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FOREWORD


AS I WRITE THIS, they are scattered across the country—


In Drayton, North Dakota, a former San Francisco cabdriver, sixty-seven, labors at the annual sugar beet harvest. He works from sunrise until after sunset in temperatures that dip below freezing, helping trucks that roll in from the fields disgorge multi-ton loads of beets. At night he sleeps in the van that has been his home ever since Uber squeezed him out of the taxi industry and making the rent became impossible.


In Campbellsville, Kentucky, a sixty-six-year-old ex–general contractor stows merchandise during the overnight shift at an Amazon warehouse, pushing a wheeled cart for miles along the concrete floor. It’s mind-numbing work and she struggles to scan each item accurately, hoping to avoid getting fired. In the morning she returns to her tiny trailer, moored at one of several mobile home parks that contract with Amazon to put up nomadic workers like her.


In New Bern, North Carolina, a woman whose home is a teardropstyle trailer—so small it can be pulled with a motorcycle—is couch-surfing with a friend while hunting for work. Even with a master’s degree, the thirty-eight-year-old Nebraska native can’t find a job despite filling out hundreds of applications in the past month alone. She knows the sugar beet harvest is hiring, but traveling halfway across the country would require more cash than she has. Losing her job at a non-profit several years ago is one of the reasons she moved into the trailer in the first place. After the funding for her position ran out, she couldn’t afford rent on top of paying off student loans.


In San Marcos, California, a thirtysomething couple in a 1975 GMC motorhome is running a roadside pumpkin stand with a children’s carnival and petting zoo, which they had five days to set up from scratch on a vacant dirt lot. In a few weeks they’ll switch to selling Christmas trees.


In Colorado Springs, Colorado, a seventy-two-year-old vandweller who cracked three ribs doing a campground maintenance job is recuperating while visiting with family.


THERE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN ITINERANTS, drifters, hobos, restless souls. But now, in the third millennium, a new kind of wandering tribe is emerging. People who never imagined being nomads are hitting the road. They’re giving up traditional houses and apartments to live in what some call “wheel estate”—vans, secondhand RVs, school buses, pickup campers, travel trailers, and plain old sedans. They are driving away from the impossible choices that face what used to be the middle class. Decisions like:


Would you rather have food or dental work? Pay your mortgage or your electric bill? Make a car payment or buy medicine? Cover rent or student loans? Purchase warm clothes or gas for your commute?


For many the answer seemed radical at first.


You can’t give yourself a raise, but what about cutting your biggest expense? Trading a stick-and-brick domicile for life on wheels?


Some call them “homeless.” The new nomads reject that label. Equipped with both shelter and transportation, they’ve adopted a different word. They refer to themselves, quite simply, as “houseless.”


From a distance, many of them could be mistaken for carefree retired RVers. On occasions when they treat themselves to a movie or dinner at a restaurant, they blend with the crowd. In mind-set and appearance, they are largely middle class. They wash their clothes at Laundromats and join fitness clubs to use the showers. Many took to the road after their savings were obliterated by the Great Recession. To keep their gas tanks and bellies full, they work long hours at hard, physical jobs. In a time of flat wages and rising housing costs, they have unshackled themselves from rent and mortgages as a way to get by. They are surviving America.


But for them—as for anyone—survival isn’t enough. So what began as a last-ditch effort has become a battle cry for something greater. Being human means yearning for more than subsistence. As much as food or shelter, we require hope.


And there is hope on the road. It’s a by-product of forward momentum. A sense of opportunity, as wide as the country itself. A bone-deep conviction that something better will come. It’s just ahead, in the next town, the next gig, the next chance encounter with a stranger.


As it happens, some of those strangers are nomads, too. When they meet—online, or at a job, or camping way off the grid—tribes begin to form. There’s a common understanding, a kinship. When someone’s van breaks down, they pass the hat. There’s a contagious feeling: Something big is happening. The country is changing rapidly, the old structures crumbling away, and they’re at the epicenter of something new. Around a shared campfire, in the middle of the night, it can feel like a glimpse of utopia.


As I write, it is autumn. Soon winter will come. Routine layoffs will start at the seasonal jobs. The nomads will pack up camp and return to their real home—the road—moving like blood cells through the veins of the country. They’ll set out in search of friends and family, or just a place that’s warm. Some will journey clear across the continent. All will count the miles, which unspool like a filmstrip of America. Fast-food joints and shopping malls. Fields dormant under frost. Auto dealerships, megachurches, and all-night diners. Featureless plains. Feedlots, dead factories, subdivisions, and big-box stores. Snowcapped peaks. The roadside reels past, through the day and into darkness, until fatigue sets in. Bleary-eyed, they find places to pull off the road and rest. In Walmart parking lots. On quiet suburban streets. At truck stops, amid the lullaby of idling engines. Then in the early morning hours—before anyone notices—they’re back on the highway. Driving on, they’re secure in this knowledge:


The last free place in America is a parking spot.










Part One











CHAPTER ONE


The Squeeze Inn


ON THE FOOTHILL FREEWAY, about an hour inland from Los Angeles, a mountain range looms ahead of northbound traffic, bringing suburbia to a sudden stop. This wilderness is the southern edge of the San Bernardino Mountains, a “tall, precipitous escarpment” in the words of the United States Geological Survey. It’s part of a formation that began growing eleven million years ago along the San Andreas Fault and is still rising today, gaining a few millimeters each year as the Pacific and North American plates grind past each other. The peaks appear to grow much faster, however, when you’re driving straight at them. They’re the kind of sight that makes you sit up straighter and starts a swelling sensation in your chest, a feeling like helium crowding your ribcage, enough perhaps to carry you away.


Linda May grips her steering wheel and watches the approaching mountains through bifocals with rose-colored frames. Her silver hair, which falls past her shoulders, is pulled back from her face in a plastic barrette. She turns off the Foothill Freeway onto Highway 330, also known as City Creek Road. For a couple miles the pavement runs flat and wide. Then it tapers to a steep serpentine, with just one lane in either direction, starting the ascent into the San Bernardino National Forest.


The sixty-four-year-old grandmother is driving a Jeep Grand Cherokee Laredo, which was totaled and salvaged before she bought it off a tow lot. The “check engine” light is finicky—it has a habit of flashing on when nothing is actually wrong—and a close look reveals that the white paint on the hood, which was crumpled and replaced, is a half-shade off from the rest of the body. But after months of repairs the vehicle is finally roadworthy. A mechanic installed a new camshaft and lifters. Linda spruced up what she could, scrubbing the foggy headlights with an old T-shirt and insect repellant, a do-it-yourself trick. For the first time the Jeep is towing Linda’s home: a tiny, pale yellow trailer she calls “the Squeeze Inn.” (If visitors don’t get the name on first mention, she puts it in a sentence—“Yeah, there’s room, squeeze in!”—and smiles, revealing deep laugh lines.) The trailer is a molded fiberglass relic, a Hunter Compact II, built in 1974 and originally advertised as a “crowning achievement in travel for fun” that would “follow like a kitten on the open road, track like a tiger when the going gets rough.” Four decades along, the Squeeze Inn feels like a charmingly retro lifesupport capsule: a box with rounded edges and sloped sides, geometrically reminiscent of the Styrofoam clamshell containers once used at hamburger joints. Inside it measures ten feet from end to end, roughly the same interior length as the covered wagon that carried Linda’s own great-great-great-grandmother across the country more than a century ago. It has some distinctive 1970s’ touches: quilted, cream-colored pleather covering the walls and ceiling, linoleum with a mustard and avocado pattern on the floor. The roof is just high enough for Linda to stand. After buying the trailer at auction for $1,400, she described it on Facebook. “It’s 5'3" inside and I am 5'2",” she wrote. “Perfect fit.”


Linda is hauling the Squeeze Inn up to Hanna Flat, a campground in the pine forest northwest of Big Bear Lake. It’s May and she plans to stay there through September. But unlike the thousands of warm-weather visitors who travel for pleasure each year to the San Bernardino National Forest—a swath of wilderness larger than the state of Rhode Island—Linda is making this journey for work. It’s her third summer employed as a campground host: a seasonal gig that’s equal parts janitor, cashier, groundskeeper, security guard, and welcoming committee. She’s enthusiastic about starting the job and getting the annual raise for returning workers that will bump her hourly wage to $9.35, up 20 cents over the year before. (At the time, California’s minimum wage was $9.00 an hour.) And though she and other campground hosts are hired “at will,” according to the company’s written employment policy—meaning they can be fired “at any time, with or without cause or notice”—she’s been told to expect a full forty hours of work each week.
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Linda May with her dog, Coco.


Some first-time campground hosts expect a paid vacation in paradise. It’s hard to blame them. Ads for the job are splashed with photos of glittering creeks and wildflower-choked meadows. A brochure for California Land Management, the private concessionaire that is Linda’s employer, shows gray-haired women smiling delightedly on a sun-dappled lakeshore, arm in arm, like best friends at summer camp. “Get paid to go camping!” cajoles a recruiting banner for American Land & Leisure, another company that hires camp hosts. Below the headline are testimonials: “Our staff says: ‘Retirement has never been this fun!’ ‘We’ve developed lifelong friendships,’ ‘We’re healthier than we’ve been in years.’”


Newbies are known for balking—and sometimes quitting— when faced with the less picturesque parts of the job: babysitting drunk, noisy campers, shoveling heaps of ash and broken glass from the campfire pits (rowdy visitors like dropping bottles into the flames to make them explode), and the thrice-daily ritual of cleaning outhouses. Though tending toilets is most campground hosts’ leastfavorite chore, Linda is unfazed by it, even takes a little pride in performing the task well. “I want them clean because my campers are using them,” she says. “I’m not a germaphobe—you snap on some rubber gloves, and you do it.”


As Linda reaches the San Bernardino Mountains, the valley views are sublime but distracting. The roadside is narrow, with barely enough of an edge to call a shoulder. Along some stretches there’s nothing but empty air past the ribbon of pavement that clings to the slope. Signposts warn drivers: “Rock Slide Area” and “Avoid Overheating: Turn Off A/C Next 14 Miles.” None of this seems to rattle Linda, though. Her stint as a long-haul trucker nearly two decades ago left her undaunted by difficult roads.


I’m driving a camper van just ahead of Linda. As a journalist, I’ve been spending time with her, on and off, for a year and a half. Between in-person visits, we’ve spoken on the phone so many times that, on every call, I anticipate her familiar greeting before she even picks up. It’s a melodic “Hell-ooo-ooo,” spoken in the same threenote singsong you’d use to say “I see you!” when playing peekaboo with an infant.


I’d originally met Linda while researching a magazine story on a growing subculture of American nomads, folks who live full-time on the road.* Like Linda, many of these wandering souls were trying to escape an economic paradox: the collision of rising rents and flat wages, an unstoppable force meeting an unmovable object. They felt like they were caught in a vise, putting all their time into exhausting, soul-sucking jobs that paid barely enough to cover the rent or a mortgage, with no way to better their lot for the long term and no promise of ever being able to retire.


* When I first embarked on that story, little did I know it would grow into a larger project, with three years of reporting and hundreds of interviews.


Those feelings were grounded in hard fact: Wages and housing costs have diverged so dramatically that, for a growing number of Americans, the dream of a middle-class life has gone from difficult to impossible. As I write this, there are only a dozen counties and one metro area in America where a full-time minimum wage worker can afford a one-bedroom apartment at fair market rent. You’d have to make at least $16.35 an hour—more than twice the federal minimum wage—to rent such an apartment without spending more than the recommended 30 percent of income on housing. The consequences are dire, especially for the one in six American households that have been putting more than half of what they make into shelter. For many low-income families, that means little or nothing left over to buy food, medication, and other essentials.


Many of the people I met felt that they’d spent too long losing a rigged game. And so they found a way to hack the system. They gave up traditional “stick-and-brick” homes, breaking the shackles of rent and mortgages. They moved into vans, RVs, and trailers, traveled from place to place following good weather, and kept their gas tanks full by working seasonal jobs. Linda is a member of that tribe. As she migrates around the West, I’ve been following her.


When the steep climb into the San Bernardino Mountains begins, my giddiness at seeing the peaks from a distance fades. Suddenly I’m anxious. The idea of driving switchbacks in my clunky van scares me a little. Watching Linda pull the Squeeze Inn in her rattletrap Jeep scares me a lot. Earlier she instructed me to drive ahead of her. She wanted to be in the rear, following. But why? Did she think her trailer could come unhitched and backslide? I never did find out.


Past the first sign for the San Bernardino National Forest, a shiny oil tanker truck looms up behind the Squeeze Inn. The driver seems impatient, a bit too close as they enter a series of S-curves that obscures Linda from my sight in the rearview mirror. I keep watching for her Jeep. When the road straightens out again, it doesn’t emerge. Instead, the tanker reappears on the uphill straightaway. There’s no sign of Linda.


Pulling into a turnout, I dial her cell phone and hope for that familiar “Hell-ooo-ooo.” The call rings and rings, then goes to voicemail. I park the van, hop out, and pace nervously along the driver’s side. I try again. No answer. By now, more cars—maybe half a dozen—have come out of the curves, onto the straightaway, and past the turnout. I try to push down a queasy feeling, adrenaline blooming into panic as the minutes slide past. The Squeeze Inn has disappeared.


FOR MONTHS, LINDA HAD BEEN YEARNING to get back on the road and start her job as a campground host. She’d been marooned in Mission Viejo, fifty miles southeast of Los Angeles, staying at the house rented by her daughter and son-in-law, Audra and Collin, with three of her grandchildren, all teenagers. There weren’t enough bedrooms, so her grandson Julian bunked in a door-less dining space off the kitchen. (This setup was more comfortable than the family’s last apartment, however, where a walk-in closet had doubled as a bedroom for one of her two granddaughters.)


Linda got what was left: the couch by the front door. It was an island. As much as she adored her family, she still felt stranded there, especially with her Jeep stuck in the repair shop. Whenever members of the household planned an outing that didn’t include her, everyone had to walk past Linda’s couch on the way to the door. That started getting awkward. Linda worried: Did they feel guilty spending time without her? She also missed her autonomy. “I’d rather be the queen of my own house than live under the queen of somebody else’s house, even if it is my daughter,” she told me.


At the same time, health problems had left the family stretched thin—emotionally and financially—making it even harder for Linda to lean on them. Her granddaughter Gabbi had been weak and intermittently bedridden for more than three years with a mysteriously malfunctioning nervous system; she later tested positive for Sjogren’s syndrome, an autoimmune disease. Julian, her grandson, was managing type 1 diabetes. Her daughter, Audra, had bad arthritis. And if that weren’t enough, Collin, the breadwinner, had recently developed severe migraines and vertigo that forced him out of his office job.


At one point, Linda had considered applying for a seasonal position at an Amazon warehouse through CamperForce, a program created by the online retailer to hire itinerant workers. But she had done the same job a year earlier and ended up with a repetitive motion injury from using the handheld barcode scanner. It left behind a visible mark, a grape-sized lump on her right wrist. Even worse was what she could not see: a searing pain that radiated the length of her right arm, from thumb to wrist, through elbow and shoulder, ending in her neck. Lifting an eight-ounce coffee cup or a cooking pan was enough to trigger an agonizing jolt. She believed it to be a bad case of tendonitis, but knowing that hadn’t helped abolish the affliction. And without it healed, she couldn’t go back.


Broke and confined to her couch-island, Linda tried to focus on her future as the proprietress—and sole occupant—of the Squeeze Inn. Before staying with her family, she’d been traveling from job to job in a twenty-eight-foot 1994 El Dorado motorhome that guzzled gas and was starting to fall apart. So downsizing to a tiny trailer felt good, even if the Squeeze Inn needed some work. The former owners had left it sitting in the salt air of the Oregon coast, where some of the metal parts had started to corrode; an orange rust streak marred the fiberglass hull. Linda began spending her downtime on mobile-home-improvement projects. Her first task was concocting an abrasive cleaner—the secret ingredient was eggshells run through a blender—that she used to remove the rust stain. Another task was creating a cozy bed. The trailer had a small dinette along its rear wall, so Linda removed the table and cut out a cardboard template to fit on top of the benches. When a queen-sized pillow-top mattress that looked brand-new appeared in the neighbors’ trash, she scavenged it. Slitting it open, she removed and discarded the springs like a fishmonger deboning a very large catch. Next she pulled out the layers of padding, marked them to fit her template with a Sharpie, and cut away the excess material using a carpet knife. Once she’d pared down the outer fabric to match, she sewed the case back together—trim and all—and re-stuffed it, creating what appeared to be a perfect seventy-two-by-thirty-six-inch mini-mattress. “I didn’t think any narrower would be fun to sleep on with my bed buddy here,” she told me, gesturing to Coco, her Cavalier King Charles spaniel. “So I made it thirty-six for the both of us.”


The day before Linda left for Hanna Flat, I asked whether she was excited. She looked at me as if this was the most obvious thing in the world. “Oh, yeah!” she said. “I’ve had no car. I’ve had no money. I’ve been stuck on that couch.” Her $524 monthly Social Security checks would carry her to the first payday of her new job.* Linda was ready to feel her world opening up again after it had shrunk to the size of a sofa. For too long, she’d been without her accustomed freedom, that accelerated rush of newness and possibility that comes with the open road. It was time to go.


* In a few weeks Linda would turn sixty-five, bringing her already meager benefit down to $424 after the deduction of Medicare premiums.


The morning of May 6 was mild and overcast. Linda and her family members exchanged hugs good-bye. “Call you when I get there,” she promised. She loaded Coco into the Jeep and was off, heading to an automotive shop where she filled her mismatched tires, which were cracked and balding. The Jeep didn’t have a spare. Next up was a Shell station. She topped off the tank and then went inside for a receipt and a couple packs of Marlboro Red 100s. The young clerk nodded when she reminisced about buying gas as a teenager for a quarter a gallon, a far cry from the going rate of $3.79. “You could put a dollar in the tank and drive around all day,” she told him, shaking her head and smiling.


It seemed nothing could darken Linda’s mood, not even returning to the Jeep to find the doors locked and the keys inside. Coco stood on her hind legs, paws up on the driver’s side door, tail wagging. The dog had stepped on the latch, Linda guessed. The window was rolled down a few inches, though. I retrieved a long-handled BBQ lighter from the van, squeezed my hand in the crack and used it to pop the lock. And so the journey continued.


The Squeeze Inn was waiting in storage on the outskirts of Perris, a town on the far side of the Santa Ana Mountains, one of the peninsular ranges that separate California’s coastal region from its harsher desert interior. Getting there meant traveling the Ortega Highway. This is one of the most dangerous roads in the state, “a place where urban sprawl, bad driving and obsolete road-building techniques collide head-on,” in the words of one Los Angeles Times reporter. The winding thoroughfare is often clogged with commuters shuttling between Orange County and the Inland Empire, but at midday, traffic was mercifully light. Before long, Linda was on the other side, driving past some of the half-dozen trailer parks that cling like barnacle colonies to the western edge of Lake Elsinore. Three years ago she’d lived there at the Shore Acres Mobile Home Park, renting a $600-a-month trailer on a cracked asphalt lane that ran from the highway to the waterfront.


At a Target store, Linda bought food to last until her next Social Security check came in a week: a big cardboard canister of Quaker Oats, a dozen and a half eggs, ground beef, bologna, hamburger buns, Goldfish crackers, Nutter Butters, tomatoes, mustard, and a half-gallon of milk. Although her start date for work was still a few days off, she called her soon-to-be boss from the parking lot. Linda wanted him to know she was reliable and took the job seriously. She was on her way, she told him, and planned to arrive at Hanna Flat before dark.


Past a cyclone fence topped with barbed wire and sun-bleached American flags, the Squeeze Inn sat in a storage lot on the north side of Highway 74. Linda drove through the gate. The onsite handyman, a skinny guy named Rudy with a gray Van Dyke–style beard, came out to greet her. They joked around as Linda prepared the trailer, trying to remember everything on her to-do list. “I’ve got a mind like a steel trap: Nothing gets in, nothing gets out,” Rudy quipped. They were still chatting away when she stepped down too fast from the trailer’s door, tipping it off balance. The Squeeze Inn seesawed on its single axle. Its rear edge clattered to the ground. “Shouldn’t have had that cinnamon roll this morning, huh?” Rudy teased. Linda steadied herself. “That was a rush!” she said. Fortunately nothing had broken, on her or the Squeeze Inn.


Linda tightened a rack on the front of the trailer, which held the pair of twenty-pound propane tanks that fueled her fridge, the stovetop burners, and a small furnace. Finally Rudy helped her hitch the Squeeze Inn to the Jeep. She started the ignition and pulled ahead, tentatively at first. Waving good-bye, she rolled out through the gate. Just like the old advertising brochure promised, the trailer “followed like a kitten.”


WHEN LINDA DIDN’T REAPPEAR after the first set of turns in the San Bernardino Mountains, my brain shuffled through a deck of possible disasters. Maybe her engine stalled. Maybe she got a flat tire—bad news without a spare—or worse, a blowout. The apprehensions grew darker. What if the Squeeze Inn had disconnected and gone barreling back down the hill? What if a wide turn had sent the Jeep over the roadside, into the canyon, like a remake of that climactic scene from Thelma & Louise?


I was starting the van to go back and look for her when the phone rang. “I’ll be right there,” Linda said. I felt a surge of relief when she appeared at the turnout, but it was short-lived. Linda pulled up and pointed out something odd on her trailer: The propane rack was empty. Both tanks had flown off in the tight turns. One of them, still tethered to its hose, had bounced along after the Squeeze Inn, taking a four-inch bite out of its fiberglass shell. The other had detached completely and rolled across the highway like a combustible tumbleweed. The oil truck, still following close behind, swerved to avoid it and sped past Linda, who was lucky and had found a stretch of road with room to pull over. The runaway tank came to rest on the far side of the highway. Linda sized up her situation—perched on the outer edge of a blind curve, she was invisible to oncoming traffic—and resisted the urge to dart across and retrieve it. “That’s a $20 propane tank, and I am a priceless person!” she remembers thinking. She unscrewed the remaining tank from its hose and stashed it in the trailer.


With that near-mishap averted, Linda continued uphill. She drove through the communities of Arrowbear Lake and Running Springs, whose alpine slopes brought skiers and snowboarders during the winter but were now drawing mountain bikers and hikers. She passed the century-old dam at Big Bear Lake, a snow-fed reservoir, and traced its northern shore through bald eagle habitat. Next came Grout Bay and the tiny town of Fawnskin, given its current name by early twentieth century developers who didn’t think a place called “Grout” would attract vacationers. There the general store was stocked with everything a wilderness adventurer might need: fishing tackle, beer cozies, toboggans, tire chains, sleeping bags, sun umbrellas, and souvenir shotgun-shaped liquor bottles. (“Tequila shots,” the cashier explained.) The nearby town park was full of fiberglass monuments to men in uniform, including a baseball player, an Indian chief, a cowboy, a fireman, a fighter pilot, a pirate, and a highway patrolman. They looked like they might start singing “Y.M.C.A.” “All these statues!” Linda exclaimed during a later visit to Fawnskin. “Why aren’t there any women?” Then she noticed other sculptures: a pair of oxen hitched to a covered wagon. Those two were probably female, Linda suggested, since they had no discernible genitalia and were the only ones doing any work. From then on, whenever she passed the park, she’d call out to them: “Heeeeeyyy, girls!”


On Rim of the World Drive, Linda cruised past a private estate whose incongruously tidy lawn was visible behind heavy locked gates and “No Trespassing” signs. She slowed the Jeep to a crawl as she turned onto Coxey Truck Trail. Here the asphalt gave way to a washboard dirt track flanked with yellow sprigs of western wallflower poking out between the boulders and manzanita shrubs covered in pink, urn-shaped blossoms. There were also remnants of the 2007 Butler II wildfire: charred tree trunks bristling up from the landscape like giant porcupine quills. That blaze had engulfed more than fourteen thousand acres of forest, including Hanna Flat, which was closed for repairs until 2009. As she neared the campground, Linda kept her speed down and focused on the rough road, dodging deep ruts in the hard-packed dirt. The Squeeze Inn bounced and clattered behind her.


It was around 6 p.m., still light out, when she arrived at the campground entrance. At seven thousand feet above sea level, Hanna Flat was more than a mile higher than Mission Viejo, where her journey had started that morning. The air was colder and thinner. She spied a bulletin board and got out of the Jeep to read it. Notices warned visitors to beware of snakes, to extinguish their campfires (“EVERY SPARK DEAD-OUT”), and to avoid bringing in firewood with invasive stowaways: insects like the gold-spotted oak borer and nefarious pathogens with names like “pitch canker” and “sudden oak death.” A large map showed a road looping through eighty-eight numbered campsites that could each be rented for $26 a night. There was also a numberless tract, so close to the entrance that Linda could see it from where she stood. It had a few amenities: a paved parking pad, hookups for water and power, and a picnic area with a table and a campfire ring. Out front, near a rotting stump colonized by fire ants, a sign read “CAMP HOST.”


Linda was home for the next four months.


APART FROM THE START OF HER JOB, something else had Linda counting the days: A friend was coming to work with her. Silvianne Delmars, sixty, had never been a campground host before, but she was excited to give it a try. “With Linda May at my side, I could face an army!” she’d declared a few months earlier. Silvianne was living in a 1990 Ford E350 Econoline Super Club Wagon, which had been a transit van for the elderly and a work vehicle for convict labor crews before she bought it off Craigslist, complete with leaky head gaskets, bad brakes, cracking power steering hoses, worn-out tires, and a starter that made ominous grinding sounds. Sometimes sunlight raked the passenger side at an angle that revealed the edges of long painted-over letters that spelled “Holbrook Senior Citizens Assoc.”


Two of Silvianne’s pals had suggested names for the vehicle: “the Queen Mary” and “Esmeralda.” Not wanting to pick one over the other, she named it the Queen María Esmeralda. She transformed the interior with jewel-tone scarves, embroidered pillows, Christmas lights, and an altar bearing a Virgin of Guadalupe votive candle and a statuette of Sekhmet, the lion-headed Egyptian goddess. Silvianne had set out in her van following a string of challenges: her car stolen, her wrist broken (no insurance), and a house in New Mexico that she couldn’t sell. “The first time you sleep in your car downtown, you feel like a horrible failure or a homeless person,” she explained. “But that’s the great thing about people: We make everything habit.”


Silvianne had first encountered Linda a year and a half earlier, when they were both working as night-shift temps at the Amazon warehouse where Linda hurt her wrist. Silvianne was a tarot card reader—she’d also held jobs in corporate healthcare, waitressing, retail, acupuncture, and catering—and she came to see the chain of events that put her in her van as divine influence, the goddess setting her on a gypsy path. (On her blog, Silvianne Wanders, she also characterized the transition like this: “A not-quite-retirement-age baby boomer gives up her sticks ’n bricks former miner’s cabin, her three part-time jobs, and her attachment to any illusion of security this tattered remnant of the American Dream might still bring to her tortured soul. The goal: to hit the road for a life of nomadic adventure as the Tarot reader—Shamanic Astrologer—Cosmic Change Agent she was always meant to be.”)
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Silvianne in her van, the Queen María Esmeralda.


Silvianne wrote a song she called her “vandweller anthem.” The first time she sang it for me, the Queen María Esmeralda was parked in a Burger King parking lot in Arizona and we’d been doing an interview inside while peeling the breading off chicken nuggets and feeding them to her green-eyed cat, Layla, who wouldn’t eat them any other way. Set to the tune of “King of the Road”—and refined several times since Silvianne began writing lyrics on a lonesome stretch of Highway 95 in Arizona—the latest version goes like this:




Old beat-up high-top van,


Like livin’ in a large tin can.


No rent, no rules, no man,


I ain’t tied to no plot of land.


I’ve got cool forests for summer fun,


Winterin’ in the desert sun.


I’m an old gypsy soul with new goals,


Queen of the Road!


My friends think I’m insane,


But for me their life is way too tame.


If sometimes I sing the blues,


Small price for the life I choose.


I’ve found all space is hallowed ground,


If we will but look around


In our sacred search for the New Earth.


Queens of the Road!


I know every back road in five western states.


If it’s a blue highway I don’t hesitate.


I learn every strange history of each little town.


I may get there slowly but I get around, in my . . .


Gas-guzzling high-top Ford


I’m sometimes scared, but never bored,


Because I’ve finally cut the cord


Unlike society’s consumer hordes.


I’ve got a large feline to keep me sane,


Lovely Layla is her name,


Not really wild, but not too tame


Queens of the Road!





When Linda arrived at Hanna Flat, Silvianne was still two hours south in the Queen María Esmeralda, parked outside a friend’s condo in Escondido, enjoying the access to laundry and hot baths. (She was “driveway surfing” in vandweller slang.) Down to $40, she was waiting on the mail for a credit card, the first one she’d had in ten years.


Linda’s first few days at the campground were quiet. There were coyote sightings and rumors of a mountain lion. A couple inches of snow fell and she ran a space heater to warm the Squeeze Inn. She bought a replacement propane tank. She decorated her fridge with a magnet that said “Live each day as if Aunt Bee were watching,” featuring a photo of the housekeeper from The Andy Griffith Show, along with an ode to nomadic living called “A Full Set of Stuff” by a writer named Randy Vining, who also referred to himself as the Mobile Kodger. It began, “I travel full time with a full set of stuff/Not less than I need or more than enough.” She read books. A vandweller friend had recommended Woodswoman: Living Alone in the Adirondack Wilderness and Linda devoured it, marveling at the independence and frugality of the author, ecologist Anne LaBastille, who was inspired by Walden and built her own cabin using just $600 worth of logs. Next she started Making Ideas Happen: Overcoming the Obstacles Between Vision and Reality, an entrepreneurial selfhelp tome that she scoured for advice on building a fulfilling future. And she snuggled with Coco, who nestled into her side on their shared mattress and sometimes scooted up to hyperactively lick her face. “Oh kisses, kisses!” she told the dog. “You’re going to wear out that tongue! You’re going to need a tongue retread, and guess who’s gonna pay for that?”


On the Sunday Silvianne was due to arrive, Linda went to freshen up at the nearest showers, which were five miles away at Serrano Campground on the shore of Big Bear Lake in chilly cinderblock stalls. To conserve water, the fixtures only turned on for quick intervals and taking a shower meant pushing the same chrome button over and over again. Back in the parking lot, Linda brushed her long locks in the sun, did a shampoo-commercial flip. “Is my hair shiny yet?” she asked.


[image: Illustration]


Snow blankets the Squeeze Inn at Hanna Flat Campground.


Silvianne showed up that afternoon wearing a mustard yellow Frida Kahlo T-shirt, a flowing patchwork skirt, pink leggings, and suede moccasins. She hugged Linda and went to peek inside the Squeeze Inn. “It looked bigger in the pictures!” she said. Silvianne is tall and slender and wore her wavy, graying brown hair in bangs, with a few tendrils escaping a banana clip in the back. She had to duck to enter the trailer. Linda told her how much she liked living there. The only comforts she missed from her old RV were the shower and the toilet. She’d replaced the latter with a bucket, and so far, that seemed to be working out okay.


Camp host orientation began Monday at 8:30 a.m. and lasted two days at Big Bear Discovery Center, an education facility run by the U.S. Forest Service. To reward trainees who participated in the class, California Land Management supervisors tossed packaged Moon Pies at them. Mostly the workers looked forward to the free lunches: hot dogs on one day, chicken from El Pollo Loco on the other. Apart from food, each of the camp hosts received a maroon three-ring binder with the 350-page California Land Management operations manual, along with a detailed verbal rundown of the work to come. They were encouraged to scour their campgrounds for “microlitter”—bits of cellophane wrappers, foil scraps, cigarette butts, and other flotsam—and to keep individual campsites free of “trip hazards,” such as the grapefruit-sized cones that fell from the forest’s towering Jeffery pines. They heard cautionary tales, too, stories about mistakes they should avoid. One time a hapless worker forgot to check for live embers while shoveling ashes out of campfire rings and ended up setting his golf cart on fire. Don’t be that guy. Another time a campground host broke a rib when she boosted herself up onto a dumpster to reconnect a bear-proofing chain. “That was me!” Linda exclaimed, to the chagrin of her bosses, who told the story without realizing its victim was present. (That accident had taken place the previous summer when Linda was working in Mammoth Lakes, California. For a while the injury made everything hurt: breathing, sweeping, driving bumpy roads in the golf cart, bending over, even laughing along with her campers. Friends and family insisted she see a doctor. He confirmed the rib was broken and urged her to avoid lifting anything heavier than ten pounds while it healed.)


At 8 a.m. on Wednesday, Linda and Silvianne set out for their first day of work in matching uniforms: brown pants and khaki windbreakers with a mountaintop logo stitched to the left breast. In those colors, they bore a passing resemblance to federal forest rangers; they’d been told this was a useful bit of camouflage when dealing with unruly campers. Silvianne had already been up for hours to follow her morning regimen—taking detoxifying herbs before meditating and eating a breakfast that, like the rest of her diet, contained no sugar, meat, dairy, or refined grains—a healing routine she hoped would help cure a basal cell carcinoma below her right eye. Their golf cart was loaded with tools: two rakes, two brooms, a spade, a metal can for ashes, and plastic buckets full of cleaning supplies. It was also stocked with leaflets advertising pricey wilderness tours via parasail, helicopter, Segway, zip line, off-road four-by-four, and a paddlewheel boat named Miss Liberty. Silvianne, who had just learned to drive the golf cart, was excited to take the wheel. Linda rode shotgun. The morning was cold but bright, with sun filtering through the pines. Ravens croaked in the branches and mountain chickadees sang a three-note melody that matched “Three Blind Mice.” At the base of the trees, bright red snow plants—asparagus-shaped stalks that bloom in late spring and use a fungus to pull nutrients from the conifers’ roots—were starting to poke through the pine needle carpet. Western fence lizards skittered across patches of gravel. Ground squirrels dove into their burrows as the golf cart approached.


You could tell Linda had done this kind of work before by her collection of tricks. When she disinfected the outhouses, she draped a paper towel over the rolls of toilet tissue to avoid misting them with chemicals. She talked about getting some Pam cooking spray— or WD-40, but Pam was cheaper—because coating the walls of the toilet chutes with it makes waste less likely to stick. After emptying a litter basket, she demonstrated a quick way to knot a new plastic liner so it wouldn’t slide down past the lip. When raking dirt around the picnic tables, she added a wrist flick at the end of each stroke. “That way they can’t tell where you stopped,” she explained. “It looks more natural.”


At one messy campsite—an unbundled sleeping bag and a roll of toilet paper were strewn in the dirt, along with empty Cup o’ Noodles packages—a cooking fire had been left burning. Linda and Silvianne took turns dousing it with jugs of water, coughing as the smoke and steam billowed up and the embers hissed. They stirred the soupy, boiling ashes with a shovel to make sure no hidden sparks would reignite. Later that day, the campers—a crew of guys in their twenties—returned from a hike to their waterlogged fire pit. They were cold. Despite a snowy forecast, one wore short sleeves and hadn’t packed a jacket, while another hiked in the only shoes he brought: bedroom slippers. Linda found them there, trying haplessly to restart the fire. “When you leave, you’re supposed to be able to put your hand in your campfire,” she said patiently. “It’s lucky we found it and not the forest rangers.” The rangers would have fined them. The guys apologized profusely. “Sorry ma’am!” they said. “Sorry about that.”


Twice a week, Linda and Silvianne were responsible for all of Hanna Flat. On the other three days, they split the territory with another camp host who was familiar with the area. (That employee liked to tell a story from the year before, when she was working in the same forest and a flasher wrapped in the American flag—and nothing else—ran around exposing himself until police arrived to take him away.) Most of their time on the job went to cleaning Hanna Flat’s eighteen toilets and eighty-eight campsites. Apart from janitorial tasks, they checked in new campers, collected fees, set out site reservation tags, gave hiking advice, settled petty disputes, shoveled out fire pits, and did paperwork. Campers came to them to purchase the company’s $8-a-bundle firewood, which was locked in a cage on the camp host’s site. Often they walked away without purchasing a thing, taking Linda and Silvianne’s advice to scavenge wood from the forest that followed “the three Ds”: already dead, down, and detached. Sometimes at the end of rounds, Linda was winded and had to take a nap.


Living next to a sign that says “CAMP HOST” isn’t easy. It means you’re captive to campers’ needs at all times. So when were the off hours? If a camp host was around and there was work to be done, the host was expected to do it. When two trucks of campers showed up at Hanna Flat one night at 11:30, they went straight to the Queen María Esmeralda and woke up Silvianne to have her check them in. Camp hosts were also expected to enforce nighttime “quiet hours” and handle noise complaints. Linda tried to pre-empt problems in a friendly way. When a group of folks who looked like they might be partiers first arrived, she’d tell them, “We want you to have fun, but after ten we want you to have fun really quietly.” When she saw a campsite strewn with beer bottles, instead of demanding that the campers clean it up, she’d make a helpful offer: “I could bring you down some big trash bags.”


Linda and Silvianne had been hired to work full forty-hour weeks, but there were no guarantees. Half a month into the job, their supervisor abruptly told them that campsite reservations were down and the company needed to cut costs. As result, Linda and Silvianne would work a three-quarter schedule for the next two weeks. That sent Linda’s weekly pay under $290. (It was even lower for Silvianne, who hadn’t received the returning-worker raises that Linda had.)


Linda and Silvianne didn’t complain about the erratic and sometimes boundary-less nature of this low-wage labor, but other workampers have. A common frustration voiced by camp hosts is that they’re expected to do more work than what fits within the fixed number of hours for which they can bill. One worker in his sixties, who was employed with California Land Management for the first time in 2016, emailed me from his post to talk about it. “Camp hosting is a trip,” he wrote. “Lots of mixed messages from ‘management.’ I’m at a thirty-hour site, but some weeks clocked forty-five plus. I pushed back about that and they have reduced what they were asking.” His managers did not, however, pay for the extra hours he’d already worked.


That echoed something a pair of campground hosts in their mid-sixties, Greg and Cathy Villalobos, told a legal news site in 2014. They said that, while working as campground hosts for California Land Management and another concessionaire, Thousand Trails, they were expected to work more hours than they were allowed to put on their time cards. “I mostly want to get this story told to help other seniors and stop this practice. It is pretty outrageous, especially because it comes down to the federal government who contracts these companies,” Greg Villalobos told the reporter.


Another workamper, employed with California Land Management in 2015, gave the company a one-star review on Yelp, claiming she and her husband were often on the job for twelve hours or longer in a given day but weren’t allowed to file for more than eight. “Them doing this to elderly couples that needed the income was wrong and needs to be investigated!” she wrote.


The U.S. Forest Service, which hires private concessionaires to manage public campgrounds, has also gotten complaints. I filed a Freedom of Information Act request with the agency’s Pacific Southwest Regional Office so I could read some of them. When the documents finally arrived, censors had blacked out employees’ names, ages, and contact information. In one letter, a fourteen-year California Land Management employee said coworkers weren’t being provided with water while working in the heat. “Even field workers are provided with shade and cold water to drink. Why is this not being done for your own employees?” the letter read. It recounted the travails of one camp host who was assigned to work alone at two campgrounds—Upper and Lower Coffee Camp in the Sierra Nevada foothills—on 109-degree days and “was transported by ambulance twice already for heat exhaustion.” The same employee, it added, “has worked many overtime hours [but] he has been told by the site manager not to write overtime on his time card. I’m sure other employees are being treated the same way as well.”


In another complaint, a former camp host for California Land Management in the Sequoia National Forest wrote:




I received very harsh migrant labor-type treatment . . . I was employed at $8.50 an hour for “forty hours” but routinely had to work fifty to sixty hours plus for the same forty-hour pay with no overtime or even straight time. Therefore CLM is not paying a minimum wage. By “work” I do not mean standby time but rather a full eight hours intensive raking, debris removal, clean up in Hume, Princess and Stony Creek Campgrounds, as well as Ten-Mile and Landslide, cleaning numerous pit toilets several times a day, fire pits, blowing roads etc. And then doing registrations until almost 9 p.m. My first week they worked me six days straight, eleven to twelve hours a day . . . After some discussion where I finally voiced some of these concerns [my supervisor] called me a “punk” to “shut your punk trap” and “take your punk ass back to Oregon.”





I wrote to California Land Management about these grievances and heard back from Eric Mart, the company’s president. “I can assure you that our policies (copies of which are available to all employees), our training, and our standard operating procedures are all contrary to what these employees are claiming,” he replied. California Land Management investigated at least three of these complaints, he continued, and found them without merit. (One worker, though, did get reimbursed on a claim of unpaid hours.) The last of the cases—which referred to a manager shortchanging an employee and calling him a “punk”—triggered a separate investigation by the U.S. Forest Service, he added.


Federal officials said otherwise. When I approached the U.S. Forest Service about these employees’ specific letters, I was told the agency does not look into such grievances directly. Instead it forwards the letters to any concessionaire that the workers are complaining about—which in this case would be California Land Management. That is the agency’s official policy, even though the U.S. Forest Service is responsible for issuing and renewing the concessionaires’ operating permits and, ultimately, for how public lands are managed.


“The Forest Service does not have the authority to act on complaints of labor law violations, discrimination or any other type of complaints against private employers, including conducting any investigation,” explained press officer John C. Heil III in an email.


During a follow-up phone call, I asked him if he really wanted that to be the agency’s full response. “It seems odd that these are your contractors, ostensibly under your control, but you appear to have no control over them,” I added.


Heil explained that he had researched the Forest Service’s protocol, which was to forward all letters, and had nothing further to say.


AS LINDA GOT ACCUSTOMED to Hanna Flat, I observed her first two-and-a-half weeks there. We sat together for hours in her trailer at night. She doled out her life story in installments. The oldest of three siblings, Linda had adored her parents despite their shortcomings. Her father drank heavily, working on and off as a machinist in the San Diego shipyards, while her mother fought chronic depression. They bounced between apartments, moving seven times in a single year, and at one point left California for a stint staying with family in the Black Hills of South Dakota. On the drive east, Linda squeezed into a truck with her parents and two brothers, plus all their belongings and a dachshund named Peter Jones Perry. Linda’s mother had to get some teeth pulled around the same time. “My father couldn’t afford to put dentures in her mouth,” she recalled. “So here we are in this big flatbed with all the furniture in the back, my mother with no teeth, three kids, some damn dog.”


Over time Linda’s father developed an increasingly violent temper. Sometimes at the dinner table he whacked her youngest brother over the head with a serving spoon. He beat Linda’s mother, threw her down the stairs, and “tossed her around like a ragdoll.” During one of the fights, Linda, who was about seven, hid in the back corner of the top bunk in her bedroom. There she made herself a promise: This is never going to happen to me.


Meanwhile Linda struggled with dyslexia, though no one knew it. When her report cards arrived, they said things like “Linda is college potential but does not apply herself.” Linda felt like a duck. To observers on shore, she appeared to be drifting along without any effort, but underwater her feet were churning furiously.


She dropped out of high school but eventually got her GED, along with a certificate in construction technology and an associate’s degree. She held jobs that included trucker, cocktail waitress, general contractor, flooring-store owner, insurance executive, building inspector, IRS phone representative, caregiver at a traumatic brain injury facility, dog-feeder and kennel-cleaner in a government program for seniors—she still bears the scar from a Shih Tzu bite—and de-featherer of ducks and quail at a hunting lodge. And Linda raised two daughters, mostly on her own.


I listened intently, absorbing as much as I could. I hoped it would help me understand some nagging questions: How does a hardworking sixty-four-year-old woman end up without a house or a permanent place to stay, relying on unpredictable low-wage work to survive? Living in mile-high alpine wilderness, with intermittent snow and maybe mountain lions, in a tiny trailer, scrubbing toilets at the mercy of employers who, on a whim, could cut her hours or even fire her? What did the future look like for someone like that?


Even though I’d had no epiphanies, the time came for me to go home. I left behind my extra groceries: some cold cuts, tomatoes, eggs, bacon, cheese, kale, soup, carrots, and tortillas. Most of it went to Linda because of Silvianne’s restricted diet.


“This will help a lot,” Linda said matter-of-factly. “I’m down to $10 until payday.”


As I packed to leave, Linda and Silvianne built a campfire. For kindling, they used a stack of old paperwork—copies of the “DAR,” or daily arrival report, showing which campsites had been reserved. The reports were supposed to get burned or shredded. If the smoke from the DARs could carry a message heavenward, I asked, what would it be? “We went camping! We had a great time! The bathrooms were immaculate!” Linda replied.


The sun was getting low and the cold crept in. Already bundled up in hoodies and their fleece-lined work jackets, Linda and Silvianne shivered and talked about getting dinner started. There would be no more campers to check in tonight. They’d already set out a sign that read “CAMPGROUND FULL” at the entrance.


So I said my good-byes and started up the camper van. The camp hosts stood and waved. “Don’t let the campers burn the forest down!” I shouted. Linda shook her head and hollered back.


“Then I’d be out of a job!”
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