up to me.

         “Out to Santa Cruz,” I said.

         The outspoken one of the bunch who looked more tumble than rough spoke up.

         “You know there’s a lighthouse you should check out when you get out to Santa Cruz.”

         Then he mentioned a few other low cals. While he freely gave all this information, his tattered shirt hanging loosely. I couldn’t help but think, ‘Doubt I’m going to see any of the places he mentioned when I finally hit the left coast.’ I left them with a cheery smirk motivated to get out of the city.

         When I exited the city I took a detour to a private park overlooking a pond and had a piss. It started to sprinkle. I continued to walk anyway. The rain let up. By the time I 6reached the Highland green line station in Newton my clothes had more or less dried. I decided to climb over the railing and camp downhill from the tracks.

         How does it feel to jack off in the bushes with two trains going by?

         Adrenaline racing. Noise blurring, The wush of the train rushing by.

         Body heightened until release.

         Every muscle tightens. Rigid.

         One brief moment gets obliterated.

         Then everything softly floats back to earth

         Rest by the green leaves and grass.

         Along the fence, I and the synthetic sleeping bag lay there until morning’s rude awakening.

         I had made it out of the city to the start of Route 9 in Newton. Sunlight crept out of the overcast sky and the day’s first light brought the chugging alarm of a locomotive.
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         My quest started with wanting to walk from Boston to Santa Cruz, but after estimating how long that would take, 7hitching seemed the way to go. Why embark upon this journey in the first place? Could it be people were cast in grays so the choice remaining was movement or claustrophobia? Challenge, a rite of passage, or perhaps that indefinable drive when you imagine something and decide to put it into action. That visceral feeling that you must do it hungers at you each time you think about it. Words cease to define because the feeling is defined by the premonition of the action. And if that ain’t a pretentious sentence I don’t know what is.

         
            ***

         

         Niagara Falls seemed fetching and a convenient way to enter Canada. The country to the north. I had never been. The Great Lake Michigan’s crossing laid ahead. My sole planned luxury of the trip was the ferry ride across Michigan’s water which seemed akin to the oceans’ expanse along the coasts.

         Ahh, Santa Cruz. Nostalgia for seventeen: learning to surf, walking the boardwalk, the end game of jumping into the Pacific from the Atlantic. All of it together was more than this. ALIVE!

         6/24/15 Day 2 Wednesday

         What’s gonna happen? A prickling current in my arms rose up my neck to my head.

         My thumb out. My feet stepped onward along the road. Head on a swivel. Eyes out for potential rides. My view for no one and everyone to open the road with their wheels.

         Kenneth, the first and only ride of the day, took me north towards Framingham. A nice slim white guy wearing shorts and a well-worn t-shirt. He told me about traveling to New Zealand and how he hitched there while backpacking with his girlfriend. He’s off to work at an organic veggie farm. Not much more than this brief experience was memorable about him. Traveling as a pair, let alone a couple, is no easy thing to do. At some 8point different interests and frustrations tend to arise. With Kenneth driving, I zoned out and thought of previous trips.

         Past experience tells me that odd numbers work better, especially trios where the third can distract one of the first two when vitriol arises. When the relationship in the car is triangulated as opposed to two-sided, there is somewhere for built-up steam to go and dissipate. When disagreement happens, a third opinion can come in to sway the balance, leading into a decision or giving more gravity to one of the other two’s thoughts. This is true whether it is a matter of greater or lesser significance. I have learned this from traveling with friends and family alike. And while it is true that the third party has the potential to make feelings and actions more heightened and egregious, from my experience, the former mediating effect has prevailed.

         In past trips to Black Rock City, Nevada, from the Boston area and from Boston to Austin, the more positive result was proven out. The trio to Black Rock included me, an opinionated motivator edging us forward to our destination with my outdoor experience, James, formerly a tanker in Iraq, and young starry-eyed Cody, who at the start we thought of as just the younger brother of some mutual friends. At the time the three of us only knew each other in passing, but we all wanted to head to Burning Man for the first time. James clearly the best driver with steering wheel in hand nixed my abrasive music and Cody became the primary DJ. His favorite band also named James resonated out of the speakers. I would occasionally get into disagreements with James the tanker as the sun beat down on the Subaru heading west. Cody brought ease to these tensions with his positive, adventurous outlook on the trip and his light-hearted comments.

         “Wow the sky looks sooo big!” he exclaimed as his eyes looked wide and upwards when we first made it out west.

         In the trip to Austin, I took on the role of salve for the tensions in the vehicle. Our trio headed south, then west to Austin. Two members of the band Iqballers and I became their 9bullshit make-believe road manager. These two Iqballers were en route to meet up with the rest of the band in Texas. Peter the temperamental leader, Noah the idiosyncratic creative and I was the one keen for the adventure of the ride. I soon discovered my main job was making sure Peter did not kill or too unjustly verbally assassinate Noah before we got to Austin. I distracted, found music to listen to and tried to decrease tensions when he got bullish with his guilty victim. In the wee hours of a North Carolina morning, the cops pulled me over. Peter the leader got us out of trouble by playing it cool and we were back on the road posthaste. Noah to his credit funded most of the trip and rented the car in the first place. With three in the vehicle, both trips dysfunctionally functioned and everyone got where they wanted to go. Since the trips, I believe a two to one ratio is key to a successful long-haul road trip. Now as I pass by aimless gas stations and convenience stores with Kenneth I want to get where I want to go and play whatever role necessary to accomplish this objective. Even if it means temporarily subsuming my point of view.

         I got out of the car near a green tract of land and wanted to cross over a pond, but there was no clear way on the road due to construction, so I headed down an access road to a trail to see if I could walk along a raised dam that had a building stuck in the middle, but it was a no go. I need an alternate route around the pond.

         I went back to the trail. I passed a guy in his truck waiting for his work crew. I continued on the trail which led to train tracks that are parallel to the highway. I looped back around to continue toward central Mass. As the sun was starting to go down I rolled out my foam sleeping pad and set out the accompanying sleeping bag on top. Light, heat and mind ebb into restful darkness.10

         6/25/15 Day 3 Thursday – 6/29/15 Day 7 Monday

         The trip was already three days old and I was frustrated to still be stuck in Massachusetts. Four rides under the belt, I arrived in Ware. The first of the day: a young guy trucking on his regular route.

         “I got routes all over Central Mass,” he said, his eyes lighting up as he went to the next delivery to drop his packages off.

         I learned that he had done the festival circuit and seen a traveler or two. He pushed onward to the next destination and the momentum gave him kinetic energy.

         We entered Worcester. The city seemed bright in the day’s light despite its postindustrial depressed reputation.

         “Thanks for the ride,” I said as I hopped out at the light of a major intersection. My hopes were up and I readied myself to make a sign for Niagara.

         I walked down the street and stopped off to use the facilities and refill water at the KFC. When I came out I spotted another delivery driver unloading his truck. I walked over and asked him, “Can you spare a large piece of cardboard?”

         “Sure,” he said, handing me the awkward and large floppy brown former box.

         I took it over to the edge of the parking lot. Kneeling over the cardboard, I grabbed one of the large rounded black sharpies out of my black backpack and wrote out on the sign for the next destination west. I took my stretching rope out. So far it had only been used before nightfall or right after dawn to stretch my weary legs. My knife shone in the hot light of early summer as it poked two holes in the cardboard. The rope slid through each hole and I tied the ends together. I rigged my stretching rope and threw it over my neck to free my hands to display the sign.

         I walked up the road to head out of Worcester. Some school kids walked towards me coming in the other direction. They chuckled and put out a hand each and I high-fived them. The youngest and smallest boy tried to put a Burger King crown on 11my head, but I wasn’t having it. His eyes pleaded in amusement, my hand waved past him as I leaned my head away. I thought I’m not interested in his gift worthy of a pet.

         Next, a guy who had hitchhiked decades ago picked me up and dropped me off in Brookfield. Back then he had been freed up. Since hitchin, he re-enrolled in the rat race albeit a more rural relaxed version than the city and was in town to pick up a car part.

         In Brookfield, a young man made the next pickup.

         “Thanks for the ride man,” I said.

         “Well you know I tried hitchhiking once and never got picked up. I waited out there for four hours and nothing.”

         “Well man, thanks for the ride. How far down Route 9 you headed?”

         “A few miles down the road. I just got off work and now I’m heading home to see my wife.”

         As he dropped me off I got a warm feeling, and not just from the heat outside. It was about what he said about not getting picked up. Because of his own experience of not getting a ride, when he saw me on the side of the road, he decided to act with empathy. The type of empathy where you see yourself so clearly locked into the same challenging situation as another. Where you can feel the same hard road under your feet, the dusty bits of the road kicking up into your eyes as cars go whizzing past. When you’re in the car and the man on the road is more akin than any driver in back or in front of you on that day. You have felt what he’s feeling, walked as he’s walking and longed for a path onward as he’s longing. And for this reason, the bridge between me and the driver is clear as day.

         Tip: Make a beeline to the bathroom trying not to raise too many eyes when passing through fast food establishments.12
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            Chapter 2

         

         Brandon Chaffee, what a ride! Who is this guy?

         Standin’ by Route 9 in a grass patch, sign flung over back attached to my stretching rope which hung over my neck. I took a drink of water.

         (Mass accent) “Get the Fack in the Car!” A white pickup with a lot of shit in the back.

         Hopped in, landing on shit.

         “Keep ya head down so the cops don’t see ya!” Going down the road thru town pulled off to a driveway in Ware. “What Where?”

         “Hey, I’m Brandon look at my Donkey.” He hops up, stands straight up, and poses on his donkey. “Oscar likes apples. Grab one.”

         “What r u a feisty kid or something?”

         “No.”

         “What does your sign say?”

         “Niagara Falls.”

         “You want a cocktail? I need a cocktail.”

         We hung out had a few drinks and smoked till it started to get dark and our stomachs began to rumble. We headed to a fine local restaurant for a delicious meal where Brandon knows the staff and I paid, with him promising, “I’ll pay ya back real soon.”

         After the meal, we met one of the friendly waiters at the strip club back up the road. Brandon was getting along with the owner and talking about a possible event with poker and strippers on his land. Strippers performed in front of us. Brandon motioned to the more radiant one.14

         “Hey, do you wanna come with us? We’re going to Niagara Falls tomorrow. I just met this guy today.”

         She said, “O I wish, but I just got in from Vegas and I gotta go and take care of my kid.”

         I fronted the money for much of the night’s festivities which luckily Brandon paid back in full come morning. Didn’t hurt that I got to crash out on a bed in his house.
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         Off to Niagara we went the next day. So… there was a lot goin’ on strife over a canceled festival, “Pig Jam” with mascot Oscar the Donkey, broken relationships abound girlfriend-wise, friend-wise, and lawsuit counterclaims because of issues with the festival property. Brandon going to town meetings calling people out for the amount of heroin moving through Ware.

         Now off to the races with his voice in my head quotes of hilarity and advice:

         God doesn’t like a coward.

         I’d look nice if I had a rich husband.

         If you want something done ask someone that’s already busy.

         I got death threats in Worcester.15

         Passing outside Syracuse, heard about Dinosaur Bar-B-Que. Met two evangelists, one a bluesman at a gas station the other a Catholic toll taker. The toll taker spreading his word customarily out the window preaching the Catholic gospel. Both guys, along with Brandon, of course, had an extroverted self-confessional style embedded deep in American culture. The bluesman started to talk to me while Brandon was inside the gas station.

         “I was drinking and deep into the blues. Now I’ve found the Lord and take care of my son.” His eyes shone brightly with the infectious contagion he wished to infect us with.

         Brandon walked out of the gas station towards us. Freshly purchased scratch tickets in hand, he enthusiastically dove into the conversation. He told the bluesman in quick succession, “Yeah well I’m trying to get the heroin out of my town and we’re going to Niagara now.” Pointing at me. “And I just met this guy the other day and now we’re heading to the falls.”

         They went on for a bit, back and forth, then the bluesman wished us well and us him as he drove off in his black SUV. We pulled off on a side road and camped out between trees. Brandon’s face lit up as we cooked meat over an open fire enthused at his first off-the-beaten-path camping experience. The night momentarily took hold. Few hours of sleep sun in the distance.

         Misty to rainy coming into Niagara. The river sat alongside the car driving by, looking like it was not moving. Out on the precipice of rushing onward. The falls, my future, and Canada close by. Chemical-looking plants spotted the banks steam and smoke wafting out of them. They looked ready to spread their intoxicants to the dimly-lit river as if this was just as natural as the water flowing. Niagara has a few possible meanings. The most commonly accepted definition originates from the Iroquois word which means Strait, Onguiaahra. A narrow passage of water connecting two large bodies of water. But Niagara could also mean thundering waters, or it is also possible that Niagara was the name of a people who used to live 16by the river. In any regard, Chaffee and I would be by the heart of the river soon enough.

         Arrived in Niagara parking lot at 6:33 am. After our eyes moved in and out of sleep for the next two hours we decided to hop on the boat Maid of the Mist, to see the falls and on this day the name proved prescient with more rain soon to come. Most of the other people on the boat were families. In fact, most of the people in general who walked the banks of Niagara in the daylight were either families or couples. The falls were impressive and the little girl in the Indian family next to us jumped up and down with excitement. Chaffee bellowed out even more enthusiastically. I was impressed with the mist and rain from the falls that came down on us. When the boat retreated from the falls though we turned to each other and I said, “Cool, well now what are we going to do?”

         We were two grown guys and Niagara had a touristy Disneyland feel.

         We walked out on the rainbow bridge to try to cross into Canada. Even though I knew that there was a good chance Chaffee might be blocked from getting in I thought it was worth a shot since he was so excited at a chance to leave the country for the first time. We walked along the bridge hopeful and asked the Canadian guard if it was possible to get in just for the day with a driver’s license. He shook his head. With our spirits dampened we retreated. We told the American customs officer who let us back what happened and even he thought the Canadian Niagara was a hell of a lot better.

         Chaffee was still excited to be in Niagara in spite of being disappointed that his not having a passport to Canada meant we had to stay on the American side. So we got a motel room on the edge of Niagara. Once in the room, he gets back with his girlfriend over the phone. (When I spoke to him a month later he said they had broken up again.)

         I took him to his first casino and our funds went up and down with roulette. Got a tip from a Seneca guy about putting a smiley face on your sign when you’re flying cardboard. Used 17one on each sign for the whole rest of the trip. For the time left in Niagara we hung out around town and at the motel, we gambled, and also found a homemade glow-in-the-dark mini-golf course. I decided to show Chaffee how to play American roulette. Chaffee and I sat at the table, the chips started coming in fast. What was once 200 was now 500. Chaffee started stacking them on multiple two to one payouts. I kept betting on black. We hit once, we hit twice. It kept going as we slowly accrued larger and larger stacks. The pit boss came over once, twice, seven times later. Another new dealer stood ready to spin the wheel as the pit boss peered over his shoulder. I pushed 100 on black. Red turned up. I pushed 200 on black.

         Chaffee looked over eyes no longer filled with glee, “What are you doing?”

         I simply said, “I gotta see.”

         Red turned. Fuck it I thought. Five hundred on black.

         Chaffee said, “Really man what the fuck are you doing? We were doing so well.”

         “I gotta go for it.”

         We both stood up. The dealer spun the wheel. The pit boss’s eye grew big. I turned my back as the ball rattled around. I turned back just as it found its home. Click click.

         Red. Chaffee looked down. I stood up and as I walked away said, “Sometimes you just gotta go for it.”

         I figured out right after they hustle ya that so no one pays off a dealer, dealers are switched multiple times in and out.

         After the loss, I bid farewell to Chaffee and crossed the rainbow bridge for the second time. Now, alone and with a passport, I made it across the bridge and customs was a different story.

         I reflected on the past days as I waited in customs. As time went by, Chaffee’s shoulders had loosened, the sharp frenzied look in his eyes abated and he was no longer swimming like a shark in a small aquarium, I talked calmly with him and focused his energy steadily on what was to come. He got a pig spirit animal figurine at a stand outside of where we had played 18indoor glow-in-the-dark mini golf, it said, “The determination to take the right actions in your life.” The pig bonded and grounded him back to his festival.

         To this day we are still bandying about with an idea for a show called “Pimp Your Hitchhiker.” It would be similar to “Pimp my Ride by Xzibit.” (“Hitch your Pimp” would be even more challenging.) We would travel around the country by car and pick up hitchhikers and bring them to their destination, but first, show them a night out on the town and other goodies like Brandon Chaffee did for me. When he took me in, he shared his vision of Pig Jam taking me on a tour of his land. Pig Jam was a small festival where there was music and he would put a large pig on a spit and cook for everyone. That’s why Pig was his spirit animal.

         His form clearly jumps to mind, eyes always looking mind a hive of activity and emotionality. His bald head with a cap propped up on top, long jean shorts with a t-shirt he had clearly been sweating in and work boots. His body a working man’s with a bit of a belly past thirty years.

         We went off-roading up a trail in back of his house with his truck as he knocked off his rearview mirror on a tree trying to squeeze through the gap in the woods. We duct-taped it back on the next day when we got to Northampton. Chaffee was always sharing his drinks, food, ideas, and opinions. One of the most giving guys I’ve met. I think I’ll see him soon.

         Tip: Put a smiley face on your sign when you’re flying it. This has the potential to consciously or subconsciously affect drivers positively and they’ll be more likely to pick you up.19
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