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            Authors’ Note


            July 4, 2019


         


         Earlier today, we submitted Union to our publisher, concluding more than three years of work. Tonight we will celebrate the Fourth of July at Chris’s childhood home near Berkeley, California, with a smattering of family and friends. Sharing one another’s lives like this has become the heart of our friendship. This book is a record of those rituals, and our way of sharing them.


         Union is a story about the road. But these trips weren’t always meant for a book. When we first set off for California from New York City in 2016, it was a lark. Neither of us imagined we would spend the next three years together writing about what was to come. As a result, this book is part memoir and another part reporting. By the midpoint of our drives, we were taking copious notes, snapping a number of photos, and recording as many interviews as we could. But Union will always be a fusion of both memory and reporting. It’s about the experience of meeting people and listening to their stories. We didn’t write an exhaustive account of who we met and where they came from. We wrote about our impressions of these encounters—how they made us feel, and what we discussed with each other afterward.


         Over many thousands of miles, the fog of the highway inevitably sets in. Union is our good-faith effort to tell the story as it happened. Thankfully there are two of us, and we were rarely shy in correcting one another’s memories. Everything in this book is the best attainable version of the truth, as one of Chris’s mentors often puts it. Some quotes in the book are reconstructed from memory. Others are derived from transcripts. More yet are pulled from our daily notes. We don’t distinguish among them for a very particular reason: we went back and checked our recollections with as many people as possible, then employed two fact-checkers to do the same.


         We decided to write Union in the third person, like a novel, so readers could more readily understand our frames of mind and emotions in the moment. We considered writing it in the first-person singular, bouncing back and forth between our two voices, but ultimately decided to leave that to William Faulkner.


         On our journeys, we chose places to travel for a variety of reasons: there was a story we wanted to report, an event we had to see, or simply a place we had always dreamed of visiting. Along the way, we met people by appointment and also by chance. Some of them we sought out because of mutual connections, or research on our part. None of them were chosen because they stood in for larger trends; they were just people. People who welcomed us into their homes, who shook our hands despite our differences, and who let us see them at their strongest moments and their most vulnerable.


         We never paid anyone or promised anything, except an adherence to the truth.


         But we did participate in the lives of the people we met. Jordan moved tackle and boxes for a lobsterman, Chris dialed a trucker’s phone while he drove, and we both volunteered in a Tijuana free kitchen. Sometimes we went even further. Chris edited a speech. Jordan bought a handbag made by former inmates of a women’s prison. Perhaps that compromised us as journalists, but this project was always meant to be participatory. We engaged, and that mattered to us.


         Writing Union was the last leg of our journey. Until we wrote it, and reflected on what we saw and did, we couldn’t fully process what we had experienced. For three years, this work mattered to us most, so we worked multiple jobs in order to stay on the road. We took conference calls for our day jobs from the car, then stayed up well past midnight at highway-side motels finishing work that should have been done earlier in the day. The road is a hard place. We recognize it might have been even harder if we weren’t white and male. But it is also profound, beautiful, and instructive. There was nowhere we’d rather have been.


         Somewhere along the way, we realized that these road trips had changed our friendship, and that our friendship had changed the way we both saw the country. There are still things about America on which we’ll never agree, and we nearly parted ways over them. But unspoken values emerged in our actions and the voices of the people we met along the way. Out there, we also found there’s more to America than gladiatorial politics. When we listened, we heard a nation being shaped by millions of voices, each with ideas and wisdom more complex than can be captured by the steady drumbeat of television segments, radio features, and social-media posts.


         Time and again we witnessed expressions of faith in this country. At times these expressions were unique and at other times conflicting, but on the road something resembling reverence existed for a collection of higher ideals—ideals that might best be called America’s civic religion. Beneath the words of our founding texts—and in the canon of American speeches and literature, the melodies and lyrics that make up our musical heritage, or even the ways we explain ourselves to one another—there is a deep well of feeling that brings us closer to a singular identity: that of American.


         On our last road trip, a musician in New Orleans told us something beautiful: Music brings people together, he said, because you can come at it, interpret it, and appreciate it from infinite points of view. There is no “right way” to take in and fall for a tune. All that matters is that you do, and what you bring to it in turn. After all these years on the road, we have come to much the same view about this country. The story of who we are as Americans can be told in a multitude of different ways, each with its high and low notes. There is no right way to look at this country and its people, just as there is no “right way” to tell that story. This just happens to be ours.


         Our hope is that Union will play some small part in an ongoing effort to bring Americans a little bit closer together. We wrote it, and reported it, and remembered it with that in mind.


         Sincerely,


         Christopher Haugh & Jordan Blashek


      


   




   

      

         

            Part I


         


      


   




   

      

         

            New Haven


         


         Chris had a dream that he was flying and woke with a start at the absurdity of the idea. Jordan was at the wheel of the boxy, sea-blue sedan, and Chris was splayed out on the passenger seat. We passed into Pennsylvania along fast, narrow roads moments before midnight.


         Chris shot a look over at Jordan, whose eyes were fixed on the slalom road ahead. It was empty except for us and the long-haul trucks on their way up and down another lonesome freeway.


         Earlier that evening, we had meandered down the sidewalks of New York City toward Jordan’s Volvo S60, which he had inherited from his aging grandfather.


         “It’s not much,” Jordan said. “The steering grinds when you make a tight turn and it’s missing a few parts, but it runs.”


         “Spacious,” Chris said, opening the door.


         “And she can’t make a U-turn—feels like steering a boat.”


         Our plan for the week was to drive across the country from New York City to Berkeley, California, where Chris had grown up, a few hundred miles north of Jordan’s family home in Los Angeles. As we shot down the avenues of the Upper East Side under orange streetlights, we threw around possible stops like Yellowstone, Glacier National Park, and parts of the Pacific Northwest.


         “Let’s get to Chicago by morning,” Jordan had said as we merged onto Harlem River Drive, and Chris had laughed aloud. But there we were, pressing on toward the Midwest through the dark woods of the Poconos a few hours before dawn.


         Chris had come to know over our brief eight-month friendship how Jordan operated according to his own mysterious logic. A bleary-eyed, unending drive seemed true to form. So Chris kept quiet as we drove into the gloom of morning. We had six more days on the road together, and there would be plenty to disagree about later on.


         It had also occurred to Chris in those first hours just how little he knew about Jordan. The two of us had become close at law school, but school friends are often just acquaintances. And as Chris thought it over, he couldn’t come up with Jordan’s parents’ names or even what kind of a driver Jordan was. Would this Marine make them drive all night, every night?


         We slid down the grades of Pennsylvania hills, the tail lights of the trucks ahead making us squint through the windshield. Our own headlights illuminated white trees with feathery leaves on the shoulder. Purple mountains flanked the road. A moonless sky merged with forested ridgebacks decorated with eerie crosses lit from below by pale floodlights.


         Jordan shifted his position in the driver’s seat. Like Chris, he had his reservations. Had it been a mistake asking Chris to come along on this trip? Jordan had never driven cross-country before, and spending days on end in a close space with a law-school peer was unsettling. It didn’t help that Chris had talked nervously for the first hour. Jordan had asked on a whim, and there we were, many miles down the way.


         Distracted by his thoughts, Jordan let the car reach a pace that brought us close behind an 18-wheeler. The truck’s brake lights flared; Jordan rode his own, and we drifted back. As we did, a second truck flashed past the passenger window and Chris flinched. For a beat, our car was boxed in by two multiton machines just as the less-harried truck in our lane caught a slick in the road, sending its trailer fishtailing toward the cab of the one to its right.


         Chris gripped the arm rest. Jordan pushed down even harder on the brakes. And in the sickening moment of inertia—when the door panel of the truck beside us nearly collided with the flank of the one ahead—we both screamed.


         Then, as fast as it had lost control of its load, the truck in front righted its lashing fishtail and took off down the road, the slower of the two trundled on into the night, and the two of us swallowed what was left of our shrieks.


         

            *  *  *


         


         Two years earlier, under the very different circumstances of Yale Law School, Jordan looked down at his trembling right hand. Why am I shaking? he thought. Behind him on the walls of the classroom were oil portraits of judges in black robes and academics in tweed suits in front of mahogany desks. Eighty pairs of eyes settled on him, including those of a professor a few dozen feet away.


         Jordan felt exposed, and Jordan, like any Marine, did not like to be exposed.


         “Mr. Blashek,” the professor bellowed. “Where are you?”


         It was the first day of law school in the fall of 2014. And out of the 200 or so new students that year, the civil procedure professor had asked Jordan the first question—or cold call—of the year.


         “Yes, here,” Jordan said.


         “Mr. Blashek, why are laws necessary in a free and open society?”


         Jordan’s mind raced.


         “Wait,” she continued. “Before you answer, I have something for you.”


         The professor walked across the room, up some stairs, and handed Jordan a garbage bag. Jordan reached into the bag and pulled out a toy rifle. He gripped its handle and wrapped his finger around the trigger housing. A rifle—a real one—had been his near-constant companion on deployment in Afghanistan just a year earlier.


         “Well?” the professor said.


         Jordan’s mind went blank.


         “We have laws,” Jordan said haltingly, “so that we don’t resort to violence.”


         “Mr. Blashek,” the professor continued. “Do you know how to use one of those?”


         “A toy gun?”


         “No, a real one.”


         “Yes, I do.”


         The professor’s brow furrowed.


         As she moved on with the lecture, a wave of relief washed over Jordan. He sat there, hand still wrapped around the dimpled grip, as his classmates scribbled notes and nibbled on pens.


         Holding the cheap plastic gun, Jordan felt torn between two worlds. In one he was a student again, raising his hand, puzzling over exams, and writing papers. In the other he was an infantry officer with two tours of duty overseas and friends for whom he would give his life—and they for him.


         And some of them still needed him. For weeks, texts had flashed across Jordan’s phone at odd times of the day and night.


         “Sir I’ll be in clear water FL after noon,” one read in an Afghan’s new English.


         The texts were from his Afghan interpreters, who spoke of college, booking plane tickets across the globe, and settling into new lives thousands of miles from home. Some were hopeful. Others, though, were less sanguine.


         “I need someone to show me how to get room,” one wrote. Jordan could picture the young man, who spoke trembling English, in a strange city where he knew no one, unable to find a place to escape the autumn frosts.


         In that world, the one Jordan descended back into with each text, he was Sir or Captain Blashek. But at law school he was simply Jordan.


         Slowly he started waking up later and letting his stubble grow longer. That change in appearance did little, however, to ease his sense of loss. He missed his fellow Marines, and the mission the uniform had given him.


         At the start of his second year, Jordan was with several classmates at a local bar with a back patio illuminated by a string of light bulbs. On Friday nights that patio became the center of the law school’s social calendar, a place where students of all years would mingle under the open sky and drink discounted Miller Lite and Sierra Nevada. Law students would usually occupy a few plastic tables beside a brick wall, which muffled the music from a student cabaret and the African American Cultural Center just beyond its rampart.


         That night Jordan was making the rounds when a friend of his approached with a stranger by his side.


         “I want you to meet someone,” the friend said. “His name is Chris.”


         “You’re Jordan?” Chris, the stranger, said. “We’re supposed to know one another.”


         “Oh, right,” Jordan said. “Chris.”


         Lauren, Jordan’s cousin who had worked for the government, had told Jordan about Chris in a brief email mentioning that a young colleague was matriculating.


         Chris looked nothing like what Jordan had expected. He had tousled hair. Studs protruded from both earlobes. A big smile was broken by the faint hint of a scar on his upper lip. He looked like a person who didn’t take himself too seriously.


         “It’s nice to meet you,” Jordan said.


         

            *  *  *


         


         A few hours earlier, Chris had gazed out on the New Haven Green from his studio in the Taft apartments. It was September, and the humidity of the summer had long ago subsided. At night Chris could throw open the windows and listen to the murmur wafting up from the streets below. The elms along College Street, once a brilliant green, had turned orange and red, and the streetlights, which always seemed to flicker, glowed through the thinning branches. Chris spent many nights looking out that window. That view was his sanctuary, and it helped soothe the fever of embarrassment raised by his first few days of class.


         “Is there a Chris here?” a professor had said from her podium a day or two before.


         Oh no, Chris thought from the back row.


         “Chris?”


         “Yes, he’s—I’m here.”


         “Chris,” the professor said, looking down at her notes. “Tell me, where does judicial review come from?”


         It was a straightforward—some might say charitable—question. Chris had actually done all of his reading the night before, too. He had cracked an enormous red-bound tome on constitutional law and digested cases such as Marbury v. Madison and McCulloch v. Maryland. But as fast as Chris’s brain raced, no answer emerged.


         “The Supremacy Clause?” Chris offered.


         The professor busied herself with her papers as Chris stewed over the answer he’d given, which was evidently incorrect.


         “Well,” the professor said at length. “Anyone else?”


         That night, Chris puzzled over whether he was cut out for law school. For weeks he had pined for his former job at the State Department in Washington, D.C., where he had a purpose as a small part of a much larger machine. Each day he was engaged in a project to make things better for people around the world. Law school had not yet given him that same thrill, and Chris felt its absence like a hunger.


         Away from this work, Chris gravitated toward writing. He read Edward R. Murrow’s This Is London, the journalist’s wartime reporting from a city under siege, and Timothy Crouse’s Boys on the Bus, about the reporters covering the 1972 presidential election. Chris came to believe that getting back to his own reporting might restore that sense of purpose. The only hurdle was the classes and exams he had voluntarily taken on all over again.


         One month in and Chris felt far from what mattered.


         And so, later that night, Chris made his way to that very same patio bar where even the most hard-charging law-school types eased somewhat, or never showed up at all.


         “I want you to meet someone,” his friend said, approaching a student with a crew cut and broad shoulders. “Chris, this is Jordan.”


         Jordan had a face dotted with freckles and a military-trained confidence similar to what Chris had come to recognize living on Capitol Hill, where Marines and soldiers sported telltale shaved scalps and taupe T-shirts. But Jordan also had a warmth about him that broke through the studied posture and Marine gait.


         “It’s a pleasure,” Chris said.


         Jordan stuck out his hand.


         “When you get settled, let me buy you a drink,” Jordan offered.


         “It’s a plan.”


         

            *  *  *


         


         A few weeks later, Jordan arrived at an Irish pub and settled in at a wobbly table with a dewy surface. Chris found him there and took a seat.


         The conversation sputtered to life while the bartender busied himself with the drinks.


         “So how’s it been for you?” Chris asked. “Law school and all.”


         “It’s funny,” Jordan replied. “If you had asked me that just a few months ago, I would’ve given you a very different answer. The first year was rough.”


         The bartender put two tumblers on the table.


         “But second year has been much better,” Jordan said. “I’ve made some great friends here, and found a few professors who are supportive of what I want to do.”


         “And what’s that?”


         “A lot of things,” Jordan said with a smile.


         Chris waited for an answer as Jordan took a sip of his drink.


         “Have you heard of Jim Webb?” Jordan continued.


         “The senator from Virginia?”


         “Yeah, former. That’s the life I want, or something close to it. He was a Marine, wrote half a dozen novels, went to law school, became a journalist, and was appointed Secretary of the Navy. He eventually ran for Senate to oppose the Iraq War.”


         The bartender clinked glasses behind us and the street beyond shed noise from the passersby—couples draped over one another, raucous crew boys in turtlenecks, and professor types with swollen briefcases.


         “How about you?” Jordan said.


         “Write,” Chris said.


         “Heck of a place to end up, then.”


         “Yeah, a bit of a left turn. When I dropped out of grad school—”


         “Dropped out?”


         “Yeah, I went straight to Oxford after graduating from college, because I wanted to be a war correspondent and haunt those London bars where war reporters like Dexter Filkins and Marie Colvin used to gather. But instead I was writing papers about Foucault, so I left.”


         “What happened to becoming a war reporter?” Jordan asked.


         “I still want to,” Chris said. “Maybe someday.”


         One drink turned into three, which was something of a surprise to the two of us, since all we knew ahead of time was that we didn’t share politics. Chris was a Democrat, Jordan a Republican. Yet in that moment our partisan allegiances seemed less relevant. There was something else at work—Jordan was grappling with a recent heartbreak, and Chris was clawing his way out of something similar. Things we could no longer control had eroded our guards. So we discussed what was deeper and unvarnished. Things like our most cherished memories, the influence of our mothers, and whether law school was the right path. We talked about history and learned that we shared a passion for great novels and beautifully rendered reporting.


         It was a unique moment—a fortunate one for forging new friendships.


         “Jim Webb,” Chris said later on. “You said he’s your hero, right?”


         “Yeah.”


         “Interesting.”


         “Why?”


         “He’s a Democrat.”


         

            *  *  *


         


         After that first night, Jordan drew Chris into a larger circle of friends and classmates. One evening while the weather was still warm, he took Chris along to a curbside patio at the Owl Shop, a New Haven smoking establishment. Almost every Tuesday, Jordan and his friend Hilary met for a cigar, a glass of whisky, and a set by The Red Planet, a Grateful Dead cover band. There, she and Jordan would unwind together, which to them meant spirited debates over another kind of spirit. Chris tagged along more and more and, as he grew familiar with the back and forth, he even felt like he might belong.


         On those nights Chris would often talk about the stories he wanted to write, and Jordan the companies he hoped to build.


         Still, our political differences were there; as we sat at the Owl Shop’s curbside patio, those views emerged into full view every once in a while.


         “It really bothers me that Democrats frame every argument about climate change as if the opposition were either ignorant ‘deniers’ or corporate shills,” Jordan said one warm fall night.


         Jordan often argued with his more liberal classmates and had developed a measured tone for navigating delicate conversations.


         “It belittles legitimate criticism,” he continued.


         “But what is that legitimate criticism?” Chris asked.


         Chris was more hesitant to engage this way with Jordan and his classmates.


         “All I’m saying,” Jordan responded, “is it’s okay to express humility about what we can know or predict about something as complex as the earth’s climate over decades.”


         “But there’s complete consensus among experts on this issue,” Chris said. “How does one quibble with 97 percent of climate scientists?”


         “That number is misleading. And not a single climate model has made an accurate prediction to date.”


         “The evidence is overwhelming that climate change is real and man-made.”


         “I’m not denying that humans have an impact on climate, maybe even a huge one, but that’s not the issue. The issue is what to do about it. Dramatically slowing economic growth to prevent some unknown harm a century from now causes serious harm to people today, especially the most disadvantaged.”


         “But not doing anything would be catastrophic. Millions of people could die.”


         “How can you know that? We have decades to adjust, and you have no idea what technologies will be developed in the meantime.”


         “That’s a hell of a risk to take. And nearly every climate scientist has said that we have a small window of time right now before the damage becomes irreparable.”


         Chris’s face had turned crimson, while Jordan grew more combative.


         “That sounds like scaremongering. If you had reasonable solutions, I’d be all for it. But nothing proposed by the Left would actually solve anything.”


         “What? There are dozens of policy options. How about a carbon tax…investment in more clean power…more global commitments to reduce emissions?”


         “Most of those solutions affect low-income Americans by slowing growth. And none of them take into account the fact that countries like China and India can’t afford to give up oil and coal when they have millions of people dying in poverty.”


         “Look, the U.S. has to lead by example if we want to make progress. We can’t be the worst offender on carbon emissions. We can’t set the tone like that.”


         “Leading doesn’t mean we have to stifle domestic opposition,” Jordan said. “We’ve made many bad decisions in the name of U.S. leadership because legitimate dissent was suppressed.”


         The argument trailed off from there. We never managed to settle our disputes at the Owl Shop. Disagreements lingered, and over the next few months they would only grow deeper and more painful.


         

            *  *  *


         


         By January 2016, the presidential election had consumed the law school. Hillary Clinton was marching toward the Democratic nomination, and scores of students took Metro-North into New York a few days a week to volunteer for her campaign. On the other side of things, the presumptive favorite for the Republican nomination, Jeb Bush, had stumbled and faded. His impressive arsenal of funders proved inadequate next to Donald J. Trump’s bombast.


         Conversations at our weekly cigar nights, which had grown in size, became more cutting. Odds were placed on Trump and then viciously debated. The tone grew less collegial and more pugilistic, much like the broadcasts that flickered from a television mounted on a wall behind whichever bar we were patronizing.


         We often found relief from it all in the purple of night, when a quiet set in over New Haven. On some evenings, the two of us would lounge on kitty-corner couches in Jordan’s apartment, down by the train tracks and overlooking a parking garage. It was far from the Owl Shop and even further from the law school.


         “I’ve been thinking about something,” Jordan said one night.


         “Oh yeah?” Chris said.


         Jordan’s decision to go to law school never really made sense to his friends and family. It seemed like a detour, especially since he also planned to go to business school and spend his career building companies. But Jordan loved politics—especially weighty issues like war and peace—and the law seemed like a good place to wrestle with those things. Just one year earlier, while advising the Afghan National Army, Jordan had watched as the absence of the rule of law, among other problems, had led to endless civil war. It felt urgent to him to understand why.


         “I really like the idea of the Constitution as a covenant, something that binds us together in a society of mutual trust and collective responsibility,” Jordan said. “One of my professors describes it as ‘an intergenerational project in which every American has a role in helping to achieve a more perfect union.’ It’s a beautiful concept—but how does it actually work?”


         “I used to hear a similar refrain in Washington all the time,” Chris said. “That ‘America is a great experiment’ and each generation has to renew it and give it new meaning.”


         “But what does that mean?” Jordan continued. “Around here we talk about legal theory, and balancing tests, and principles that most people don’t know. What actually binds us together? I feel like there’s almost a spiritual dimension to all of this.”


         Earlier that year, Jordan had started learning more about his Jewish faith. He would frequently quote his favorite rabbi, noting the parallels between the United States and the story of the Jewish people.


         “I think it happens out there,” Chris said. “It’s people who move this country. Leaders and artists and thinkers and people—just people.”


         “Right,” Jordan said. “We find meaning in things that matter to everyone. Things like religion and art and culture and work, and even politics. But right now, all we seem to focus on is our differences.


         “With all the division in the country, I guess I wonder what’s being lost.”


         Chris considered it. Since watching Barack Obama’s first inaugural speech on a screen jerry-rigged across Sproul Plaza on the UC-Berkeley campus, Chris had believed in the president’s rhetoric that we are ultimately all one people and, while imperfect, our country is engaged in a democratic project worth perfecting. That Americans can understand one another and, together, reinvent the ways in which we interact. But Chris had come to fear that this might no longer be the case. The evidence he saw around him did not add up to that worldview. Conversations were becoming less tolerant by the day. Division was undeniable, no matter one’s faith in a greater democratic purpose.


         “That’s something I’ve thought a lot about too, given what’s happening right now,” Chris added. “My impulse is to go out and see things—to experience what’s happening and draw a conclusion or two from that.”


         It was apparent to both of us that we were missing an essential piece of the larger story. Our fields of view were just too limited. Still, one thing was clear: something was amiss.


         “To be honest, it’s why I’ve gone so quiet at the Owl Shop,” Chris continued. “Everyone seems to have an idea of what’s going on out there, and I don’t. I couldn’t tell you what’s going on in Iowa or Alabama or Oregon. All I know is what’s happening here, and even that’s complicated.”


         “Agreed.”


         “And that’s dangerous,” Chris said. “Because if you haven’t seen it, then what can you really know about it?”


         Jordan nodded and leaned back.


         

            *  *  *


         


         One night at the Owl Shop, a visitor with long hair and a black coat began to shout. One of our friends had brought him along that evening, and the two of them were debating the limits of free speech.


         “Unbelievable,” the visitor snorted, his hair falling in locks over his face as others jumped in. He sank back against the wicker of his chair.


         “If you want to have a dialogue, then stop interrupting me,” our classmate insisted.


         “Don’t police my affect,” came the reply.


         A few days earlier, Donald Trump had emerged as the favorite to win the Republican nomination. As he cruised toward the convention, Hillary Clinton was struggling to finish off Bernie Sanders.


         All the same, the two of us had grown closer. Our career paths diverged and our politics rankled the other, but we often found ourselves sharing and listening. Jordan was on his way to a summer job in Los Angeles, then Stanford business school in the fall. Chris was taking his first steps back into the media with a summer position at The Atlantic, for which he was already blocking out stories with Post-it notes on the walls of his apartment. But we still felt drawn to one another, drawn to this unlikely friendship.


         Yet New Haven was suffocating. Chris’s silence in these debates had grown, and Jordan’s frustrations with the progressives of the law school had deepened. Even Jordan’s patience for the political duels he had once relished was slackening.


         The yelling at our patio-side table that night reached a new pitch. While multiple classmates tried to intercede with the warring parties, Jordan looked over at Chris, who was gazing up the street.


         “Hey,” Jordan said, thwacking Chris across the chest. “Wanna go on a road trip? I have to be in Los Angeles in a week, and I was thinking of driving.”


         Chris pondered the question. His job in D.C. didn’t start until June—three weeks from now. Like Jordan, Chris was perched at the edge of the conversation. A friend to his left was trying to butt in with a point while another classmate repeated himself. The visitor with the long hair was morose and sneered from behind his drink. In a flood of clarity, Chris made a decision.


         “When do we leave?” he said.


      


   




   

      

         

            Idaho


         


         The Volvo ran out of engine coolant on a flat stretch of South Dakota highway in the gathering dark. We were tearing across I-90 somewhere between Chamberlain and Murdo when a threatening red light flashed on the dash. A highway exit appeared on the right, but Jordan was moving too fast in the far left lane to make it in time.


         “Dammit,” he breathed. There was no telling how long it would be until the next one.


         “Do you know what coolant does?” Jordan said, turning to Chris.


         “Cools the engine, I assume.”


         Jordan glared.


         “I don’t know, man,” Chris shrugged.


         “What if I just go really slowly?” Jordan said and veered right, across the white lines on the two-lane highway, and settled into the slow lane at thirty-five miles an hour. The sky was already black. Lumbering 18-wheelers crashed by at twice our speed, and the car shuddered violently with each pass.


         “Jesus,” Chris said. “We’re going to die.”


         “How far until the next gas station?”


         Chris thumbed his phone, but the map wouldn’t load. There was no cell service in the vast open space on either side of the highway.


         “There’s got to be something within the next few miles, right?”


         Chris didn’t speak. He didn’t know much about cars, but something was wrong, and there was a good chance it was due to the blistering speed his new friend kept. But no matter what put the two of us in this predicament, we were in it and Jordan had the most to lose.


         That morning, Jordan’s mother, Carolyn, had called.


         “Jordan, you know Jenna’s wedding is in five days.”


         “I know, Mom.”


         “And where are you?”


         “We’re just leaving Chicago.”


         “And you’re going to get to Los Angeles by when?”


         “The day before the rehearsal dinner, Mom. I’m not going to miss my own sister’s wedding, don’t worry.”


         “I’m worried.”


         “Don’t worry, Carolyn,” Chris said, piping up. “I’ll get him there—I promise.”


         “I’m on speaker phone?”


         “Yep.”


         “Well, Chris, it’s nice to meet you. Jordan has told us so much.”


         “You, too, Carolyn.”


         “You promise you’ll make it back?”


         “I give you my word.”


         Carolyn still sounded skeptical.


         “Five days, Jordan,” she said and hung up.


         “She only let me go on this trip because I told her you’re a speechwriter,” Jordan said.


         “Not because I’d look after you?”


         “Well, in a sense.”


         “How so?”


         “I told her you’d help me write my wedding toast.”


         Hours seemed to pass as we crawled along the South Dakota highway, the car’s hazard lights blinking, before we saw a sign for Badlands National Park. Jordan steered the car off the highway and stopped at an intersection to search the map for a place to stay.


         “Well, there’s one motel about thirty minutes away,” he said. “We’ll have to drive through the park to get there.”


         “Hope they have a room,” Chris said.


         “With our luck today?” Jordan laughed.


         As we entered the Badlands, Journey came on the radio—“Lovin’, Touchin’, Squeezin’”—and suddenly the mood shifted, as it often did when the end of a long day of travel approached.


         We opened the windows and blasted the music as we snaked our way down into the bowels of the labyrinthine park. Towering sandy totems rose out of the night. At one point, we pulled over to touch one of the pillars. The sandstone crumbled like shortbread through our fingers.


         “We should come back and see this at sunrise,” Chris said, and we pledged to set our alarms so we could hit the trails in the dark.


         Journey was still playing on the radio as we pulled into the parking lot of a two-story motel with a blinking VACANCY sign. The office was dark and the door locked. Jordan found a number on a sign and started dialing. Five minutes later a man in pajamas emerged from a nearby trailer, rubbing his eyes, and opened the office.


         “This is an odd time for y’all to get in,” he mumbled.


         

            *  *  *


         


         The next morning before the sun came up, we stood shivering on a large rock outcropping somewhere on the edge of Badlands National Park. The desert air was brisk, and we jumped up and down to stay warm. One mile into our predawn hike, we found a vista that looked down upon the towers of clastic and across a flat desert leading away from the park. We hopped back and forth on the boulders and ledges until we found a perch to watch the sunrise.


         “This time of day is really important in the infantry,” Jordan said, breaking the still. “The moment just before light crests. In the old days it was the perfect time to attack an enemy—you could use the cover of darkness to get into position, and the first light to coordinate the assault. Commanders would have their entire unit wake up before dawn and ‘stand-to’ in defense against these possible surprise attacks. We used to do that in training all the time.”


         “But if the enemy soldiers were all at ‘stand-to,’ doesn’t that make it a bad time to attack?”


         “That’s what makes combat so hard.”


         Jordan was at his most passionate when he had a chance to talk about the Marines, and Chris often marveled at what it must feel like to belong so wholeheartedly to something.


         “I’ve spent a lot of time on bluffs like this,” Chris said.


         “For bird-watching?”


         “Yeah, exactly,” Chris said. “When I was eleven, my mom, she used to practically carry me out to the car and drive to Point Reyes so I could volunteer at an ornithology lab that banded birds to track their migrations.”


         Jordan listened.


         “So we’d often find ourselves on some hillside somewhere, pulling birds out of this nearly invisible mesh—they call it mist netting—and putting them in little cloth bags to bring back to the lab to measure and weigh. The real scientists, they would stand there, warming their hands just like us, and listen.”


         A cacophony of bird sounds echoed up the ravine.


         “And they’d call out species names as each piped up—robin, California towhee, wrentit.”


         “Wrentit?”


         “Yeah—wrentit.”


         We listened for a moment.


         “I think I hear a wren,” Chris said at length. “That scratchy, throaty one.”


         “I hear it.”


         “Its Latin name is troglodytes. The little guy never really comes out of the bushes it lives in. A troglodyte.”


         “What else is out there?”


         Chris listened.


         Peach-blue light filled the horizon. Our conversation trailed off in anticipation of daybreak. A few birds sang in the hollow below as wind whistled past the sandcastle towers of the Badlands. On that plateau at sunrise, a stillness held us both.


         

            *  *  *


         


         From the moment we entered the lower Dakota, painted wooden billboards for Wall Drug cropped up every mile or so. FREE ICE WATER, read one. ALL ROADS LEAD TO WALL DRUG, proclaimed another. After seeing our umpteenth sign, we decided a visit was mandatory.


         We stopped for breakfast there, and it was filled with oil paintings of Western tableaux and colorful headdresses and decor. Older men and women in jeans and cowboy hats lounged at tables over steaming hot coffee.


         We returned to the car with full stomachs and a jerrican of coolant.


         “Where does it go?” Jordan said, jiggling the container of green-blue liquid.


         “You’re asking me?”


         We poked around under the hood.


         “Right there,” Jordan said, pointing at a plastic cap.


         Chris rolled up a newspaper like a funnel and looked at Jordan.


         “Pour away.”


         Half of the saccharine-smelling liquid ended up in the radiator, the other half on Chris.


         “Is this toxic?” Chris said in a slight panic. Both of us belly-laughed as Chris hopped around, smelling his arms and T-shirt.


         Chris washed up in a truck-stop bathroom and soon we were back on I-90, headed for Black Hills National Forest and the giant stone faces of Mount Rushmore. A few months earlier Jordan had given Chris a copy of American Places by William Zinsser, one of Jordan’s favorite books. Inspired by those who “hit the road, going in search of the founding ideals they felt the country had lost,” Zinsser had made his own pilgrimage to 16 iconic American places, beginning with Mount Rushmore.


         We pulled the car into a crowded parking lot and made our way to the park entrance. We zigzagged through the tourists, walking down a colonnade of flags that cracked in the wind and up slowly rising stairs until we were right under the visage of the fathers. We tried to look straight ahead or down so that our first sight of the facade would be up close. And then, together, we looked up.


         “That’s it?” Jordan said.


         The place felt almost insignificant. Above a field of rock and scree dotted with evergreens were the lifeless, deeply grooved faces, distant and small. We attempted to admire them among the jostling crowd. These were totems of our democracy. Famous men who helped carve out what it means to be American.


         “Well, not much to see, I guess,” Chris said.


         The whole visit lasted less than 20 minutes.


         Back in the car, Jordan felt a twinge of guilt about having been so unmoved at an American “holy site.” And that guilt came out in a particularly truculent way.


         “I wouldn’t be surprised if there were a movement in the near future to try to get Jefferson and Washington removed from Mount Rushmore,” he said, as we pulled out of the parking lot and back onto the downward slope of the road.


         “Why?” Chris asked.


         “Because they owned slaves,” Jordan said. “It’s like Calhoun.”


         For most of the school year, students at Yale had waged a campaign to have Calhoun College renamed. John C. Calhoun—seventh vice president of the United States, secretary of war, secretary of state, and both a congressman and a senator from South Carolina—was an unabashed defender of slavery in the antebellum South. It had become a frequent topic of conversation among our friends, and the two of us seemed to fall on opposing sides.


         The debate over Calhoun had come up a month earlier when Peter Salovey, the president of Yale, announced that Calhoun’s name would remain on the college.* He argued that students would be better prepared for the challenges of the present and the future if they were forced to reckon with the legacy of slavery, rather than erase it from memory.


         “Universities have to be places where tough conversations happen,” Salovey told reporters. “I don’t think that is advanced by hiding our past.”


         At the same time, Salovey declared that the title of Master at the residential colleges would be changed to Head of the college to avoid any connection to the appellation for American slave owners. The hedge left no one satisfied.


         There in South Dakota, the old debate reignited.


         “It’s a half measure,” Chris said of Salovey’s decision.


         “I agree—it’s the easy way out.”


         “Sure is.”


         “But that doesn’t justify breaking things or screaming at professors. The students’ actions are out of proportion to the issue. It makes them seem too radical.”


         “I appreciate what they’re up to even if I don’t always agree with their tactics,” Chris said. “I think it’s healthy to have loud, well-organized activists keeping the pressure up.”


         “But there needs to be a limit,” Jordan said. “Otherwise, activists end up hurting the very communities they claim to represent.”


         “I mean, I don’t disagree. At Berkeley, when students would protest rising fees and tuition, some people would pull fire alarms, break windows, and otherwise wreak havoc. That was counterproductive—they were just wounding the thing they loved.”


         “But that’s why I think the tactics have to be in proportion to the issue at stake,” Jordan said. “Some injustices are so big they’re worth dying for—like ending Jim Crow. But others just aren’t, and when the same rhetoric and tactics are used for both, they lose their effect.”


         “Right, it’s a question of degree.”


         “Yeah, totally.”


         We paused.


         “So we agree?”


         “I guess we do.”


         Still, certain things were left unsaid. New friends have a way of inoculating each other against argument. We pulled our punches, modulating our arguments so the differences seemed less severe. We used our toes to muddy the lines that divided us, but the lines were still there.


         As we emerged from the gulches of the Black Hills, Jordan unfurrowed his brow.


         “Look, if Yale changes the name,” he said, “it should happen through a deliberative process that takes into account the traditions and history of the school, the perspectives of the alumni, and the interests of the current students. And I hope it’s done in a way that’s about choosing to honor someone else, rather than tearing down the memory of Calhoun out of hatred.”


         “I agree,” Chris replied. “On the process bit, at least.”


         “Process is the key,” Jordan said. “Activists play a role in pushing society forward. But if they push for too much too fast, they risk provoking a backlash that can hurt people.”


         “I’m not an activist,” Chris said. “But I was raised by one, and I believe in them. For a long time it troubled me that I didn’t count myself among them; how could I think that way and not join in? But everyone has a role. It seems like activists are supposed to be loud and transgressive and take extreme, sometimes uncomfortably idealistic positions. And it’s the job of a university administration to do what is best for the college. That’s the thing—that’s democracy: a big, loud, messy conversation with competing ideas.”


         “Look man, I want progress too,” Jordan said. “I just want to do it right. I think there’s a lot of good and a lot of wisdom in those who came before us and the institutions they set up. They got a lot wrong too, and we should change those things. But we shouldn’t throw away all the good with the bad.”


         “I agree with you,” Chris said. “Sometimes things need to go slowly. The name change requires wisdom and listening and compromise. I think a lot of people just want to be heard.”


         We kept gliding down long open roads framed by snowcapped mountains and protruding rocks, which the road hugged like a length of rope. Carved marble clouds passed over great expanses of sky in trailing thermal patterns.


         A few days earlier, Trump had clinched the GOP nomination and surpassed Clinton in the polls for the first time. That week there would be skirmishes outside a Trump rally in San Diego, where supporters and detractors exchanged blows in the street. Thirty-five people were arrested. But in South Dakota, the two of us felt all of the 1,500 miles that lay between us and the politics of 2016.


         “I don’t think we’re really that far apart,” Chris said.


         “Me neither.”


         

            *  *  *


         


         The next few days were a blur of fields and mountain ranges. We spent time in Bozeman, Montana and explored Yellowstone National Park in a gentle rain. With Chris at the wheel, we passed into Idaho, where we swooped southwest across the pine ridges of the Sawtooths and the volcanic rocks of Craters of the Moon National Monument and Preserve.


         In southern Idaho, we cruised along the long flat valleys—until a set of flashing blue and red lights filled the rearview mirror.


         Chris spotted the state trooper’s truck, its form blurred by the heat rising from the road, as it barreled up the black pavement a quarter-mile behind us. Chris looked down at the speedometer—95. His stomach turned. The speed limit was somewhere around 70.


         “Shit,” Jordan said, turning in his seat.


         Chris pulled onto the shoulder, killed the engine, and leaned back, defeated.


         “Don’t worry, man,” Jordan assured Chris, as we watched an officer in knee-high leather boots approach the car. “It was bound to happen at some point.”


         “Do you know how fast you were going?” the officer said after Chris rolled down the window.


         “T-too fast,” Chris stammered.


         “License and registration.”


         Jordan rummaged through the glove compartment, muttering something, while the officer looked over Chris’s license.


         “You two been driving all night?”


         “Nearly,” Chris said.


         “What brings you out here”—he glanced at the license—“Christopher?”


         “We’re driving across the country.”


         “Why?”


         “Jordan here is going to be the maid of honor at his sister’s wedding.”


         “Man of honor,” Jordan corrected without looking up.


         The officer stood mute.


         “We are both at law school in Connecticut,” Chris offered, trying to occupy the silence.


         “Sir,” Jordan interjected, his search frustrated, “I don’t have my insurance card, but I can try to pull it up on my phone.”


         The officer frowned and said nothing.


         “Yeah, it was my grandparents’ car,” Jordan continued. “They live in New York. I must have left it with them.”


         “Give me your license, too.”


         Jordan fished it out.


         “Encino?” the officer said.


         “I grew up there. Like the movie Encino Man?”


         Jordan’s quip fell flat.


         “And you’re from”—the officer looked down at Chris’s license again—“Washington, D.C.?”


         “Well, no, I’m from the San Francisco Bay Area,” Chris said, “but I lived in D.C. for a few years after college.”


         “And now you’re in Connecticut?”


         “Yes, sir.”


         “But the car is registered in New York?”


         “Yep,” Jordan said, leaning down to smile at the officer through the window.


         “Stay here.”


         We both watched as he turned and made for his truck, which sat at a skewed angle on the side of the road. The Volvo’s engine clicked and popped loudly as it cooled in the spring heat. Chris watched intently through the rearview mirror. Jordan looked at him and laughed.


         “Calm down, man, it’s not a big deal.”


         “You never know,” Chris responded, still eyeing the officer. As a teenager, Chris had been pulled over for running a stop sign in Berkeley. The policeman had made Chris and two friends sit on the curb as he turned his mother’s burgundy sedan inside out. When the officer couldn’t find anything, he had cursed and tossed Chris’s wallet in disgust. “You got lucky,” the man said, leaving the three of them on the sidewalk.


         A moment later, the Idaho trooper returned.


         “I’m going to have to ask you to get out of the car,” the officer said.


         Chris’s eyes darted to catch Jordan’s, which for the first time flashed with fear.


         “Please step over there,” the officer said.


         Chris stepped out of the car. The officer gestured to the side of the road and walked a step or two behind Chris. One hand hovered over his holster.


         Chris’s eyes drifted off toward Idaho’s chaparral plains. The two of us had passed through Wisconsin, which was wild and green. We had driven through statuesque rock formations emerging out of thick woodlands, and gorges filled with emerald water on their floors. In Montana, Chris had drifted off to sleep in the passenger seat as thunderstorms passed over green pastures and wheeled in the shadow of the mountain ranges that lined the road. Idaho was flat and stark. There on the side of the highway, Chris noticed the sand under his feet and how it gave way beneath him. It was rough, unlike the peat on the highway shoulder in Wyoming where Jordan had taken a photograph of an American flag jutting from a rock outcropping in the middle of a lake.


         “Would you step into my car, please?”


         The officer’s command snapped Chris back to the present. He had dealt with police before but had never been invited into one of their cars. He tried the passenger door and found it unlocked. He stepped up and into the jumper seat. Things could be worse, he thought to himself. He could have my hands cuffed and a palm on the back of my head.


         The cab was silent as the officer stepped around the truck to the driver’s seat. He passed in front of our car, where Chris could see Jordan craning his neck to watch. Chris reached for the seat belt out of habit, then thought better of it. An array of weapons—shotguns and long rifles—stood upright between his shoulder and the driver’s seat. Chris breathed deeply to steady his hands and calm his throbbing head.


         “Kid,” the officer said after settling into his own seat. The silence deepened as he made himself comfortable, his single word hanging in the stale air of the truck. He looked straight ahead.


         “None of this makes any goddamn sense.”


         Sitting in the front seat of his truck, the officer explained his dilemma to Chris.


         “You say you’re from California, but you have a D.C. license. Jordan here is from Los Angeles with a California license, but his car is registered in New York—to a different name, no less. Not to mention you say you’re both law students. But this guy Jordan is now starting business school, and you can’t stop shaking.”


         He turned and peered at Chris over the shotguns. Chris suddenly wished he had cut his hair, or had at least changed his shirt, which displayed the phrase BERKELEY POLITICAL REVIEW across the chest.


         Chris smiled weakly.


         “It just doesn’t add up, kid.”


         “I know it sounds crazy,” Chris said. “Hearing it out loud, it sounds crazy to me, too. But it’s the truth, sir. We’re on a road trip. He is who he says he is, and so am I.”


         The officer had turned back around. Chris could see him eyeing the car, weighing our plea against the facts of the unusual situation.


         “Besides,” he continued, “why are your eyes so bloodshot?”


         Again, he had caught Chris off guard. Perhaps his red eyes were due to our sleepless driving habits, or perhaps it was just a fishing expedition. Whatever the officer’s intent, the stakes had just gone up.


         “Sir, if you’re implying that I’m high or something, I can assure you that I’m not,” Chris said.


         “I implied no such thing.”


         Chris slumped back. Soon I’ll be moved to the back seat, where the doors don’t open from the inside, he thought. Why did I say that? Was that probable cause?


         Chris regretted his decision not to take criminal law the semester before.


         “Stay here,” the officer said and left the truck to approach Jordan. Chris watched from the passenger seat, relieved that the gruff man had left him alone, if only for a moment. Jordan got out of the car and faced the officer. Both of them had their hands on their hips. The man leaned in slightly while Jordan stood and faced him. The officer spoke, gesturing first at the car, then back at Chris, and finally to Jordan. Jordan responded with some hand-waving of his own. They both turned to look at Chris, and suddenly Jordan threw his head back and clapped his hands, a huge smile on his face.


         “Damn it, Jordan,” Chris said aloud.


         But then the officer smiled, too. He beckoned for Chris to join them, and Chris leaped down from the truck.


         “I’m letting you go,” the officer said as Chris approached.


         Chris was stunned. Jordan would later explain that the officer’s suspicion dissipated after he learned that Jordan had been a Marine. He may not have understood us, but he respected Jordan’s service, and Chris would reap the reward.


         “A word to the wise, kid,” the officer said, pumping Chris’s hand. “Don’t be so scared next time. You’re a law student. You know what happens at a traffic stop. All that sweat and stammering made me suspicious.”


         “Of course, sir,” Chris said, still shaken. “I guess it’s just the badge, the uniform—it’s intimidating.”


         “Good luck to you both.”


         We got back in the car as the officer pulled away with the grind of tires against gravel. His taillights soon disappeared around a rare curve in the otherwise empty highway.


         Jordan looked at Chris with a triumphant smile.


         “I knew we’d get out of it,” he said.


         “I’m done driving.”


         Chris tossed the keys to Jordan and made for the passenger side.


         

            *  *  *


         


         “I can’t believe he just let us go,” Chris said.


         Twenty minutes after the encounter, he was still rattled. Jordan had brought the car back up to a terrific speed, tempered only slightly by the knowledge that these long, empty highways were, in fact, patrolled.


         “And he was so—reasonable,” Chris continued.


         “Yeah, cops can be nice,” Jordan laughed.


         “I just haven’t had a positive encounter like that in a while.”


         It was clear that the two of us had completely different understandings of law enforcement. For Jordan, the police were, in a sense, his people. The military and law-enforcement often share a deep respect born from their professions’ similar perils. Though there were certainly bad apples here and there, Jordan believed that most police officers had good intentions and cared deeply about serving their communities. They deserved respect and gratitude for the dangers they faced.


         Chris, though, had learned to be wary around cops. There had been an officer who handed out stickers and gave tours of his car to kids in Chris’s neighborhood. But in high school, after his own run-ins, Chris had read all about the Oakland Police Department’s checkered history and seen videos of police brutality online over and over again. Seared into his mind’s eye was the image of Oscar Grant, a 22-year-old black man, lying handcuffed on the platform of the Fruitvale BART station just moments before Johannes Mehserle, a BART police officer, fired a bullet into his spine.


         If Jordan’s assumption was that law-enforcement officers were decent people trying to do a job in the most difficult circumstances, Chris’s was that they could be dangerous—and, when they abused their power, deadly.


         “Generally, if you’re respectful to police when they pull you over, nothing happens,” Jordan said. “If you call them Sir and act polite, they might even let you go.”


         “That’s not true for everyone.”


         “What do you mean?”


         “Well, it’s one thing for you—or me—to say that. The situation might have turned out very differently if we were African American.”


         “Maybe the situation would have turned out differently if you weren’t so nervous, or if I hadn’t been a Marine. You’re isolating one factor and making it all-important. My point is that if you’re generally respectful and give police no reason to be suspicious, then the situation will nearly always turn out okay. Are there exceptions? Yes. And they are tragic, and horrible, and the cops who make mistakes should be thrown in jail. But they are the exception.”


         “I’m not sure we’re talking about rare exceptions here,” Chris said.


         “My problem,” Jordan continued, “is that exceptional cases end up dominating the conversation so that all police seem racist, or poorly trained, or whatever. It creates a vicious cycle where police feel like they are under public attack while certain communities feel distrustful and disproportionately targeted by law enforcement. And because both sides feel this way, it increases the chances that mistakes will happen.”


         “But they are disproportionately targeted by police,” Chris said.


         “Honestly, I don’t know how to untangle the statistics,” Jordan said. “Do you?”


         “You don’t even need to look at the statistics,” Chris said. “Just look around. You can watch videos on YouTube of cops being overly aggressive, shooting when they aren’t supposed to, firing tear gas into peaceful crowds. Or look at the long history of it or listen to the communities who deal with police on a daily basis.”


         “Those are exceptions. Horrible, tragic exceptions. And if there’s malice involved, then that’s evil, and those bad actors should be prosecuted to the full extent of the law. But that shouldn’t mean we paint all cops as murderous or racist.”


         Things went on like this for an hour or so. Both of us dug in, frustrated that the other couldn’t seem to accept points we felt were patently obvious.


         By sunset, we passed Boise, ran out of steam, and stopped to find a bite to eat. The sun was hanging low in the sky as we parked at an Applebee’s. We ordered teriyaki chicken to go, then looked for a place to watch the sunset. We found it in a spit of land just off the highway in the foothills of a long valley. Plastic takeout bags in hand, we scrambled up to the top of a bluff.


         “Did you see that Lewis and Clark went through Idaho?” Chris asked.


         “That would have been like 200 years ago.”


         Another moment of stillness. The battles of the day had subsided. Something about the golden view—the rustle of insects in the tall waving grasses, the muted sounds of the highway around the bend—washed away the worst of the day, even if a distance still existed between us.


         How could we agree on so much, yet disagree on who an average police officer was? Or what racial violence looked like? How could we have felt the beguiling sensation of agreement in South Dakota, yet be so far apart come Idaho? Over the next few days, the two of us would keep revisiting the Idaho state trooper’s exclamation: None of this makes any goddamn sense.


         

            *  *  *


         


         We made our way out of the heat of the Oregon lowlands to Crater Lake, where ice and snow coated the high banks of the caldera’s lip. Down below, a glassy purple surface mesmerized the two of us from our high vantage. Then it was back down into green forests that felt like the redwood groves of California, making Chris homesick for the first time.


         “I think it’s time,” Jordan said, as we whizzed through the brown trunks and deep green leaves.


         “For what?”


         “For my speech.”


         Chris had thought of the wedding toast at various times throughout the trip, but the moment never seemed right. Only hours away from California, it finally did.


         “Okay, then. Why not?”


         Chris rifled through his bag and pulled out a notebook. He flipped through it, showing Jordan its empty pages and sporadic doodles.


         “My notes from International Law.”


         “Seems about right.”


         “So what do you want to say?”


         Jordan had imagined a joke or two—about apologizing for shedding some “manly maid-of-honor” tears, or about how his brother-in-law was now the family’s favorite son because he played golf and was gainfully employed.


         “That’s good. That’s good.”


         “But what do I say about Jenna?”


         “Well, what does she mean to you?”


         Jordan considered it.


         “Jenna always protected me growing up,” he said. “Which will surprise some people. She’s warm and bubbly and was always caring for others—it’s why she became a social worker. But she has a ferocious side, too. My favorite example was during Bush v. Gore. Jenna went to one of the most liberal high schools in the country, and there was a lot of Republican-bashing going on. At one point, she’d simply had enough. She got up during a school assembly and told 500 people, ‘All of you need to stop it. My parents and my brother are Republicans, and they are still good people!’ I’ll never forget that.”


         Jordan smiled.


         Chris held his breath. Jordan had an easy way about his stories of the service, but personal stories—the anecdotes of family and tender moments, and the possibility of once, just maybe, having not been a trained Marine—were fewer. Chris felt as if Jordan were ushering him in closer, which Chris welcomed.


         As a child, Chris relied on friends much like family. His numerous “godmothers” would watch him when his mother got sick. Dan, his godfather, not only brought over pizza every Friday but taught Chris to shave, came to his soccer games, and slipped him cash for concerts in high school and college. His mother, a force in her own right, had folded these men and women into an extended family, and Chris had taken to doing the same as he aged into adulthood. Perhaps Jordan could become family, same as the kin Chris had come to know in Berkeley, Washington, and now, maybe, New Haven.


         “When I was a freshman in high school,” Jordan continued, “a senior bullied me. I was terrified to walk around school. I never said anything about it at home, but Jenna could tell that I was upset. We went to different high schools, but soon I had seven junior boys come up to me, all Jenna’s friends, and tell me not to worry because they had my back. Two weeks later, Jenna berated the senior at a party. I have no idea what she said to him, but he never picked on me again.”


         “Well,” Chris said, looking down at the jostled notes he had taken. “I think it’s all there. You’ve got a nice dose of comedy up top. You’ve got a thoroughly touching anecdote, and a place to land. Bravo.”


         We fell silent again as we passed through old-growth forests and took a hook down a mountainside, crossing into California with a day to spare before the wedding. It was a satisfied quietude. There was no note of discomfort in the hum of the engine and the tinkle of the radio. With each passing mile, what started as an almost-friendship began to feel more like a brotherhood.


         We both felt this outside Redding, among the tawny grass hills of California. We had seen much on the trip. We survived the car’s swoon in South Dakota. We’d come to a skittering stop a few feet from a jumpy herd of sheep meandering across the highway, cajoled along by the teeth of a judicious pair of collies. We’d communed with a bull elk somewhere in the highlands of Yellowstone as its fur matted with the same mist that clung to our thin cotton layers. We’d exchanged looks with bronze-faced inmates in bright orange jumpsuits clearing underbrush as a wildfire burned oak trees and grass in the California foothills, sending ash curling up into the sky like fetid snow. And we had met both strange men and kind people—people who offered directions, meals, and beds for the night. We didn’t know what to make of the trip quite yet. We knew there was something to the road—and the road taken in this way—but we couldn’t put our fingers on it. We drove into Sonoma after all this, knowing our 3,000-mile journey was almost over.


         “Let’s do this again,” Jordan said.


         “I’d like that,” Chris responded.


         

            *On February 11, 2017, Yale renamed the college after pioneering computer scientist Grace Murray Hopper.
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