

[image: cover]



        
More praise for 18 IN AMERICA


        “It is not every year that a well-conceived golf book is written by a
            recent high school graduate. . . . Sleeping in his car, showering at truck
            stops, and raiding free motel breakfast buffets, Dethier played wherever
            the road took him, with golf as a vehicle for understanding America. . . .
            His thirty-two-thousand-mile trek became a tale about everything you
            can learn about your country, eighteen holes at a time. It was a journey
            that was much more than a golf trip.”

        —Bill Pennington, The New York Times

        “Two parts coming-of-age story, one part golf travel adventure, and
            one part survival test. The result, 18 in America, is the work of a young
            man who not only is unusually insightful and self-aware but also has
            the writerly gifts and clear voice to tell his story.”

        —Martin Kaufmann, Golfweek

        “Like Jack Kerouac and Ken Kesey and a host of others before him,
            Dethier packed his used car and his meager life savings and set off to see
            and write about America. . . . What resonates in 18 in America is Dethier’s
            optimism and his talent for perceiving and telling of the good in
            things, be they golf or people.”

        —ABC News/Yahoo!

        “A great coming-of-age tale based around the most epic of golf trips. A
            quick and easy read that does not disappoint.”

        —The Itinerant Golfer

        “Anybody who has swung a golf club can tell you that it’s more than a
            game—it becomes a personal challenge that helps you discover yourself.
            Dylan writes about his adventures with wisdom beyond his years.”

        —Jason Dufner, winner of the 2013 PGA Championship

        “His trip was not just about par, birdies, and bogeys . . . Dethier is not
            from the country club world of golf.”

        —Bob Minzesheimer, USA Today

        “It’s not the brushes with greatness (including caddying in a pro-am
            with Phil Mickelson) but the goodness of ordinary people that make
            his journey so memorable—for him and for us.”

        —In Play magazine

        “This is a superb book about golf—but it’s also a superb book about
            growing up, fitting in, friendship, food, and the great American road. I
            barely know a birdie from a bogie, but it didn’t matter: I still devoured
            Dylan Dethier’s memorable tale of innocence lost and wisdom won.”

        —A. J. Jacobs, New York Times bestselling author of The Know-It-All and Drop Dead Healthy

        “It is rare to find a book—especially a golf book, especially a debut written
            by someone so young—that smoothly blends pure fun and astute
            life lessons. 18 in America will inspire golfers and adventurers both
            young and old. I enjoyed every page.”

        —Roland Merullo, author of Golfing with God and
            regular contributor to Golf World magazine

        “18 in Americaz is filled with youthful enthusiasm, honest and sincere.
            It’s a lovely road story well told. Discover a young golf Kerouac on the
            road, teeing off all across America and loving it.”

        —Tom Lavoie, Shelf Awareness

        “Intriguing . . . more than his share of unpredictable episodes that make
            for good reading.”

        —Salt Lake Tribune

        “Two things will piss you off about this book. First of all, Dethier is a
            better golfer than you or me. Second of all, he is a better writer than
            you or me. . . . A heartfelt, introspective coming-of-age story; Jack Kerouac
            meets Jack Nicklaus.”

        —Sportschump.net

        “I couldn’t put it down. . . . The writing is vivid. You can see the people,
            imagine the places, and understand a young man’s moments of loneliness
            and fear, then on the next page laugh at his sense of humor. You’d
            think this was his twentieth book, not his initial effort.”

        —Richard Lord, Berkshire Eagle
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To all those who play





Prologue



If you’re an eighteen-year-old kid in desperate need of money, living out of the back of your parents’ filthy Subaru wagon three thousand miles from home, and if you find yourself sharing a Las Vegas driving range with a guy who looks (and smells) like a homeless Johnny Depp, and that guy offers to play a round of golf against you for a substantial amount of money, just say no—before things go terribly wrong.


As I stared at Vegas Johnny on the driving range at the Painted Desert Golf Club, I was unimpressed. Physically, he wasn’t much to look at—five nine, maybe, and so thin that his clothes hung off of him like he was some undersized, back-of-the-store mannequin. It was hard to see his face, which he kept hidden behind a mountain-man beard, a low-slung fedora, and a pair of sunglasses that screamed I’m hungover.


His golf game looked even less imposing. One shot would careen off to the right, the next would boomerang hard left, then another one to the right, then off to the left again. He continued this mixture of shanks and yanks in nearly rhythmic fashion, not one of his efforts getting more than ten feet off the ground before it crash-landed among thousands of other range-ball misfires.


Another guy was leaving the practice tee and walking toward the first hole, and I saw Johnny motion him aside and gesture toward himself and to the course; I guessed this was an offer for a match. I could see the other guy taken aback, could easily read his “No, thanks” body language, and saw Vegas Johnny turn away and slam his club into the turf, upset at being turned down. Who was this guy? Poker pro with cash to blow? Somebody who’d seen the The Big Lebowski too many times? It didn’t matter, really—I figured this was a chance to make some much-needed money.


I cleared my throat.


“I’m going out next,” I said. “You looking for a game?”


He hit another grounder before responding. “Sounds good, brother.”


•   •   •


Back in Massachusetts, I’d play buddies on my high school team for clubhouse drinks, sometimes Snickers bars. As I shook Vegas Johnny’s hand on the first tee, though, he was proposing some higher stakes: fifty a hole, hundred a side, two hundred for the eighteen. Whoa. I’d never done anything like this. Then again, I was in Sin City—and since I wasn’t old enough to hit the casino floors back on the Strip, here was my chance to strike it rich. Plus, the odds were in my favor. Or so I thought.


Through three holes, I was two up—and I was confident that two down was just the start of a long day for my bedraggled opponent. Our next hole was a tricky par-3. I hit first, into the front right bunker. Damn. I walked back to my bag to watch Mr. Vegas, the generous part of me hoping he’d at least keep it in play, the greedy part hoping for water left. Just as he stood over the ball, he glanced back at me, checking to see if I was watching. Was that a smirk on his face?


And then Vegas Johnny made a perfect golf swing.


The neck-scratching hitch he’d been making the first three holes had vanished. Instead, he whipped the club hard and aggressive through impact, holding a low follow-through to keep the ball down; in complete control. The shot began at the right bunker and drew in at the flag, taking one hard bounce forward before spinning to a halt, leaving about eight feet for birdie. He held his finish as the ball was in the air, admiring its flight, leaning just to the left, urging the ball to pull toward the hole.


The Dude had suddenly turned into Sergio Garcia, and I suddenly realized that over the next fifteen holes, I could lose a lot of money. Vegas Johnny was a hustler. And now I had only two options: I could play out the round.


Or I could run.


•   •   •


How does a nice East Coast teenager find himself on a course in Vegas betting hundreds he can’t afford to lose against a golf shark? I asked myself that question a lot as that afternoon wore on.


After all, this was nothing like the game I had grown up playing. The course where I fell in love with golf—a shoes-optional par-30 near my grandparents’ house on the Maine coast—was a world away from the Painted Desert. From age five, my older brother, Evan, and I traipsed carefree down the ocean-lined fairways during our August vacations there, playing three or four or five rounds a day. We would wander the rocky beaches alongside the ninety-three-yard peninsular fifth hole, where the ocean had washed up more Pinnacles than we would ever know what to do with.


As our stash of golf balls grew, so too did our fascination with the game. Seven-irons began to tear up a section of the backyard at our home outside Williamstown, Massachusetts. As we got older, the Pinnacles flew deeper and deeper into the back woods, and junior sets replaced the persimmons we had found in Maisie and Gramps’s attic.


Golf didn’t exactly run in our blood, however. Mom and Dad didn’t play. Gramps had a nice history with the game, including a legendary round at the Old Course in which he scored either 72 in a typhoon or 82 in clear blue skies depending on the day, but he’d bagged his clubs for good by the time we’d started playing in earnest.


I was the son of a geologist and a pioneer in the field of renewable energy—not exactly a recipe for country club fanaticism. Golf lessons weren’t going to be a priority in this family. So I focused my energy on honing my lash of a swing that I’d learned playing Little League baseball—more Mark McGwire or Sammy Sosa than Mark O’Meara or Sam Snead.


Before long, a twenty-one-year-old named Eldrick Woods was fist-pumping his way around Augusta National, and then around Pebble Beach, and all of a sudden golf looked as if it might be sort of cool. A poster of Tiger joined the Red Sox on the wall of my room.


Over the years, my game didn’t mature as much as it adapted. I would come out of baseball season fighting a vicious hook, so I learned to slice. I didn’t have a sand wedge, so I learned to open my pitching wedge way up to blast out of bunkers. My hits were big and my misses were bigger. Each round felt like driving a car with no steering.


But golf is famously a game not of how but of how many, and for some reason I was getting good. I could make par from two fairways over or hit a skip slice across the surface of a lake, and I had such soft touch with a wedge that I could get up and down from the beverage cart. Plus I had a knack for rolling in those six-to-ten-footers that are the difference in any good round of golf.


“My buddy was right about you,” one junior golf opponent told me after I took the lead with a particularly outrageous par-4 that took me from the woods to the bunker to thirty feet to the bottom of the cup. “You’re not really that good, but damn, you make par from anywhere.” Competition helped focus me and elevate my game. Still, things sometimes went awry. At one tournament I hit six provisionals in a row into the left swamp and ran out of golf balls. At the state championship my junior year, I ricocheted my way around the woods for the better part of twenty minutes, stubbornly refusing to punch out to safety a half dozen times. I ended up draining a twenty-footer for 11.


It was a radical style of play that not only made me really good at apologizing (Sorry about hitting your cart, sir, I had no idea the golf course even extended this far to the right) but also gave me some comfort-by-separation from the country club range rats of the junior golf world. The distinction no doubt pleased my parents as much as it did me, and I could always fall back on the fact that I wasn’t a golfer—I was an athlete. A skier and a baseball player and a pickup football star. Golf was just something I did.


I deflected everything I hated about the game onto the rich kids I would run into at tournaments. I hated the way they wore thick white sunglasses when it wasn’t sunny and the way they matched their turquoise hats to their turquoise pants. I hated the way they laid up and pitched out and had no creativity, no imagination. I hated the way they talked about the putting greens in their backyards but still managed to suck at putting. I hated the way they talked about golf courses they had been to and where their fathers were members and how this was nothing. So I learned to love how I wasn’t them.


•   •   •


And then, after high school, I hatched an unlikely plan: spend a year playing golf.


The idea: play a round in each of the lower forty-eight states. Why? I’d just spent nearly fifteen years in a Williamstown classroom, and I needed to get out. I’d play the three-buck courses of the country, maybe some three-hundred-dollar ones too, and meet all kinds of Americans. SMALL-TOWN MASSACHUSETTS KID SEEKS ADVENTURE. Somehow I’d get my parents to agree. College could wait for a year.


In the months that followed, as I traveled the country in Subi, my rattling, dusty old Subaru, playing rounds with a range of individuals with increasingly fancy pedigrees, I began to be seduced by a different kind of golf, the kind that was beyond even the rich kids I knew. I encountered the golf played by America’s elite on velvet fairways hidden behind high walls. I’d meet CEOs and the PGA Tour commissioner, walk inside the ropes with Phil Mickelson. And I’d make some mistakes, too. (See Johnny, Vegas.)


When the year began, I had no idea how far I would stray from the ideals of the barefoot five-year-old who started hitting golf balls as an excuse to hang out with his big brother. By year’s end, though, I would discover many different Americas and, eventually, find the way back to the heart of my game.





CHAPTER 1
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The First Drive


We were three silhouettes walking up the eighteenth fairway, the late summer sun already sinking behind the mountains.


“So you’re really gonna do this, huh?”


This was Taylor, one of my closest friends for nearly a decade. He was on my right, purple golf bag slung carelessly over one shoulder, and he was looking at me even though he and I both knew the answer to his question. He was a few inches shorter than I, a smiley boy with mussy blond hair and wide blue eyes that always told you exactly how he was feeling.


“Yeah,” I murmured. “I guess I am.”


We stopped at Taylor’s ball.


“You nervous?” This time it was my brother, Evan. Two years older and three inches taller, Evan was a razor-thin giant with broad shoulders and a mop of dark brown hair that fell haphazardly to one side of his face or the other, depending which way he swiped it with his hand.


“Nervous?” I responded. “Nah. Just excited to get out on the road.”


I wondered how many summer nights we’d spent this way—driving the ten minutes from home to Taconic Golf Club to tee off at five P.M., Evan and Taylor and I, playing till we couldn’t see the ball. That was the time of day when the wind had died and left us in a quiet stillness, when the air was cool but comfortable, when the light was getting lower and the shadows longer, all of us in the sunset, feeling as if nights like these would last forever even as the gathering darkness warned that they wouldn’t.


We putted out and I shook each of their hands, because that’s what you did after a round of golf. And then I gave them each a long, choked-up hug—because that’s what you did when you were seventeen years old and didn’t know the next time you were going to see your best friends.


What I had told Evan was true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. I was excited. But I was still coming to grips with the fact that leaving meant leaving stuff behind—everything I had ever loved: the people, the places, my home.


We went our separate ways—Evan off to his college dorm, the beginning of his junior year; Taylor to his house, one of the last nights before the start of his senior year of high school; and me, home, one final time.


•   •   •


Dinner was unusually quiet that night. Dad had gotten steak and Mom made pesto pasta, with corn on the cob from Chenail’s Farm. My favorite meal.


From the outside, it was a perfect picture: the All-American family gathered around the table for a late summer dinner. But as we were sitting down I realized I still didn’t know exactly how my parents felt about what I was about to do. And at this point, I was afraid to find out.


It was a simple idea, really: Me and Subi, our 2002 forest-green Subaru Outback station wagon, would drive around the country, and I would play at least one round of golf in every state—Hawaii and Alaska excepted. I’d be gone for the length of the school year, the beginning of September to the beginning of June. Then we’d come home, Subi and I, and I’d start college the next fall.


Home was Williamstown, Massachusetts, a town of fewer than eight thousand people and also the home of Williams College, a small liberal arts school where I had been accepted the previous December and was on track to spend the next four years of my life. Williams is among the most selective schools in the country, and I had done well to get in. But enrolling there meant I wasn’t exactly leaving the nest. I would become a freshman at the college where my brother was a junior and my father taught geology, all of eight minutes from the house I had grown up in.


I’d been mulling the idea of a year of something else since the moment I applied to Williams. My childhood had been happy and fulfilling, but since I’d started thinking about life after high school, I’d dealt with the persistent feeling that I had never really done anything. Staying in town for college wasn’t really going to shake things up—I needed something that would.


My mom was in favor of the trip, I figured. I could almost always tell when she disapproved of something Evan or I was doing, and this didn’t seem like one of those times. Plus we were usually on the same page—if I was really, truly excited about something, I could count on Mom to get on board.


Her job was built on hopefulness, after all. She worked for a company called the Center for EcoTechnology, which helped individuals and small towns acquire things like solar panels and wind turbines. Nothing screams blind optimism like battling pollution and global warming.


That’s why I’d told her first, before I had all the details worked out.


Before I told Dad, though, I’d really need a plan. I knew he would appreciate part of it: the independence, the road trip, the rugged adventure. He was a mountain man, after all—a geology professor who spent his summers working in the Rockies, a father who used to take us hiking every Sunday. Exploring was my dad’s thing.


Growing up, I came to realize that not everyone had a father like mine—starting with his appearance. From my earliest memories, Dad has had a full head of wavy, bright white hair and a thick, dignified mustache that gives him the look of George Washington or Mark Twain or Albert Einstein, going from least to most windy outside.


He was a warm, caring man who smiled a lot and was always proud of us. But he could be inscrutable, too. He rarely gave a clear, strong opinion unless he was asked directly, and even then he tended to speak in riddles, allusions, or roundabout responses that only he truly understood. I think he wanted other people to arrive at answers themselves, like any good professor, and hoped merely to lead us in the right direction.


He’d grown up in the Philadelphia suburbs and had gone to the all-male Haverford School. Since then he’d utterly rejected any sort of boys’ club. As an adult, he’d been to more Grateful Dead concerts than golf courses. He was far more comfortable in a ratty T-shirt and a pair of old, tight, fuzzy ski pants than he ever would be in a polo and khakis. He exclusively wore sneakers, except for once, when he had to go to a wake—and then he borrowed my dress shoes. Here was a man wholly unimpressed with the appearance of things and fully enthralled with what lay below the surface.


Golf, ironically, was the only thing my parents and I ever fought about—never bad grades, juvenile misadventures, or other turbulent teenage behavior. When I wanted to join the high school team in ninth grade, it nearly tore apart the family. To my parents, golf was too white, too rich, too preppy, too exclusive. Couldn’t I wait fifty years, they asked, until I had run out of other activities?


Mom and Dad were always eager to let Evan and me know what they thought, but they’d also always allowed us to make our own decisions, to figure out firsthand that they had been correct the whole time. So I was allowed to join the golf team. Maybe they thought I would miss soccer or develop a love for cross-country running or, best yet, realize that pursuing golf meant pursuing a life that was morally and physically against our family values. I didn’t quit. But there was no question that they had won. I learned to think that there were two types of golf—the cheap, unrefined public course versus the private, stuffy country club—and that the former was the only type I would ever want to play.


Still, I loved golf. I wanted to keep playing, in college and beyond. And I didn’t want to feel guilty for that. So really, secretly, I hoped that the sport, so famous for stratifying social classes, would show me something to justify my involvement in it. For the time being, the only way I was able to enter its world with a clean conscience was by establishing my role as an outsider—not a golfer, just a kid who happens to play golf—and sticking to it. That’s what this trip was going to be all about.


I knew I would need a concrete plan before going to Dad so I could defend against any skepticism, show that this wasn’t just a whim but a plan with depth and purpose.


Except I never really made a plan.


To be fair, I did devise some basic rules. I would play at least eighteen holes in every state in the lower forty-eight. I would pay for the whole thing myself, using my savings and whatever I could scrounge up along the way. My first leg would take me across the northern states in the fall, and then I’d move back across the South in the winter and use the spring to fill in the gaps. My goal was to experience all the golf America had to offer, from the worst city municipal to the locked-gate country club and everywhere in between. I wanted to seek out golf where I didn’t belong and golf where nothing at all belonged. I had to survive the whole thing—and I had to do so without coming home, except for Christmas.


Foolproof, right?


Except I didn’t know how I would do these things. I didn’t know how I was going to pay for the trip. I had exactly $4,720 saved up and didn’t have to use a calculator long to determine how quickly that could disappear.


Where would I sleep? I had a station wagon, so I could probably fit in the back when I needed to. I packed a two-man tent and I solicited contacts from family friends and made a list, state by state, of potential hosts. I soon found that the constant problem was not with the number of offers but with geographic concentration. Everyone had a friend in Chicago and a cousin in L.A. Everyone “had me covered” in New York. Everyone had a golfing grandpa in Tampa.


I was touched by how eagerly people volunteered to look up old friends or call their least favorite relatives, but I was discouraged by just how clustered these folks were. Hell, my grandfather lives in Tampa half the year. Dude loves golf.


I began to make a list of the lower forty-eight in the order in which I would tick them off, attempting to hone in on the approximate date I would arrive in each—but I soon realized that I couldn’t really figure that out, either.


I wasn’t a planner at all. If I decided to do something, I generally just did it—and figured out how as I went along. So as exciting as it was to try to figure out the specifics of what and where and when, I didn’t really want to have to answer to any schedule. I wanted this to operate on my terms; I’d confront issues as they arose.


As departure day—September 1—drew near, though, I realized I was leaving home with zero tee times, exactly one golf course lined up, and no idea where I would spend my first night on the road—knowing only that it had to be free.


Dad arrived home with a fresh roll of duct tape one late August afternoon. “There’s not much you’ll run into,” he told me, deadpan, “that a few strips of this can’t fix.” That was as close as he’d come to actually giving me his blessing for the trip, but it made me happy. You’ll be all right, the gesture seemed to say. I took the tape. I was really doing this.


•   •   •


Urged on by Mom’s insistence that I “just never knew” what I was going to need, I erred on the side of bringing too much. I took all the collared shirts I had—mostly yard-sale buys and hand-me-downs from my cousin Mark—and stuffed them into a low plastic crate alongside dozens of T-shirts, a smattering of shorts and pants, and my entire collections of socks and boxers. I stuffed winter clothes into a bag, jackets and gloves and hats, that went beneath the folded-up backseat. A raincoat and thick wind pants went into the mesh behind the driver’s seat. And dress clothes went onto a couple hangers that I hooked above the driver’s-side backseat.


I tried to divide the car into neighborhoods: There, on the right, with the cooler and the granola bars and the Honey Nut Cheerios, was Cereal Row. The plastic clothes crate spanned the width of the passenger seat. Plastic Plateau. I tried to leave room on the car’s left side—though it was tough to fit anything between the extra clothes and the cooking supplies—and the ministove and the tent and the ski boots and the basketball and the football and the baseball gloves—for Golf Bag Boulevard, which I figured would hold my little red Titleist bag by day and could serve as a sleeping alley by night. Finally, the small gap between the pulled-up passenger’s row and the back of the driver’s seat: the Crevasse. Lots of things fell into the Crevasse. Few returned.


I hadn’t even finished packing before these neighborhoods began collapsing into each other, which seemed like a bad sign. But I was tired of packing. I was tired of wondering exactly how I would figure out what I was doing. I was even tired of people asking why I was going. (No one wants to be asked a question for which they haven’t yet figured a suitable answer.) I threw my golf bag in and slammed the trunk closed. I didn’t know how. I was still a little hazy on why. But that was okay—I was going.


The next couple hours were an emotional blur. Mom crying. Dad, silent, choked up. Then I was crying, too, as I drove away, and I made my first wrong turn of the trip within miles of my house, and my second wrong turn soon after. But it didn’t matter, because I had nowhere to go. Soon enough I’d left Massachusetts, speeding past Troy, New York, and then I was on I-90, where the first inkling of the trip was born months earlier. On a long drive back from a vacation with friends in Michigan, the idea had hit me during a three A.M. brainstorm with my brother. Most late-night ideas get brushed away the next morning, usually with good reason. But this one had stuck.


It brought me out of the haze, that realization. I was living out a dream—for myself, mostly, but also for the idea: It felt important that a kid could come up with a crazy plan and then just press pause on the rest of his life to go pursue it. I was breaking free, if only for a short while, from a modern world burdened by lofty expectations on a familiar path—grade school, high school, college, a good job. From my teenage eyes, it seemed like a lot of the people on that path forgot to do the one thing that matters most: live a little.


•   •   •


I knew as soon as I saw the sign for Alder Creek Golf Course and Country Inn that I had found what I was looking for. An eight-dollar opening round in Boonville, New York, was exactly what I had envisioned for my first round.


My background with golf had taught me that rounds like this were the best kind. I wanted my trip to glorify the Podunk two-buck municipal. Elite clubs seemed like another meaningless status symbol, kind of like Rolls-Royces, which I assumed people just bought so they could say, Hey, here’s something I own that you can never have.


They didn’t exactly roll out the red carpet at Alder Creek. As I pulled into the driveway, I noted a dilapidated practice green a few yards off the road, its mini-flagsticks leaning one way or the other as if to mimic the schizophrenic grass on the putting surface itself. Hundreds of golf balls, some yellow and some an old, coffee-stained shade of white, lay abandoned on the ground of the too-short driving range, which looked as if it would serve as their final resting place. Wild grass had conquered two wheels and part of the front cage of the range picker and seemed determined to envelop it entirely.


My tire flattened a Busch Light can as I pulled into a parking spot in front of a large-ish white house that might’ve been the beginning of the Country Inn. Wait, no—there was a sign on it.


ALDER CREEK GOLF—COUNTRY INN. FOOD-BEV. LODGING.


It read like a classified ad that didn’t want to pay for the next ten words. I ignored its accompanying arrow, which pointed unhelpfully skyward, and continued to the right, in search of GOLF and maybe FOOD-BEV.


Lots of courses have signs by the road to encourage drive-ins, like PUBLIC WELCOME or COME PLAY! I wondered what Alder Creek’s would’ve said: JOIN US FOR A ROUND! OR DON’T! SERIOUSLY, WE DON’T GIVE A DAMN.


Alder Creek’s complete absence of presentation reminded me distinctly of Stamford Valley Golf Course, the site of my first membership and just across the Vermont border from home. I was eleven, and it cost me sixty bucks. I’d experienced a lot of firsts there. I’d rented my first golf cart. I’d made my first eagle, on the 369-yard, quadruple dogleg par-5 fourth, where if you scooted over the rock wall but stayed under the trees you could save yourself two shots. I’d gotten the f-word directed at me for the first time, after I short-hopped some guy’s thigh, still learning the power I wielded with a driver in my hand. Stamford was legendary, the home of the goose turd and the eight-year-old maintenance crew, and I did a lot of growing up there. Alder Creek brought me back: the driveway, the practice green, the flattened Busch Light. It felt like a good place to start my journey.


Beyond Alder Creek’s practice area, the golf course stretched back into the trees. As I approached the inn from the parking lot, I paused to watch a man step up to his ball, eyeing the flagstick from a hundred yards out on what I would soon learn was the seventh green. There’s something about watching complete strangers hit golf shots that has always fascinated me—an obsession fueled by the endless possibilities of flight and the near certainty of human failure. I guess it’s the same reason people watch NASCAR—for the crashes. This guy, dressed in a T-shirt and cutoff jean shorts, didn’t disappoint.


After a methodical—if uneasy—takeaway that curled his club directly over his head, all semblance of rhythm disappeared. He descended on his target, delivering a wood-splitting hack at the earth behind his ball. The welcome mat of a divot stuck to his iron through impact, while the ball tumbled ahead out of sheer terror, coming to a stop ten feet forward and twenty feet to the side. Was this fun for him? What made him decide that playing golf was a good idea?


Lots of people are bad at things. Some people even have the misfortune of being bad at lots of things. Golf, though, is one of those things that people tend to be really, particularly bad at—yet those are often the same people always calling around to arrange a foursome. This was interesting: the mysterious paradox of the Bad Golfer. I wished I had shown up an hour earlier; I would’ve had a compelling partner.


I stalled through several minutes’ worth of practice swings on the first tee in the hopes that another local would show up to join me for an afternoon nine, but all traffic seemed to have moved the way of the parking lot or the bar. Eventually I snagged a Titleist from my golf bag and coaxed a tee into the soft earth, leaving the ball about half an inch above the ground—perfect for my 3-wood.


I took a deep breath. The first tee shot. I didn’t know what it meant, exactly, but this drive seemed important. How many first tees would the next year hold? At what golf courses would they be? I hoped they wouldn’t all be solitary rounds, that others would join me—people with stories and senses of humor and wisdom.


If anyone was watching me, they would have had no idea what this single swing signified. I didn’t know, either, how I was supposed to feel at the start of something so big, something so crazy. I wasn’t moving in to college, wasn’t meeting new friends as I hung pictures of the old ones on my wall. I was doing something big, but it was hard to know how to feel as I stood over the ball that late summer day somewhere in upstate New York.


I had been emotional all afternoon, not happy-sad emotional, but in a way that made everything feel magnified, like the world was more alive than usual. The sun was brighter, the views more impressive, the attached modular garages more architecturally compelling. That was one of my hopes for the year, really—to take the time to find significance in the insignificant. But did that really make sense? Did driving aimlessly like this make sense? And what if I was wrong about golf, about golfers—what if every first tee remained empty?


First-tee ennui. Some of this unease must have translated into the shot. My whippy backswing joined in a panicked union with my downswing, and my club head hardly even nipped the top of the ball. I looked up sheepishly to see the Titleist skittering along the ground just yards in front of me. It didn’t even make the fairway.


I glanced around to see if anyone had witnessed the embarrassing spectacle. The coast was mercifully clear, I thought, until I noticed someone walking by the edge of the clubhouse—my jean-shorted friend disappearing around the corner, heading for the eighth tee. I wondered if he’d watched my tee ball. I wondered if he’d told jokes about me in his head. It was a humbling moment as I walked several steps forward to hit my ball again and wondered if I really knew anything about golf after all.


In truth, Alder Creek was disappointingly well maintained. If I really wanted to slum it, this wasn’t the place. The greens were so large that they accommodated two flags (white for the front nine, blue for the back), and they were smooth if not fast. Any imperfections in the fairways seemed to disappear in the low afternoon sun, as if the lengthening shadows had snuck around, filling in divots.


My golf swing improved from the first tee, and the course did as well—working its way back from the highway into the middle stretch of holes, pleasantly contained by the surrounding Adirondack forest and devoid of human life. The ping! of my driver was the only thing that interrupted the serenity of my surroundings, coated in late summer sun.


But as I putted out on the final green, maybe an hour after I’d started, some of the serenity faded. Our memories tend to form in two ways—from our first and last impressions. As I walked from the ninth green to my car, I was left with the impression that Alder Creek wasn’t particularly strong on either side.


The enduring sights in our memory also develop in the remembering. There was a particular place at Alder Creek I would revisit often, the sight of which would grow more miserable in my mind’s eye. Over the subsequent months I would remember a patch behind the inn’s lodging that must have been intended to be a playground. A graveyard of miscellany was scattered across the ground, where a tornado had apparently gone through a tag sale a decade earlier. What had once been lawn chairs lay strewn across what had once been a lawn, a collage of plastic and metal and cloth. A faded-blue former trampoline had crumpled at the edge of the deep grass, a soggy taco of rust and neglect. Cracked Wiffle balls and broken Frisbees had succumbed to the decay of time like artifacts from a forgotten civilization. The centerpiece of misery, though, was a pink tricycle with two oversize back wheels and no front one at all. I imagined a little girl snapping her front axle in a midlawn crash, but the visual didn’t quite work. Maybe it had been her brother, jealous that she had a real toy while he had to go hit on the driving range with Dad. Or a golfer coming off a tough double bogey on number nine, wielding an iron in maniacal vengeance. Maybe it was just nature taking back control, breaking down the new bike just to ensure that the lawn remained in a state of derelict equilibrium.


Every day we see pieces of the bigger puzzle, hints of the network of human lives we inhabit. People coming and going, fighting and making up. We see what they carry with them and what they leave behind, and we wonder why. People watching, some people call it. I fancied it more like detective work; I looked for little details and hints that might answer the question of why they were doing what they were doing. It’s the same reason I love going to the airport. Everyone is going somewhere, with someone, for a different purpose, but time and opportunity have fated them to spend a few hours in the same tin can thirty thousand feet above the ground. It’s a miracle of humanity, the way people’s paths intersect, and watching these intersections became, for me, the greatest guessing game in the world—and one in which the real answers almost always remained a mystery.


I have a hard time letting go of these puzzles. I can’t stop wondering how they fit together. Any resolutions I reach just make it worse—they drive the questions deeper. How are those two related? Are they on a date? What number date? Have they had sex? That urge to be an observer of humans and all their wacky behavior—that’s part of what drove me on this trip. Over the next year I’d collect a lifetime of clues, an infinite number of puzzles that I couldn’t solve. But I’d have the time, and the freedom, to figure out some for myself, to follow teenage curiosities.


•   •   •


I was still wondering how the tricycle had become a bicycle as I climbed onto a stool at the Lowville Diner some thirty miles down Route 12. The cook greeted me with a low grunt. He was wearing a blue Eli Manning T-shirt, and from the looks of it outweighed most of the Giants’ offensive line. I glanced down at the Red Sox tee I had just thrown on, realizing it might not have been the wisest choice. On the surface, then, he and I had little in common. I never got past the surface. I would have to work on that: navigating local customs.


I finished a burger, which was good, and followed it up with a slice of blueberry pie, which wasn’t. The sun was beginning to disappear over the hills to my left as I got back on the road, pointing Subi northwest. As I drove through the outskirts of Watertown a half hour later, it was almost completely dark, but I pressed onward to Sackets Harbor, a small town jutting from a peninsula into northern Lake Ontario. I pulled Subi to a stop in a park and walked around some before settling into a bench overlooking the water’s edge. I watched as the last orange reflections disappeared beneath the evening’s swells. It had been just twelve hours since I left Williamstown.


I stayed on that bench for a while, just thinking. Most of my friends were settling into college right now, completing orientation trips or decorating dorm rooms. And here I was, alone in Sackets Harbor, watching the sun set. There were no professors cramping my schedule, no classes to attend (or skip), no practices to get to. Hell, nobody even knew for sure where I was, never mind where I was going. I didn’t even know myself, exactly. I knew one thing: Tomorrow was another golf day. I had gotten a text from a friend of a friend in Rochester: 1:30 tee time the next afternoon at Irondequoit Country Club. A family friend’s “Oh, maybe I could help” had come through. I took it as a good sign. From there? Subi and I would keep heading west.


For now, though, I was my own master, counting stars on a cloudless night over Lake Ontario. I understood that this freedom put me in a pretty unique situation. Anyone with as few restrictions as I had was probably unemployed, retired, or homeless. Yet here I was—sure, sort of homeless, but with no desire for or pressure to gain employment—and retirement wasn’t exactly on my horizon.


But despite all this freedom, I still didn’t really know why I was doing what I was doing. I had explanations, sure, answers I could recite when concerned parents had pushed for them in the preceding months. For whatever reason, my own parents had never quite asked for the why, although they had every reason to. I was smart and athletic. I had friends. I had liked high school and was excited for college. I had never wanted for anything, never gotten in trouble, had never made any enemies. I was on a path to likely success. What was it about me that needed to mess that up?


Why would come when it had to, I guessed. All I had to do the first night was find somewhere to sleep.


•   •   •


From growing up in Williamstown, I knew it would be easy to find a quiet place in a quiet town. Somewhere to read, maybe, or to go make out. Not that making out seemed likely to be in the cards anytime soon.


Finding somewhere to spend an entire night, though, quickly proved a much more difficult task. I drove along the shore, looking for campsites or pullouts. I cruised through back roads, sure there would be a park or a turnaround. Nothing. One street abruptly concluded in a dead end, and as I slowed to make a three-point turn I saw a woman peering out her kitchen window. I could tell from her look: I was an intruder. I didn’t like the feeling.


I’d thought about all the places you could sleep undisturbed in Williamstown—there were a million—and figured that everywhere else would be the same. Most of the time I’d get there in time to pitch a tent, I figured, and other times I’d just clear out room in the backseat. I hadn’t considered until now that you can’t exactly discover these places in a day. Hmm. This was going to be harder than I’d thought.


I got on the highway heading south, hoping to catch some bit of inspiration from a road sign. A few minutes passed and I saw a sign for a state park. Perfect. State parks were quiet. They had camping. Nobody would be around. There might even be a shower I could use in the morning.


I pulled in through the gates and followed the left turn for parking. The park road was well back from the highway and just a few dozen feet from Lake Ontario. I saw a sign that read, in large red letters, NO CAMPING ON THE BEACH, but this didn’t worry me. It was too late to set up my tent, and besides, the radio had told me it was supposed to rain. I pulled around a corner and entered a parking lot so massive I figured it couldn’t fill up on even the hottest July day. In fairness, there was a sign by the entrance, again in bold red lettering, that said, NO OVERNIGHT PARKING.


But it was well after ten o’clock on a September weeknight. Who would care?


I would come to learn that, in any state park, at any time in the day, someone is always there whose job it is to care. I pulled to the far corner of the lot and got out, opening the trunk to survey things. If I was going to sleep in this thing, I needed to do some serious rearranging—which was pretty bad considering I had packed the car that very morning. As I stood scratching my head, headlights swooped across the parking lot and made a beeline in my direction. Uh-oh.


The park ranger slammed to a halt next to me, his window already down, gray goatee glinting in the moonlight.


“What’re you doing out here?” His voice was gruff, low, humorless.


I had no answer ready. “Hanging out?” Nice one.


“You know you can’t spend the night here.”


It wasn’t a question. “Uh, yeah,” I responded. “Just leaving.” He rolled his window back up. I fiddled around with some bags for another minute, waiting for him to drive off. He didn’t.


I was defeated, again. The ranger followed me most of the way to the exit before turning off, presumably to protect another besieged parking lot.


This was supposed to be the easy part. But I had been trying to park my car for a few hours now. Anywhere. And I couldn’t figure that out? What the hell was I going to do for the next year?


•   •   •


I would do a lot of nighttime thinking over the next year, and a lot of nighttime driving. And the thing I kept learning was that whatever feelings you brought into the car with you—frustration or contentment, anger or hope—would get magnified on the lit road in front of you. Maybe it’s what happens when you can’t see too far ahead.


I was frustrated as hell. Helpless and frustrated. It got worse as I got lost while heading back to the highway. “Lost” isn’t quite right, I guess, because I had no idea where I wanted to end up.


It had started to drizzle. Lightly, so that I didn’t have to turn my windshield wipers on, but the rain was visible as I drove on, like static in the headlights. I made a turn that put me on a smaller road. And then another one, onto a different, bigger road. It was the same thing I had been doing for hours. How many hours had it been? One? Five? And was that the same intersection I had already been to? That looked like the same stop sign. Perfect. I was going in circles.


But as I kept driving on that same road, the one that might have connected the towns of Adams and Rodman, a pullout appeared on the left.


It was no more than a hundred feet long, but it ducked behind a low hill that gave it some protection from the road. It was mostly gravel and somewhat hidden—the type of roadside nook where police hide when they’re looking to catch speeders. I had been looking for a place like this for nearly two hours, and now one had found me.


But as I surveyed the night around me, I had a little burst of anxiety. Who else used these spots? What if someone else came into the turnaround and ran into me? What if the cops found me there?


It would have to do. I shut the lights and turned off the engine. I clambered into the backseat as best I could, shimmying around the driver’s seat and over the CD case. I grabbed my golf bag and shoved it up onto a couple duffels to the side. I unpacked my sleeping bag and an extra liner, which was basically like a giant pillowcase for my body. It was too hot to zip everything up all the way, so I left the windows cracked to keep some air moving through.


The narrow sleeping alley I had tunneled out was far from perfect. My golf clubs were a nudge away from crashing, driver first, onto my chest. The section of car I had cleared seemed like it could fit my head—pressed against the driver’s seat—or my feet—crunched into the rear door—but not both; if I adjusted one, the other cried out in discomfort. Worst of all was the clothes container that dug into my ribs, the big plastic thing that spanned the width of the backseat, forcing me to lie sideways on a step. And as I lay there, wondering how I was ever going to fall asleep, I couldn’t stop grinning.
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