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For Imelda
Once more with love


“We do not take a trip; a trip takes us.”

— JOHN STEINBECK


Part One


WHEN I WAS in my late teens and hungry for the road, ready to sign on as an angelheaded hipster if only I knew how or where, I bought a copy of John Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley and whipped through it in a couple of days. The idea of rambling around America carefree and independent, with no particular destination in mind, appealed to my deepest fantasies. Like Steinbeck, I’d drink applejack with fruit pickers, tour the Badlands, and crest the Rockies, perfectly content to survive on cowboy coffee and corned-beef hash and sleep by a fast-flowing stream.

That never happened, of course. More than forty years went by before Travels entered my life again when I stumbled on an old paperback edition at a thrift shop in Dublin. The cover illustration showed a rugged-looking Steinbeck sitting on a grassy hillside next to a French poodle tinted an odd shade of purple. In the distance, you can see the camper he called Rocinante after Don Quixote’s horse, along with a vineyard and some mountains that resemble the Gabilans near his birthplace in Salinas, California.

“The #1 National Bestseller Now Only 75 Cents,” cried a banner over the title. I paid two euros myself, eager to share Steinbeck’s adventures again after almost a decade in Ireland, but the book let me down. It bore no relation to my youthful memory of it, except for the affectionate portrait of Charley. The colorful characters I’d enjoyed seemed cut from cardboard, and their dialogue sounded wooden. Travels was melancholy rather than merry, steeped in loneliness and fatigue.

Puzzled, I consulted a biography of Steinbeck and a volume of his letters. He’d deliberately intended to distract his readers, I discovered. His wit and warmth were manufactured, a product of his skillful sleight of hand, or so he confided to his editor, Pascal Covici. At the core of Travels is a bleak vision of America’s decline that he chose to mitigate by telling jokes and anecdotes.

In reality, the United States suffered from “a sickness, a kind of wasting disease,” he warned Covici in private, and Americans, overly invested in material toys and saddled with debt, were bored, anguished, discontented, and no longer capable of the heroism that had rescued them from the terrifying poverty of the Depression.

“And underneath it all building energies like gasses in a corpse,” he mourned. “When that explodes, I tremble to think what will be the result.”

His words had the ring of prophecy when I came across them in August 2008. With the economy in free fall, it appeared as if the gasses had exploded, leaving the survivors to wander haphazardly through the after-math with no leadership or sense of direction. That was the impression the media created, at any rate, but I couldn’t vouch for its accuracy. I had lost touch with my own country during my time abroad, the same reason Steinbeck gave for taking his trip.

He’d been living in New York and England and felt cut off from his subject matter, so he devised a plan to explore the heartland and refresh himself. He once referred to it as Operation Windmills, another reference to its quixotic essence. In September 1960, right after Labor Day, he’d set out from his home in Sag Harbor, the historic whaling village on Long Island, to rediscover America. Initially, his morale was high.

“I’ll avoid cities and hit small towns and farms and ranches, sit in bars and hamburger stands and on Sunday go to church,” he enthused to some friends. “I am very excited about this. It will be a kind of rebirth.”

For a man of fifty-eight, the wish to be reborn suggests a deep unrest, and that was true of Steinbeck. He was more frank with his agent, Elizabeth Otis, dropping the jolly pretense as his departure drew near.

“Between us—what I am proposing is no little trip or reporting,” he admitted, “but a frantic last attempt to save my life and the integrity of my creative pulse.”

According to his biographer Jay Parini, he was depressed, spiritually adrift, and fearful his best work had all been done. His health was fragile, too. Normally robust, he’d been rattled by a pair of minor strokes that were never properly diagnosed, his wife, Elaine, said. Already the dark thoughts were brewing, but Steinbeck tried valiantly to conquer them. As Americans will do, he looked to the road for a cure.

In spite of its flaws, Travels ignited my old fantasies, and I began to think about making a similar trip almost half a century later. As a voluntarily displaced Californian, I understood Steinbeck’s craving for some contact with the heartland. Along with rediscovering America myself, I could put his prophecy to the test. If the nation hovered on the edge of ruin, I’d record it faithfully, but I hoped to prove him wrong. In an election year, with the fabled winds of change trying hard to blow, the future was up for grabs.

Steinbeck spent about eleven weeks on the road, while I’d have to settle for six on a tight budget. I considered renting a camper, naturally, but the cost proved astronomical, especially after I factored in the soaring price of gas, so I’d go by car instead and swallow the bitter pill of motel living. In fact, Elizabeth Otis had advised her client to do the same, concerned that Rocinante would isolate him from others and compromise his intention.

For my primary route from coast to coast, I settled on U.S. 50. The highway, lightly traveled in many stretches, runs for about thirty-two hundred miles from Maryland to the Pacific through the middle of America. The back roads would grant me access to plenty of small towns—Coolville, Ohio, say, or Peabody, Kansas—as well as farms and hamburger stands. There’d be no shortage of churches, either. When I saw that Chesapeake Bay, the Missouri River, the Santa Fe Trail, and the Great Basin Desert were all on my itinerary, I nearly broke into a ballad from the Pete Seeger songbook.

With those decisions made, I had just one more issue to address. What about a dog to act as Charley’s stand-in? I must have fielded the question fifty times at least. Most people were joking—I don’t have a dog—but a few diehard literalists meant business. One woman even offered to loan me her hairless terrier Beanie, an amusing little guy who wears clothes outdoors to protect his sensitive skin from the sun.

As much as I appreciated her generosity, the chance to play valet to a terrier over thirty-two hundred miles struck me as absolutely no fun. Although I’d seized on Steinbeck as a model and an inspiration—I explained this to the kind woman—I did not feel compelled to duplicate his trip in every detail, a dull exercise in comparing and contrasting. What intrigued me was the relative validity of his prophecy.

Travels with Beanie No way. I’d go it alone.

IN EARLY SEPTEMBER, I booked a ticket to New York on Aer Lingus and a humble Ford Focus with Budget Rent A Car at JFK. For my first night’s lodging, I reserved a motel room in Dover, Delaware, perilously close to a harness track and casino I’d already begun to steel myself against. If I hoped to be in San Francisco in time for the presidential election, I’d have to be steadfast. A taste for low entertainment has derailed many an expedition, after all.

A trip spawns advisers in schools, Steinbeck observed, and he was dead right. Without having to ask, I collected tips on hot springs, fishing holes, scenic drives, geological oddities, topless bars, and obscure museums devoted to eccentric pursuits. There were roadside attractions I dared not miss—the UFO Watchtower in Hooper, Colorado, say, just a fifty-two-mile detour from U.S. 50. My pals recommended both fine restaurants and greasy spoons, including the best spots for five-way chili around Cincinnati.

Avoid Indiana on a Sunday, someone counseled me. It’s against the law to buy any beer to take home.

On my own, I tried to get up to speed on the America I’d left behind. At times I felt baffled as I trawled the Internet, reading about TiVo digital recorders and Kobayashi, the hot dog eating champ. American Idol had passed me by entirely, although for that I was grateful. I’d never visited at an Applebee’s, either, where about two million of my fellow citizens chow down every day, nor had I seen a Prius, shopped at Costco, or watched a cage fight. I’d been deprived. Or maybe spared.

In my rare moments of anxiety, which I hated with a passion and refused to ascribe to advancing age, I wondered if Steinbeck’s “monster land” would overwhelm me just as it did him. The country he went searching for, a figment based on his nostalgic childhood memories, scarcely existed anymore. The open space of his beloved San Joaquin Valley was rapidly disappearing, for instance. About 1.5 million farms in the United States had gone under since 1950.

Our cities also had been transformed beyond recognition. Of the fifteen largest metro areas, only Los Angeles had gained rather than lost residents over the same period of time. By 1960, Americans had decamped to the suburbs, and one in every four families occupied a house that had been built in the previous decade.

They were in hock to the banks now for their mortgages, auto loans, and such material toys as a television set. Eighty-eight percent of all households owned a TV, as opposed to just 11 percent in the 1950 census. In exchange for their comforts, though, they’d sacrificed a degree of independence. They labored, more and more, for corporations, while the ranks of blue-collar workers and the self-employed were at an all-time low.

For Steinbeck, a self-reliant type, it must have been galling to see the soft underbelly of the nation exposed.

“Over and over I thought we lack the pressures that make men strong and the anguish that makes men great,” he griped to Pascal Covici.

He longed for the America of his youth, I believe, and the integrity of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, whose values he shared. In his inaugural address of March 1933, Roosevelt had the audacity to urge his often destitute constituents to keep their financial losses in perspective. A plague of locusts hadn’t descended on them, he chided, nor had they endured the hardships of the forefathers.

“Our common difficulties concern, thank God, only material things,” FDR intoned. Happiness doesn’t lie in the mere possession of money, he added. It lies instead in the joy of achievement and the thrill of creative effort. The unscrupulous money changers “have no vision, and when there is no vision the people perish.”

Roosevelt’s speech captured the excellence Americans once aspired to, so I packed a copy for my traveling library. FDR joined such old favorites as Emerson, Thoreau, and Melville, but I gave Walt Whitman a break, figuring he must be tired after riding shotgun with so many pilgrims before me. I brought along some Henry Miller, too, and also Sinclair Lewis’s George F. Babbitt, who’d have been knee-deep in the subprime mortgage scandal.

“He made nothing in particular, neither butter nor shoes nor poetry,” said Lewis, “but he was nimble in the calling of selling houses for more than people could afford to pay for them.”

Steinbeck loaded his camper with tons of junk he never used—padded subzero underwear, for example—so I stuck to the basics. I took a flyrod, a sleeping bag, some hiking boots, binoculars, and a first-aid kit, as well as my laptop, a cell phone, notebooks, and a thick Rand McNally road atlas. Though Steinbeck stocked enough booze to float a fraternity party, I knew the treachery of lonely nights in one-horse towns and exercised caution in that regard.

IF I HAD any doubts about the universal appeal of a road trip, the cabbie who drove me to the Dublin airport put them to rest. When he heard my accent, he regaled me with an account of his recent family holiday at Disney World in Orlando, where the “actual amount of sunshine”—his very words—stunned him and, needless to say, burned him to a crisp. He sighed and wished he could go with me, although that would mean deserting the wife and kids in Ballybrack.

“In a big Cadillac convertible, that’d be the way to do it,” he chirped. I didn’t have the heart to puncture his daydream by mentioning the Focus.

In New York, my cabbie wore a turban and spoke not at all. He dropped me on the Upper West Side, where I’d stay with friends for a brief while before picking up the car. After the dismal news reports, I expected to see evidence of the apocalypse in the streets, but the miracle of everyday life still went on. The mailman completed his rounds, a little girl fell off her bike and skinned a knee, a furtive couple slipped into a seedy hotel, and so on. I found this somehow comforting.

In sunny Central Park, the ice-cream vendors were doing just fine despite the plunging value of 401(k)s. My friends opened a bottle of wine, and we moved to a terrace and watched dozens of joggers circle the reservoir, trying to outrun any phantoms pursuing them. The talk was of politics, not economics, and how Sarah Palin had lately been meeting with world leaders, among them Asif Ali Zardari, Pakistan’s flirtatious new president, who called her “gorgeous.”

In Travels, Steinbeck used the Spanish term vacilando to describe a peculiar kind of wandering. “If one is vacilando, he is going somewhere but doesn’t greatly care whether or not he gets there, although he has direction.”

I became an expert vacilador in Manhattan, visiting museums and galleries and treating myself to lunch at the Grand Central Oyster Bar, where every table was occupied. Shoppers were still splurging on Pescatore’s lobster at the station’s market, too, and Queso del Tietar from Murray’s Cheese at thirty bucks a pound. The prime aged beef at Gallagher’s nearby, displayed in all its marbled splendor, had lost none of its allure.

Maybe New Yorkers were in denial, but that was true only in the bastions of privilege. A long line of youths, mostly African American and Hispanic, stood outside a Circuit City on Broadway one morning, clutching their résumés beneath a “Now Hiring” banner. The lucky few to land a job would lose it a few months later when Circuit City went belly-up, a symptom of the nation’s woes.

On my last day in Manhattan, I boarded a train at Penn Station for Westbury, off to see the America of my childhood. I’d grown up in one of those instant suburbs of the 1950s, in a tract slapped up on a Long Island potato field. Our Levitt house looked much the same as it did when Mickey Mantle played center field for the Yankees, with its postage-stamp front yard, droopy rhododendrons, and aluminum siding. In the pigskin weather of late September, footballs should have been flying through the air, but the kids must have been indoors tapping at their computers.

I walked to a nearby luncheonette where the senior citizens, dinosaurs of the print era, still reported like clockwork for their papers. Perched on a stool, I drank a cup of coffee strong enough to peel the rust off a bumper and ate an old-fashioned grilled cheese sandwich. The headlines were strictly contemporary, though. NEW YORK COPS TASER NUDE BROOKLYN MAN, shouted the Post. FATE OF BAIL-OUT PLAN UNRESOLVED, countered the Times.

At our old Little League field, I sat alone in the bleachers and defied Satchel Paige’s advice by looking back to recall my first trip across the country. After college and a Peace Corps stint, I wheeled away from Mellow Lane in 1969, ready to help the hippies in San Francisco save the world. My mother worried that some rednecks like those in Easy Rider would shoot me on account of my hair, not yet as long as any of the Beatles’, but a balky Corvair did the only damage.

As I climbed Stanyan Street toward the Haight-Ashbury, high on flower-powered dreams, the clutch cable snapped, and I managed to roll back to a Chevron station on Geary Boulevard. I still remembered the station owner’s name: Irwin Ching. When he gave me a bill for the repairs, he signed it at the bottom I. Ching. I was young enough to interpret this as a positive sign.

OMENS. THEY STILL had me at their mercy. A storm to match Steinbeck’s hurricane dumped five inches of rain on New York the night before my departure. The wind howled so wickedly I couldn’t sleep, and the road that once beckoned now seemed like a dead end.

“My warm bed and comfortable house grew increasingly desireable and my wife incalculably precious,” Steinbeck wrote on the brink of departing, and I identified with him, already pining for my dear Imelda in faraway Dublin.

At breakfast, I dawdled over newspaper stories I’d ordinarily skip, such as the one about Tomoji Tanabe of Japan, reputedly the world’s oldest man. On his 112th birthday, Tanabe had expressed a desire to live for “infinity,” but at 113 he changed his mind and wanted only five more years—another omen, perhaps. I’d never studied the box scores so religiously, either, but the jig was up when I caught myself lingering over a Bergdorf Goodman ad for the fall line.

Limbs and branches littered Central Park West outside, and filthy water stood ankle-deep at the curb. Only gypsy sharks in black limos swept by, prepared to escort me anywhere at all for triple the standard fare. At last I flagged a yellow cab and took off for the airport to claim the Focus. People huddled under bus shelters, trying but failing to stay dry. We passed housing projects named for Washington and Jefferson, and a bank named for Ponce de Leon. What this portended, if anything, I couldn’t tell.

At Budget Rent A Car, I encountered a delay. Two clerks were explaining the concept of liability insurance to a German couple, who spoke very little English and were beholden to a weepy blond toddler clinging to his mother’s leg and wailing like a troubled infant from the Brothers Grimm.

“If I have accident,” the man kept repeating, “but not my cause, I pay?” and the clerks would shake their heads in unison, fold their arms, and spout more confusing legalese with the practiced air of thespians.

Finally, I lost patience and decided to step outside, where the rain had dwindled to a fine mist. I sat on my duffel bag and thumbed through the dog-eared copy of Travels with Charley that had started it all. “Well, John, here we go,” I muttered. “I hope America doesn’t disappoint me as much as it did you.”

The omens were definitely improving, in fact. The toddler’s crying jag had ended, and the Germans dragged away their luggage and the exhausted lad, freeing the clerks to deal with other customers. A ray of sunshine peeked through the clouds, unaware or unafraid of being a cliché. Ride toward the radiance—that was the order of the day. If I met with no other obstacles, I’d be in Dover well before dark.


Part Two


OPTIMISM COMES NATURALLY to most travelers, both a blessing and a curse. As I drove away from the airport, I worked up some excitement again, but the route to Dover hardly qualified as scenic. Stuck on crowded expressways and parkways, I fought boredom to a draw until I reached the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge and woke to a superb view of New York Harbor. When you cross a broad expanse of water, it creates a sense of voyaging. I truly felt under way now, sailing into the great unknown.

In spite of the bruising ten-dollar toll, I was glad I’d chosen not to leave from midtown Manhattan. That was Henry Miller’s mistake on his American odyssey in 1944. Fresh off the boat from Paris, Miller bought the first car he looked at without even kicking the tires. He’d taken only half a dozen driving lessons, but he still felt confident of his skills. He could steer, shift gears, and apply the brakes. What else was necessary? He hadn’t counted on the Holland Tunnel, his gateway to New Jersey.

“I had never been in the damned hole before, except once in a taxi,” he complained. “It was a nightmare. The beginning of an endless nightmare, I should say.”

For Miller, the tunnel became an emblem of the country’s irritants, and he discovered something new to dislike around every bend. He was terrific at loathing, really, but he never sounded unhappy. Like most optimists, he had a blind spot.

“I always expect the angels to pee in my beer,” he said, explaining how disappointed he was when his publisher only coughed up a five-hundred-dollar advance for his travel book instead of the five thousand he anticipated. Briefly knocked off balance, he rebounded in an instant and started ranting.

I sank a bit myself when the horrors of the New Jersey Turnpike loomed ahead. Scholarly tomes have been written about the turnpike’s ugliness. Smokestacks, refineries, junkyards, vacant lots, spooky compounds fenced off with concertina wire, there’s no end to the ongoing assault on your brain. Miller could have squeezed fifty pages of bile from the first twelve miles alone.

The Walt Whitman Rest Area near Cherry Hill seemed too ripe to make much of as material. The turnpike has thirteen such stops honoring former Jersey residents such as Joyce Kilmer, Thomas Edison, James Fenimore Cooper, and Vince Lombardi. A plaque with the Good Gray Poet’s visage and eight lines from “Song of Myself” hangs inside, but it attracted scant attention. Folks were too busy packing it in at Roy Rogers and Nathan’s Famous—mostly large folks, it must be noted.

Soon I was back on the turnpike and enjoying another watery vista from the Delaware Memorial Bridge. The Delaware River emptied into the ocean below, the same river Washington crossed on Christmas Day in 1776 to defeat the Hessian troops in Trenton. In Emmanuel Leutze’s famous painting, once tacked up in my third-grade classroom, Washington poses in a rowboat whose oarsmen nimbly dodge the ice floes.

On Route One, I turned south and lost the heavy traffic. I was in Delaware now, a state I’d never visited. Only Rhode Island is smaller, I knew that much, but I wanted some physical contact, a tactile sensation of arrival, and pulled over in Odessa, population roughly 350.

Odessa could have been on the Natchez Trace, so sultry was the weather that afternoon. Thunderstorms were brewing. You only had to glance at the mottled sky to confirm it. The crew at the fire department sprawled languidly over some benches out front, fanning themselves with newspapers. The buzz of cicadas was almost deafening. There was no breeze, nor any hint of one to come.

This was a day that advised you to move slowly, think carefully, and calibrate your life in inches. Two gents in ballcaps by the post office were obviously past masters of the strategy, as unhurried as a pair of leaves drifting idly down a stream.

They were discussing whether the Phillies could steal the pennant from the Mets, a subject I felt ready to tackle in detail after my devoted study of the box scores, and when we finished our deliberations and wound up predictably on opposite sides of the fence, I admired an elegant white colonial house nearby that suggested order and decorum and said, “Nice town you’ve got here.”

“We like it okay,” one gent replied. “They called it Cantwell’s Bridge before they changed the name.”

Odessa people are proud of their history to judge by these men. The town, on the Appoquinimink River, was once surrounded by wheat farms, they told me, with six granaries to store the crop before it was shipped to Boston, Philadelphia, and other cities on the East Coast. The name change, effected in 1855, linked the new Odessa to the other one on the Black Sea in Russia, also a major port for grain.

During the Civil War, Odessa acted as a station on the Underground Railroad, another point of pride. If a runaway slave from Maryland or elsewhere made it to the Quaker Meeting House, he or she was considered safe.

“Any fish in that river?” I asked.

“Some bluegills. Carp. Some bass.”

“They go to any size?”

“Not that you could prove by us.”

The Appoquinimink, more than sixteen miles long, flows into Delaware Bay. Corn and soybeans grow along its banks now. The beautiful marshes constitute the last such undisturbed system in the state. Hidden in the grasses are meadow jumping mice, who thrive on the humidity. The mice will leap as far as three feet if you take them by surprise, but I failed to roust any on my watch, although I would have liked to.

FIELDSBORO, PINE TREE CORNERS, Blackbird, the road rolled on toward Dover. The thunderstorm I’d been promised broke with a fury and brought a welcome freshness to the thick, swampy air.

Though I was eager to get settled at my motel in time to watch the first debate between John McCain and Barack Obama that night, I couldn’t resist a fast stop at the You’ll Come Back Flea Market because (a) its worn-out merchandise was strewn over a weedy lot the size of a football field and (b) the woman in charge sat in a lawn chair ten feet from the highway with two ham sandwiches on her lap.

She didn’t lift her eyes from the traffic or raise a hand to wave when I began to browse, so involved in her own eccentric pursuits that the big picture didn’t affect her at all. If Wall Street crumbled to dust tomorrow, she’d still show up for work with her ham sandwiches, or maybe tunafish for variety’s sake. She had the inner calm of the Buddha, an enviable state of grace. A talent for living in the moment is a wonderful gift.

If you ever need a refrigerator coil for your 1948 Kelvinator, the You’ll Come Back Flea Market probably can oblige. At first glance, the place appeared to be a randomly accumulated mess, but it had a crude organizing principle. Grouped on a wobbly table, for instance, were three dented cyclists’ helmets. A cardboard carton was home to many plastic baby dolls often hairless or missing a limb. A gallery of Crock-Pots and microwaves rested on another table, as if several embattled couples had hastily cashed in their wedding presents before they divorced.

Cables and wires coiled like snakes in the grass. A bin of rusty kitchen knives, a metal bed frame, broken appliances, fishing rods, mismatched hubcaps, the inventory went on and on. Oddly, no books were for sale, though, not even a copy of The Da Vinci Code.

The woman kept staring at the traffic, oblivious of her only potential customer. When I walked toward her, she took a bite of her sandwich and nodded cordially. It was good to know that I existed.

“Amazing market,” I ventured.

She dabbed at her mouth with a paper napkin. “Find what you’re looking for?”

“I wasn’t looking for anything in particular. Where do you get all this stuff, anyway?”

“My boss, he’s real good at it. He goes to backyard sales and garage sales. He loves to collect things.”

No lie, I thought. “I’ll come back,” I joked as I left, but the joke flew right over her head.

THE GUIDEBOOKS TELL how William Penn laid out the Green on State Street in Dover in 1772, so I’d formed an image of the capital as a quiet backwater with quaint historical buildings like those in Odessa, but as I approached Dover, U.S. 13 shed any trace of its rural character and mutated into Dupont Highway, a congested strip of franchises, outlet stores, and gigantic malls.

The phrase “blight on the landscape” doesn’t do Dupont Highway justice, but there’s no use in carping. Steinbeck railed about it, Miller protested, and yet the march of commerce goes on. Our ability to tolerate trashiness in the service of making money is amply documented. Perhaps the only truly contented Americans at present are those who feel a spring in their step at the sight of a Wal-Mart or a Kmart.

Still, it rankled. To locate my motel in the welter, I called it twice and covered the strip three times before the logo popped out. On a letter-board below the logo was a message, GOD BLESS OUR TROOPS. Almost four thousand soldiers were on active duty at Dover Air Force Base and might welcome such a blessing.

As I checked in, I asked the desk clerk, “Where’s Dover?”

“This is Dover.”

“The other Dover. William Penn? The Green?”

He caught my drift. Old Dover lay just around the corner. Its outskirts were pretty, too, with mature trees and houses often fitted with screened porches to keep out the fleet of bugs that the humidity encouraged to hatch. The sultriness, along with the madly electrical cicadas, again recalled the Deep South.

A large park with a lake was deserted in the late afternoon. The grand home across from it—the grandest around by far—boasted a MCCAIN FOR PRESIDENT sign on the lawn, next to some ceramic Canada geese. This was the neighborhood’s only partisan gesture, a Republican volley fired on Democratic turf. In 2004, John Kerry had carried Delaware by a wide margin.

On Loockerman Street, a man stood in his driveway, playing with a brilliantly colored parrot. He nudged it with his shoe, and the parrot danced away. He wore a dreamy smile, the kind that results from indulging in a favorite pastime. Unguarded, that was the word for it. In the simplest terms, he was just enjoying himself and not afraid to let the light shine through. Why should he care what the neighbors thought? He was enjoying himself.

“Won’t he fly away?” I wondered.

“Nah, his wings been clipped.”

“Where’d you get him?”

“He’s from the Amazon.”

“Long way to go for a bird.”

He laughed at that—joke on target. “There’s a guy down that street over there, he’s got an even more spectacular one.”

Old Dover just limped along, barely surviving. The historic buildings were splendid to see, but the malls and the franchises had killed off most of the businesses. On every block, stores were vacant, boarded up, or for rent. The shoppers had voted with their feet, or rather with their cars, trucks, and SUVs.

Only an army-navy surplus store was thriving. Its windows featured dummies in camouflage uniforms, underage soldiers that might have been acquired from a boys’ clothier gone the way of William Penn. One boy soldier waved a flag, while the other held a .22. Hunting season opened soon, so firearms and ammo were selling briskly, although not as briskly as watermelons.

A woman in a Chevy pickup delivered the melons fresh from the farm. They were stacked in the truck’s bed, and she’d park or double-park, lift one from the pile, cradle it to her chest, and dash to someone’s door. Her melons were the familiar type—green skin, red pulp—but you also can buy Delaware “sugar babies” with black skins and orange bellies, as they say in the trade.

You don’t need much land to farm watermelons. Five acres or so will suffice, although the harvesting, still done by hand, is tough enough to exhaust your average Mr. Universe, with the trophy specimens weighing as much as forty pounds.

...

A STRONG ODOR of cooking oil and fried food hung over Dupont Highway that evening. It did not whet my appetite. For dinner, I skipped Boston Market, Denny’s, Bob Evans, IHOP, Olive Garden, Applebee’s, Pizza Hut, and TGI Friday’s, all radiating a cheerfulness I distrusted, for a bowl of pho at a tiny Vietnamese café—rich beef broth, thinly sliced flank steak, crisp bean sprouts, and Thai basil. The price was $7.99, and I had the place to myself.

I thought I’d watch the McCain-Obama debate at a corner bar, the better to sample opinions. Like everyone of my generation, I remembered the first televised debate between John F. Kennedy, tanned and confident, and the shifty-looking Richard Nixon with his telltale five-o’clock shadow. The program had scored the highest Nielsen rating up to that point, breaking a record set by the last game of the ’59 World Series, between the White Sox and the Dodgers.

The parallels between the Kennedy-Nixon election and the current one were obvious, of course. The Grand Old Party had been on its knees in 1960, as it was in 2008. The Republicans controlled only seven state legislatures and fourteen gubernatorial seats, causing a weary, desperate Nixon to grasp at straws. Eisenhower’s popularity hadn’t rubbed off on him at all.

“He has a magic,” Nixon grumbled about Ike. “He makes people happy.”

Nixon attacked Kennedy for being a bad citizen who refused to support the team because he couldn’t be its captain. Moreover, Kennedy had given America an inferiority complex, he said, by implying that our international prestige was tarnished. The Democrats were spendthrifts, Nixon also charged. Their economic policies were guaranteed to increase the cost of “everything the housewife buys” by 25 percent.

As for the good citizens, they couldn’t afford to put their faith in a young, untried leader who hadn’t been tested by fire when an arsenal of Soviet warheads was purportedly aimed at the United States. Nixon ratcheted up the fear factor, casting Nikita Khrushchev as a coeval of Emperor Ming, the nemesis of Flash Gordon.

“Incidentally, I have talked with Khrushchev,” he bragged, an experienced statesman lording it over the “inexperienced” Kennedy. “He is a cold, hard, ruthless man who feeds on weakness and doubt.” His words would find an echo in Republican depictions of Osama bin Laden.

Kennedy’s media corps put Nixon’s to shame, though, and turned a gaffe of Eisenhower’s into a debilitating TV ad. Asked at a press conference to list some helpful suggestions his vice president had supplied, Ike quipped, “If you give me a week, I might think of one.” In other ads, Jackie Kennedy addressed some Latino voters in Spanish, while Harry Belafonte, speaking as “a Negro and an American,” touted JFK as the next FDR. If elected, Kennedy vowed not to take any orders from the pope.

Even race played a significant role in ’60, when Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was arrested during a sit-in at an Atlanta department store about three weeks before the balloting. A cracker judge sentenced King to four months of hard labor on a technicality, and dispatched him in secret to a Georgia penitentiary, where his supporters feared he’d be lynched.

When Kennedy heard about the situation, he called King’s wife to offer his support, and asked his brother Bobby to step in. With the intervention of a New York judge, Bobby managed to free King on bail, and Dr. Martin Luther King Sr. switched parties in gratitude, thanking Kennedy for wiping the tears from his daughter-in-law’s eyes.

“I’ve got a suitcase full of votes,” he said, “and I’m going to take them to Mr. Kennedy and dump them in his lap.” Some historians credit those votes with deciding the election, the closest of the twentieth century.

Moths fluttered around the screened porches of old Dover as I set out to find a bar. At Irish Mike’s Old Towne Pub, the crowd had chosen a football game over McCain-Obama, so I ducked into McGlynns Pub across the way, only to find a reality show on the tube. J.W.’s Sports Bar lived up to its name, and the Lobby House, the last saloon within walking distance of the motel, had opted for music videos.

In the end, I watched the debate in my room. I felt frustrated, but maybe I shouldn’t have. John Steinbeck had insisted that strangers wouldn’t discuss politics openly, and maybe I should have heeded him. Americans only talked about such harmless topics as baseball and hunting, he argued, but it could also be that Doverites needed no further prodding. With a black population of almost 20 percent and Joe Biden, a native son, on the ticket, Delaware might already have cast its lot with the Democrats.

ON SATURDAY MORNING, the parking lots at Dover’s malls began to fill up shortly after nine o’clock, but the Office Depot where I needed to buy a memory stick wouldn’t open until ten, so I sat in the car and listened to callers chew over the debate on the radio. America may have a budget deficit, but there’s no shortage of hot air.

Apparently Barack Obama was a Muslim and a socialist who intended to redistribute the wealth by stealing from the rich to aid the poor, or so the cranks insisted. Robin Hood wouldn’t stand a chance with this bunch. They’d have praised the sheriff of Nottingham for being a fiscal conservative.

Talk radio was inescapable wherever I traveled. All across the country, the same absurdities were recycled daily. Preaching to the converted had become a lucrative industry, and the most successful hosts, whether on the left or the right, often played fast and loose with the facts. In an earlier century, they’d have been selling snake oil. Bald-faced liars earned seven-figure salaries by perversely stirring the pot of discontent.

When the callers grew too nasty to be funny, I killed some time at Dover Downs, the very casino I meant to avoid. I needn’t have worried. I have no taste for the slots, and the virtual blackjack dealers failed to seduce me—alien beings born of computer graphics and physically perfect, too, above all the women showing off their creamy cleavage. In the wee hours, broken-hearted losers had fallen for them. I knew it in my bones.

From Dover, my mission accomplished, I drove west through Rising Sun and Canterbury toward Denton and U.S. 50. The cloud cover was thick again, with more rain in the forecast. At the aptly named Marydel, a mere speck, I bid farewell to Delaware and crossed into Caroline County, where the residents have the lowest per capita income in Maryland. The farmers scratch out a living on corn, strawberries, and chickens.

This was sleepy territory, a landscape of flags and churches, manufactured homes and battered pickups. At a convenience store in Henderson, burly guys carried out twelve-packs of Bud Light and Coors Light, although they clearly weren’t watching their weight. The smattering of signs around supported John McCain.

Somebody with a sense of humor once christened Goldsboro the “Hub of the Universe,” because three highways converge there. It’s actually a poor little town with a feed store, a hardware store, and not much else except religion.

Faith seems to sink its roots readily into the fertile soil of such spots, where the promise of an afterlife may carry the sweet balm of relief for people enduring the trials of the present. One house—broken shingles, tarpaper backing exposed, paint flaking from the windowsills—advertised a business called Heaven Sent Books.

Another sign, this for Christian Park in Greensboro. The biblical fervor was so heated in Caroline County I thought it might be a theme park with David slaying Goliath on the hour, but it was a plain old municipal facility on the Choptank River, a major tributary of Chesapeake Bay.

As I followed a dirt road into the woods, a white-tailed doe darted in front of the car, with four fawns bounding along behind her. Sleek, elegant, and so graceful their hooves scarcely touched the ground, you could almost imagine the deer taking flight. The road guttered out in a clearing by the Choptank, not yet tidal in its upper reaches and quite shallow in early autumn, flowing over a pebbly streambed. From the trees came the trilling of birds.

Joe and Paula Talley, a middle-aged couple, stood in the river fully clothed. They wore T-shirts and sneakers, although Joe favored jeans instead of shorts. He sported a beard and a ballcap and held a long white instrument that resembled a weed whacker, gliding it over the Choptank an inch or so above the water. Paula bent to sift through the pebbles, grabbing a handful and then dropping them back.

The Talleys might have been prospecting for gold if Maryland had any, but that wasn’t far wrong. They were on a treasure hunt, so intent and focused I tried not to disturb them. Instead I studied the river, very happy in the moment as I always am beside a stream. The Choptank ran swiftly enough to hold trout, although it might be too warm or a tiny bit brackish, so when Joe Talley glanced up I asked my usual question.

“It fishes real well in the spring,” he said, tipping back his cap. “You can catch largemouth bass and white perch. And sunfish, of course.” He’d grown up nearby and used to swim in the Choptank as a boy.

“What’s that gadget you’ve got?”

“A metal detector. It’s my new hobby.”

“Are you finding anything?”

He opened the palm of a hand—three pennies and a slew of poptops. “We did better at the ballpark. Over there we made seventy-five cents.”

Joe found it easy to laugh at himself. He’d probably squeeze an ounce of mirth from almost any situation, even the blackest. Looking silly was the least of his worries. Paula had just been laid off by an electronics firm after twenty-three years, and the Talleys were in a pinch. They tried not to be bitter about it. Most of Caroline County was feeling the pain.

The downturn didn’t surprise Joe. He’d seen it coming. Americans were too spoiled, he thought. They’d had it too easy for too long.

“Did you watch the debate last night, Joe?”

“Just the highlights. I’m tired of the whole political process. It goes on forever now.”

“Joe refuses to vote,” Paula needled her husband. “So he shouldn’t be allowed to complain.”

“What about the economy?”

“It sucks!” Joe bellowed, although this, too, seemed to amuse him. He appeared ready to meet any calamity head-on and grapple it to the mat.

Paula leaned toward the Democrats, but she was no wide-eyed believer in Barack Obama as a magical cure for the nation’s ills. “Whoever becomes president won’t be able to do much,” she offered. “Not for a while, anyway.”

DENTON, MARYLAND, HAS an explosive history. It rose from the ashes—literally—after a company of Union soldiers, celebrating the Fourth of July in 1863, set off some skyrockets and other fireworks and burned it down. It lies on a wider, deeper stretch of the Choptank, dredged to make it navigable.

Ships once departed for Baltimore from Joppa Wharf bearing a cargo of tomatoes and watermelons, and returned with fertilizer, bricks, and oyster shells for paving roads. The main market, rooted in the center of town, sold farm produce and slaves.

The recession had hit Denton hard. In most neighborhoods, I saw properties for sale or about to be foreclosed. The median price of a house had fallen by more than a hundred thousand dollars in the past year, while the rate of unemployment had reached almost 10 percent because jobs in construction, the leading source of income for men, had dried up. The prospects for the future weren’t bright, either, since the number of residents who hadn’t graduated from high school was almost double the average for Maryland.

In West Denton, I stopped at Joppa Wharf, peeked into the restored passenger terminal, and ate a sandwich while I leaned against the car and then consulted my atlas and noticed roads that tracked the Choptank along the Eastern Shore until it flowed into the bay at Cambridge. Here was an opportunity no vacilador could pass up, particularly one who loves rivers, so I put off the plan to go west on U.S. 50 and took Highway 317 to Oxford instead.

Located at the mouth of the Tred Avon River, another Choptank tributary, Oxford was one of Maryland’s only two legal ports of entry during the colonial era—Annapolis was the other—and grew rich by shipping tobacco to England, but the Revolution quashed any further trade with the British. Though the farmers switched to wheat, Oxford languished until the railroad came in 1871 and sparked an oyster boom. The oysters could be packed or canned for transport now, but the beds were so heavily pillaged the boom petered out by the 1920s.

The fields of soybeans and stubbly corn around Oxford were a rich gold color, and the town was a delight, with almost every street delivering a view of the Tred Avon or the Choptank. Fewer than a thousand people live here year-round, and often still earn their keep by working the rivers and the bay.

A little ferry started crossing the Tred Avon to Bellevue in 1683. From April to November, it continues to operate. I made the trip myself that afternoon. It lasted about eight minutes each way, not even long enough to read the extracts section in my copy of Moby-Dick.

Eason’s Produce sits in a field off Oxford Road. The cornucopic array of fruits and vegetables would have won a blue ribbon at any fair. This was the last of summer’s bounty, and doubly seductive because of it—yellow wax and Blue Lake beans, tiny beets like rubies, orange zucchini flowers, fat white peaches, and melons, of course.

Bill Eason presided over the stand, assisted by his granddaughter Hannah—“with two h’s”—a bubbly blonde high school student with a winning smile. Hannah first hired on as a seven-year-old, and made five dollars a day. Try as she might, she couldn’t figure a way to spend it all. Proud to be from the Eastern Shore, she assured me there was no intelligent life west of the bay.

“It’s an old joke,” she added, not wanting to sound mean. “They say the same about us.” Her grandfather looked on fondly.

Bill Eason acquired his land in 1959, and tore out an orchard to farm it. He used to grow his own sweet corn, but Talbot County has more people and less water these days. He doesn’t want to fuss with irrigation and gets his corn over in Caroline, along with his cantaloupes. Once a week he travels to Pennsylvania to buy heirloom tomatoes and lima beans—“the best I’ve ever seen”—from some Amish farmers.

His asparagus is homegrown, as are his strawberries, but the deer can be brutal on crops, and Bill isn’t as tolerant of nuisances as he was years ago, so he shops almost as much as he farms. When I knocked on a cantaloupe to test its ripeness, he gave me a big juicy one free.

“If you don’t eat it right away, it won’t go mushy on you or nothing,” he guaranteed.

Meanwhile, I’d started fondling the heirloom tomatoes. I knew it was a sin, but I couldn’t stop myself.

“Don’t let those ugly stripes on ’em steer you wrong,” Bill advised. “They won’t affect the flavor.”

The stripes resembled little wounds that had healed. The tomatoes might have burst at some point during the growth cycle, then formed a scar. They were very soft to the touch and smelled of the vine, much more fragrant than the odorless hothouse varieties. The heirlooms were not only red but also green, yellow, and a purplish hue almost as dark as an eggplant.
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