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To cats.

(Just kidding.)

To dogs!



Author’s Note

IN MOST cases, I have included the full names of those I met on my journey. In some instances, I used only a first name or changed a person’s name.

For narrative purposes, I occasionally altered the sequence of dogs or people I met in a particular city. For space reasons, I also had to leave out many amazing dogs and humans I encountered during my travels.
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Prologue

“I DON’T think my dog likes me very much,” I told Dr. Joel Gavriele-Gold, a Manhattan psychoanalyst shaped like an English Bulldog.

I had come to interview Dr. Gold about his book, When Pets Come Between Partners: How to Keep Love—and Romance—in the Human/Animal Kingdom of Your Home, but he had deftly turned the tables and was now mining my subconscious for signs of canine-related dysfunction. Against my better judgment, I confessed to worrying that my nine-year-old Lab/Golden Retriever mix, Casey, would prefer to live elsewhere. By elsewhere, I didn’t mean in a different house or in a different neighborhood. I meant with a different human.

“I feel like I’m disappointing Casey, like I’m not good enough for him,” I explained to Dr. Gold, who specializes in the myriad ways we saddle our pets with our psychological baggage.

He leaned forward in his black office chair and looked at me with what felt like grave concern. “Go on,” he said, his gentle gaze moving down to Casey, who lounged at my feet on the carpeted floor of this garden-level office decorated with old paintings of dogs (including one of Rin Tin Tin). A few feet away, Dr. Gold’s enormous black herding dog, Dova, snored on a sofa by the window. Dr. Gold believes that dogs make for valuable therapeutic tools, and in the last fifteen years he has rarely come to work without one.

But I wasn’t sure I wanted to go on. I was embarrassed to be here, prattling on about how my dog hurts my feelings—about how he makes me question whether I’m a good person. Dogs, after all, have been carefully bred to make us feel like champions. Best of all, we don’t have to do all that much to earn their adoration. This is a critical difference between dogs and cats. Mistreat your cat, and he will likely shit on your pillow and find a better place to live. Mistreat your dog, and he will likely stick around—eager to let bygones be bygones. Dogs are relentless optimists, eager to lick your face at the slightest sign of your better self.

Of course, I don’t mistreat Casey. We swim in the ocean, chase tennis balls at the park, play hide-and-seek around the house. We wrestle. We bark at the moon. We even have our special little game, where I ask him to “Little Speak” and he growls softly and adorably.

Still, I’ve spent much of our nine years together convinced that he’s not especially fond of me. And I didn’t think it was all in my head. “Casey’s really good at looking miserable,” I told Dr. Gold.

If my dog deems it too long since his last walk or feeding, he will sigh loudly. (I’ve never heard a dog sigh the way Casey does. It’s his most human trait.) Many dogs seem to play the “poor me” card when they want to guilt us into something, but with Casey the look seems cruelly genuine.

Even when Casey looks happy, he’s not one for outward displays of loyalty. He’s not like the dog I grew up with, Milou, a Husky/German Shepherd mix named after the dog in the popular Belgian comic Les Aventures de Tintin. Milou liked sleeping with her head in my lap and always seemed to be checking up on the humans around her. “Are you okay? Anything I can do?” seemed to be her default doggie mode.

Casey, on the other hand, seems to like my friends more than me. I relayed a heartbreaking story to Dr. Gold: When Casey was two, I’d had to leave my Boston apartment for a week-long business trip. My friend Mike wasn’t working at the time and agreed to take temporary custody of my dog. He promised to “spoil him rotten,” and he didn’t disappoint. I received regular, hyperbolic updates recounting marathon-length walks on the beach, extravagant hamburger doggie dinners, a pet store chew toy spending spree, and an afternoon devoted entirely to letting Casey hump dogs at the dog park.

Upon my return, I went to Mike’s apartment to retrieve my “best friend.” Casey seemed happy enough to see me, but as I tried to coax him into the car, he ran back to the front door of Mike’s apartment building, planted his butt on the stoop, and stared expectantly at the doorknob.

“It’s difficult to overstate how crushed I was by this . . . betrayal,” I stammered in Dr. Gold’s office.

“You saw it as a betrayal?”

“I did.”

“It sounds to me like he was just being a Lab,” Dr. Gold said, looking at Casey with a warm, rosy-cheeked smile.

“How do you figure?”

“He probably just wanted more hamburgers.”

“I don’t think this was about hamburgers,” I countered, more dramatically than I intended.

“What do you think it was about?”

That was easy. Casey wanted to live with Mike. And was I being selfish by not letting him go? Was I putting my neediness ahead of my dog’s happiness?

Those questions had ricocheted around in my head as I called for Casey to come to me from Mike’s doorstep. But the animal I’d loved and cared for since he was eleven weeks old looked right through me and didn’t move. (Woodrow Wilson once said, “If a dog will not come to you after having looked you in the face, you should go home and examine your conscience.”)

Devastated, I marched over to Mike’s doorstep, grabbed Casey by the collar, and pulled him toward the car. He looked sad. I must have looked sadder.

IN CAROLINE Knapp’s book Pack of Two, she writes that “in all likelihood dogs do not make comparative assessments about their lives . . . do not lie around wishing they were elsewhere, fantasizing about better owners, dreaming of more varied settings.”

I’m not so sure. I imagine that if Casey were blessed with the power of human speech, he might break my heart. “You’ve been interesting,” I could see him saying, “but I’d like to give another human a try.”

Dr. Gold listened patiently as I unburdened myself in his spacious office on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. Every now and then he would look down at Casey with fondness, and when he did this I would wonder—as I often do—what my dog was thinking. Did Casey know how much he affected me? Did he realize we were talking about him?

“Do you think I’m crazy?” I asked Dr. Gold midway through our meeting. “I’d like you to tell me if I’m crazy, because I feel like a crazy person for not just appreciating Casey for the dog he is.”

“You’re not crazy,” Dr. Gold assured me. “It just sounds to me like Casey might not be the dog of your dreams.”

Not the dog of my dreams.

I didn’t know what to say to that. “I feel guilty for even thinking that,” I told him.

“You shouldn’t,” he replied. “Don’t think there’s any difference between you and the mother of a child. Many mothers are mortified to admit their disappointment that their child isn’t the child of their dreams—different temperament, different interests, tuned in differently. Same thing with a dog.”

Dr. Gold shifted his attention to Dova, a Bouvier des Flandres (a Belgian herding dog known for its big head, beard, and mustache). “She’s not the dog of my dreams, either,” he said. “I mean, she’s a perfectly nice dog. I care for her and care about her, but she doesn’t have that typical I can’t get enough of you Bouvier vibe. And it sounds like Casey doesn’t have that same typical Lab vibe.”

I nodded. “I wish Casey was more of a cuddler.”

“I wish Dova was, too,” Dr. Gold agreed. “She sleeps on the floor at night, and about ten minutes before my alarm goes off, she sneaks quietly on the bed and puts her head on my shoulder. She pretends like she’s been there all night!”

He let out a hearty laugh. Here was a man who didn’t take his dog’s quirks personally.

“But all you hear from pretty much everyone is how much unconditional love they get from their dog,” I said. “I don’t feel it.”

Dr. Gold shook his head. “Not everyone. People have a million kinds of conflicts with their dogs. Why do you think so many dogs end up in shelters? We talk about how great dogs have it in this country, sleeping in our beds and being members of our families. But we kick dogs to the curb, too. We treat them poorly or give them up if they’re too much trouble. And it’s rarely the dog’s fault. People project what they don’t like about themselves onto their pet. Or the pet is a kind of psychological stand-in for someone in their lives, or from their past. We think we’re mad at the dog, but we’re actually mad at our husband, or our dad, or our kid.”

“I wonder who I’m secretly mad at,” I said.

“I wonder that, too,” Dr. Gold replied.

I scratched my nose. “I was joking.”

“I know you were,” he said. “But if you’re willing, I’d like you to tell me more about your mother.”

Earlier in our session, I’d volunteered that I’d spent many years in therapy talking about my mother. Though we have a wonderful and loving relationship today, when I was young, she struggled with depression and could be cold and insensitive. I don’t remember her ever hugging me. As I struggled through my twenties, I was pretty sure she’d ruined my life.

Still, I didn’t see what my mom had to do with my dog. “I think you might be barking up the wrong tree,” I said, pleased with my cleverness.

But he wouldn’t let me deflect without a fight. “Growing up,” Dr. Gold wondered, “did you often feel like you were disappointing your mother?”

“All the time,” I conceded. “I couldn’t do anything right. I wanted her to be a normal mother who nurtured me, who made me feel okay about myself.”

The room got quiet. “You deserved a mother who would do that,” he said a few seconds later, his words heavy with emotion.

“I think I did, too,” I mumbled, suddenly on the verge of tears.

“It sounds to me like you didn’t get the love you needed from your mother,” he told me, “just like you aren’t getting the love you think you need from Casey.”

I felt tightness in my chest. Casey yawned.

“What if I were to say to you that Casey is not your mother?” Dr. Gold continued.

“Well, I know that,” I stammered.

“Well, you know it intellectually. But what is your gut telling you?”

I BREATHED deeply, leaned back in my chair, and tried to access the wisdom stored in my gut. As I did, I noticed a Sigmund Freud action figure leaning against a book on Dr. Gold’s massive wooden bookshelf.

I knew that Dr. Gold had long been obsessed with Freud. In an article he wrote trumpeting the therapeutic value of dogs, he’d recounted a 1971 trip to London, during which he showed up uninvited at the home of Freud’s daughter, Anna, who was also a prominent psychoanalyst. He’d brought along one of Anna’s books and was hoping to get her autograph, but the elderly housekeeper who answered the door—Sigmund Freud’s longtime maid, Paula Fichtl, who had accompanied the Freuds as they fled Vienna and the Nazis in 1938—said that Anna was on vacation.

Paula invited Dr. Gold inside and led him to Sigmund Freud’s study, where she told him that Freud loved dogs and that they were often at his feet during therapy sessions. She added that Freud once remarked that his Chow Chow, Jo-Fi, understood what a patient needed better than he did.

Dr. Gold never forgot that, and when he rescued a shivering stray Poodle mix from underneath a car in 1973, it wasn’t long before the dog—whom he named Humphrey—was accompanying the doctor to work. Humphrey made a “wonderful co-therapist,” Dr. Gold recounted in an article for the AKC Gazette, the magazine of the American Kennel Club. The dog would lie by the couch next to patients and seemed to instinctively know when they were moving into difficult emotional territory. At those times he would lift his head and place it on a patient’s arm, usually prompting the person to “move into ever deeper emotions.”

Amos, a Lab and retired seeing-eye dog, came soon after Humphrey and was especially good with kids. When a child wouldn’t open up in therapy, Dr. Gold would suggest that the child speak instead to the dog. “I would never make you sit on the radiator with no clothes on,” one boy, who had been abused, confided to Amos.

Before long, Dr. Gold began seeing individuals and couples in therapy he believed were “transferring” their feelings and relationship problems onto their pets. In his book, Dr. Gold explores several forms of transference, including “displacement,” which he defines as “the unconscious act of putting past thoughts, moods, feelings, images, impulses, and even actions onto present-day individuals.” Gold argues that “someone might fear a very large dog because of an association with an overbearing parent.”

The longer I spent in Dr. Gold’s office, the more I suspected I was using displacement (and probably other psychological coping mechanisms, too) in my relationship with Casey. Was I expecting my dog to make up for my mother’s shortcomings, to give me the love she hadn’t? When Casey didn’t deliver, was I growing judgmental and impatient with him just like my mom had been with me? And when I treated my dog that way, was I feeling the shame that Dr. Gold insisted my mother should have felt about her treatment of me?

Though I’d first rejected Dr. Gold’s dog-mother-confusion hypothesis, I now suspected he might be right. Maybe confusing Casey and my mother wasn’t that big a stretch; after all, our parents and our dogs might be the only living things from whom we have the right to expect “unconditional love.” One truth, though, was beyond doubt: I had some serious work to do on my relationship with Casey.

“I suppose I’ll have plenty of time on the road these next few months,” I told Dr. Gold.

“Ah, yes, the road trip,” he said. “Do you know how fortunate you are to be able to drop everything and drive around the country with your dog?”

DR. GOLD wasn’t the first person to express envy at my impending cross-country adventure, during which I’d be traveling for nearly four months through thirty-two states in a rented motorhome with Casey.

My idea—man forces dog into RV, then writes book about it—certainly wasn’t original. Practically everyone I’d told about my journey brought up Travels with Charley, John Steinbeck’s 1962 travelogue about his cross-country voyage with his Poodle. One longtime acquaintance, who says things out loud that normal people merely think privately, cornered me at a party and announced, “Benoit, your book’s already been done by a better writer than you.”

Maybe so, but the purposes of our trips were different. Steinbeck had traveled the country to tell the story of America’s soul; I was traveling the country to tell the story of America’s dogs. Charley was an accessory; Casey would have a starring role.

When friends would ask why I wanted to write a book about dogs, I would often say, “Because, of course, there aren’t enough books about dogs.” In truth, there are probably too few books about cats and too many books about dogs. My bookshelf overflows with tales of troublesome but lovable puppies, inspirational strays, selfless service dogs, and brave canine warriors. Then there are the endless how-to manuals—how to feed your dog, train your dog, walk your dog, groom your dog, and, in the burgeoning age of canine cognition, understand what your dog is thinking, feeling, and dreaming.

I wanted to write a different kind of dog book, one that would explore and celebrate the breadth of human-dog relationships in contemporary life. To do that, I planned to travel across America—the country with the highest rate of dog ownership on the planet—and hang out with as many dogs (and dog-obsessed humans) as I could.

On my journey I planned to meet therapy dogs, police dogs, shelter dogs, celebrity dogs, farm dogs, racing dogs, stray dogs, show dogs, hunting dogs, dock-diving dogs, and dogs with no discernable “job” other than lounging around the house and terrorizing the mailman.

I would also be hanging out with dog rescuers and shelter workers, canine cognition experts, show dog owners, wolf lovers, dog walkers, dog healers, dog haters, pet photographers, and dog mascot owners. And that was only on the East Coast. On my journey I’d also be cavorting with pet psychics, with my former middle-school English teacher who now works part-time as a “dog masseur,” and with a woman who was taken to court for not picking up her dog’s poop.

We can’t agree on much in our increasingly polarized country, but we tend to find common ground when it comes to our love for canines. What, I wondered, could be learned about modern American life by exploring our relationship to our dogs? How do the ways we treat—or mistreat—our pets help us understand our values?

It doesn’t take an advanced psychology degree, though, to realize the most compelling reason I was dropping everything to travel around the country with an animal: I hoped to find some answers about my fraught relationship with Casey. I wanted—I needed—to feel better about my dog. Maybe other dog lovers could show me the way.

“I’m going to think of myself as a failure if I get back from this and nothing has changed between me and him,” I told Dr. Gold. “This trip is a chance for Casey and I to bond, to get closer, to better understand each other.”

“Do you really expect some profound change from this voyage?” he asked.

His skepticism surprised me. Everyone that I’d told about the trip agreed it would be a great bonding experience for Casey and me. Was that wishful thinking?

Dr. Gold looked down at Casey and then back at me. “You and Casey have had eight years to figure each other out,” he said. “I just don’t want to see you set yourself up for failure if there isn’t any seismic shift in your relationship. It may just be another thing for you to feel shame about.”

I sighed, prompting Casey to look toward me from his position on the floor. This seemed to animate Dr. Gold.

“See what happened right there?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You sighed, and Casey looked at you and checked you out. I think you downplay, or simply don’t notice, all the ways that you guys are already connected. He is deeply connected to you.”

I shook my head. “I often sigh right before I’m going to get up,” I explained. “If Casey hears a sigh, he thinks I’m about to get up, and if I get up, he might be getting a walk. I don’t think he looked at me because he’s particularly worried about me.”

Dr. Gold laughed in exasperation. “You’re as hard on your dog as you are on yourself!” he said. “I’m interested in what’s going on in you that you can’t accept that you have a real connection to this dog. It seems like you’re desperate for Casey to speak and say, ‘Hey, Benoit, you’re really okay.’ ”

At that moment, footsteps outside the office prompted Casey to bark loudly, which he’s prone to doing when he hears an unexpected noise outside whatever room he’s occupying. The disruption even riled up Dova, who Dr. Gold had told me earlier was “mostly deaf.” Apparently not. For about ten seconds, our dogs engaged in a barking showdown that must have startled Dr. Gold’s next patient. At this, we shared a good laugh.

“Well, our time is almost up,” Dr. Gold said when quiet returned to the room. He stood up, walked over to Casey, and patted him vigorously on the head. “There are many people who would die to do what you’re about to do,” he told me. “You’re a lucky man.”

He was right—I was a lucky man. The timing also seemed right. I was recently single. I was in my mid-thirties and childless. And I didn’t know how many more years Casey and I would have together. Though he’s often mistaken for a dog half his age, Casey had recently turned nine. In another year or two, a cross-country trip with him might not be possible.

Still, as I left Dr. Gold’s office and ventured out into an unseasonably warm winter afternoon, holding Casey tightly by the leash even though he never ventures far, I couldn’t shake one nagging question: Did my dog really want to spend months in a motorhome—with me?



Part


ONE
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1. In which Casey hates the RV

IF THERE exists a person in Provincetown, Massachusetts, who dislikes dogs, I have yet to meet him.

Take a summer stroll through this quirky and scenic coastal town on the tip of Cape Cod, and you will come upon big dogs and little dogs, purebreds and mutts, rascals and pushovers. You’ll meet dogs in art galleries, dogs in restaurants, dogs in coffee shops, even dogs in banks. Visitors can take their dogs on whale watching tours or sunset cruises. In 2010, Dog Fancy magazine named Provincetown the most dog-friendly place in America.

Though the town’s population balloons in the summer months, Provincetown mostly shuts down—and clears out—in the winter. January and February, in particular, can test the resolve of the brave folks who live here year-round, which might explain why so many of them share their life with a dog.

“There’s nothing better to keep you company when the loneliness hits,” a longtime resident told me at Joe’s Coffee & Cafe, one of the few businesses open in the winter. Not far from him, another man’s rescue Greyhound lounged regally on a padded bench meant for humans.

I’d moved to Provincetown from Boston in December of 2011, only two months before I was scheduled to embark on my cross-country journey. I hadn’t been in the best spirits during that transition. I wasn’t fully recovered from the implosion of two meaningful relationships in my life—a romantic one that had ended months before, and a close friendship that had very recently soured.

The first was unquestionably my fault, and it had induced in me the kind of guilt and regret that sometimes made it difficult for me to get off the couch and walk my dog. Instead, I would read a book about walking dogs. Dog Walks Man, by John Zeaman, celebrates the simple act of dog walking—“this application of feet to dirt”—in a world consumed by technology and distraction.

“There is a hope that a dog injects into every walk,” Zeaman writes. “More than a hope—an expectation, really—that this is going to be something wonderful.”

I hadn’t been doing much wandering with Casey in the months after the breakup. Instead, I relied on a professional to make up for my failings. For $15 a pop, a dog walker would show up at my front door and save Casey from me. Best of all, she didn’t judge me for it. I was easy to judge, lounging around in my pajamas at 11 A.M. on a Tuesday, reading a book about walking dogs. But if the dog walker thought as little of me as I thought of myself those months, she didn’t let on.

Before long, Casey had fallen madly in love with her. He would spin in circles and bark wildly when she called his name from the front door. He clearly associated her with one thing—walks!—which led to some confusion when I invited her to a gathering at my apartment. Unsure about why he wasn’t being taken for a walk, Casey followed her around for an hour as she tried to reach the cheese dip.

I eventually got my act together and started walking Casey again. In the morning, he and I would stroll down one of Provincetown’s beaches. In the late afternoon, I would throw tennis balls for him at a baseball field. In between, I would park myself at Joe’s and plan our cross-country adventure.

I should say this: planning does not come easily to me. I’m disorganized, forgetful, and prone to misplacing the piece of paper on which I’ve laid out the plan. “Oh, let’s see where the road takes us,” I’m increasingly fond of saying, a trait that I inherited from my mother, a world traveler who despises tourists and will go hundreds of miles out of her way to avoid one.

For this trip, I sought out a middle ground—enough planning that I was sure to meet a variety of American dogs and dog lovers, but enough flexibility that I could wander where my heart and Casey’s nose desired. Yes, I had a book to write about dogs in America. But I also wanted to see America. I’d yet to visit many of our country’s most cherished treasures, including Yellowstone Park and the Great Smoky Mountains. Nor had I strolled through some of our most eccentric cities—Asheville, Savannah, and Santa Fe, to name a few. All were on the itinerary.

Driving an RV in the cold is no fun, so I intended to make like a snowbird and head south for most of February and March. But I had dogs (and humans) to meet along the way. In New York City, I planned to attend the purebred spectacle known as the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show and visit the city’s oldest dog park.

In D.C., I hoped to get lucky and catch a glimpse of the First Dog, Bo. After a couple stops in Virginia (including an afternoon at a dog-friendly winery), Casey and I would hike the Smoky Mountains in North Carolina with a pack of Siberian Huskies and meet a man who lives with wolfdogs.

In Florida, I planned to attend a massive pet industry expo and a conference on animal cognition. Casey, meanwhile, would get plenty of fun in the sun. We’d be entering a dock jumping competition and doing doga—yoga with dogs—on the beach.

From Florida, we would drive to Louisiana and then Texas, where I’d spend a few days in Austin (one of a growing number of “no-kill” shelter communities) before heading to Marfa, a small artsy town in the high desert. Then I’d drive north toward New Mexico, where I wanted to spend a night in the best-named town in America—Truth or Consequences.

In Colorado, I planned to visit a working cattle dog ranch. In Utah, I would tour Best Friends Animal Sanctuary, a home for many unwanted and unadoptable dogs—including several of the Pit Bulls formerly owned by Michael Vick. From there I’d head south through Arizona, where in mid-April Casey and I were scheduled to arrive at my father’s desert home. We would relax by the pool for a few days before embarking together on the second half of our journey.

At least, that was the plan.

ON THE eve of my departure, my friend Dylan dropped by for a visit.

It was a cool, misty, spooky February night in Provincetown; the town was deserted. Dylan and I took Casey for a walk down Commercial Street, the main drag, and in thirty minutes we saw only two signs of life—a town drunk stumbling toward the beach, and a fox darting through a side street.

Dylan was quieter than usual, and I finally asked him what was wrong.

“I have this fear that I’m never going to see you or Casey again,” he said.

“What do you mean, never see us again?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he mumbled, staring down at his shoes. “You’re driving so far, and you’re not a very good driver.”

“I’m an excellent driver,” I protested. I must have sounded like Dustin Hoffman in Rain Man.

But Dylan was right—when it comes to oversized vehicles, at least, my track record is poor. Twice I have rented a U-Haul truck to move from one apartment to another, and twice I have sideswiped a parked car as I tried to turn.

“You have to promise me that you’ll pay attention to what you’re doing,” Dylan said, sounding genuinely concerned. Then he handed me a harmonica. “Take this. If you’re going to drive around for four months, I figure you could use a harmonica.”

Dylan had never been inside an RV, so we spent a few minutes inspecting my rented home on wheels. (I’d picked it up with a friend the previous day at an El Monte RV rental location next to a busy highway in Linden, New Jersey.) My motorhome was twenty-five feet long and had the word “Chalet” printed on its outside, near the main side door.

Though Dylan wasn’t a fan of the RV’s tacky linoleum floor, he did marvel at the size of the full bed. “You might actually be able to sleep in this,” he said. He opened the medium-sized refrigerator, which was paneled with faux wood that matched the motorhome’s many cabinets, and then pivoted to face the microwave and miniature gas range and oven. Next to them was a split sink, clean and gleaming.

On one end of the kitchenette was a black panel with buttons and levers whose functions mostly eluded me. I’d been given a brief tutorial at El Monte headquarters, but the woman who’d helped me had mostly laughed off my follow-up questions. Why were there two different water tanks? When was I supposed to fill them? Why did some of the appliances run on gas, while others relied on the auxiliary battery? When was I not allowed to run the generator? Was it when the gas tank valve was open? Closed? And what was the worst that could happen if I screwed this all up? Might the RV explode?

“You’ll get the hang of it,” she’d assured me, handing me a thick instructional manual and reminding me of the number to call for roadside assistance.

I was hoping Dylan would assuage my fears about traveling for months in an RV with only a dog, but he was little help. “Have I told you that you’re crazy to be doing this?” he said, peeking inside the motorhome’s cramped bathroom.

He was wise not to step inside—unless you’re standing in the shower, there’s virtually no space to turn around. If you’re tall (I’m six-two), your knees nearly touch the opposite wall when sitting on the toilet. The shower itself is on a platform, and to accommodate taller bathers, the top of the shower was cut out and replaced with a plastic dome that protrudes from the roof.

“I really could use your support,” I told Dylan as I sat on one of the two padded polyester benches in the dinette area. “I’m scared to death about doing this alone.”

“Oh, it’ll be okay,” he said unconvincingly. “Besides, you won’t be alone. You’ll have Casey!”

“But what if Casey hates the RV?”

Dylan shook his head. “He’s adaptable—he’ll do fine.”

I told Dylan about The Difficulty of Being a Dog, a beautiful collection of vignettes by French writer Roger Grenier. In one, Grenier compares dogs to German philosopher Immanuel Kant. Dogs are like Kant, who “always want to take the same walk,” Grenier wrote. “The less it changes, the happier they are.”

“I wonder if dogs are happiest going on new adventures,” I said, “or if they prefer structure and predictability.”

“It probably depends on the dog,” Dylan replied.

As we sat at the dinette, he confessed that he’d hoped my RV would be bigger—maybe one of those thirty-eight-footers with slideouts, hallways, and multiple living areas. But those motorhomes were expensive, not to mention a challenge to navigate. I needed something I was less likely to crash. Though much of the trip would be spent on the open road, I’d also be driving through some busy metropolitan areas—including Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Chicago.

I’d considered not renting an RV at all and simply driving around the country in my Honda SUV. I’d never crashed that. But I didn’t want to spend four months in hotel rooms. There was also something appealing to me about life in an RV. One of my fondest childhood memories is of driving from San Francisco to the Grand Canyon in a motorhome with my mom and some family friends. (It was a rare departure from our usual vacations of traipsing through museums and old churches in France, which my ten-year-old self failed to appreciate.)

One night, we’d parked the RV in a lot near the Las Vegas airport. While the grown-ups got drunk on red wine, my friend Odin and I climbed onto the roof and hurled rocks into the sky as planes roared overhead. I remember telling Odin that I wished we could drive around in that motorhome forever.

Looking back, what probably appealed to me most about that road trip was the sense of belonging to a pack. I was an only child, desperate for connection. I didn’t mind being crammed in with five other people for a week. I loved it.

When I initially decided to drive around the country with Casey, a friend suggested he come along. Another urged me to bring a camera crew. But while the prospect of human company was tempting, I decided to do most of the trip with only Casey.

For these fifteen weeks, at least, my dog would be king.
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I AM not a morning person—a fact that my dog has come to grudgingly accept—and when I awoke at nine inside my Provincetown apartment on Day 1 of our journey, Casey was standing by the foot of my bed and staring intently at my bedhead.

I gazed back at my handsome dog. Casey is built more like a streamlined Greyhound than the typical paunchy yellow Lab. He has a long, narrow, sandy snout. Fine white whiskers protrude from the darkness between his nose and rubbery lips, pricking up when he opens his mouth to yawn. His brown eyes—Casey’s darkest feature, and the only evidence of his true age—are weary and inquisitive, and they’re accessorized with dainty, humanlike eyelashes. He holds his angular skull low (emphasizing his high shoulders), and his spindly legs support a taut white torso, which fades back into a tucked-up flank.

Before introducing Casey to the Chalet, I took him for one last walk on the beach. It was high tide, but Casey chased his tennis ball like a champ and returned it, as is his custom, some eight feet away from me.

My dog can’t accurately be called a troublemaker, but he seems to enjoy this particular power struggle: He drops the ball a few paces away from wherever I happen to be standing. I tell him to bring it closer. He barks. I tell him to stop barking. He barks again. I tell him to cut it out. Disgusted, he pushes the ball a foot toward me with a flick of his nose. I tell him to try again. He barks. I tell him to stop barking. He pushes the ball another foot. I preemptively tell him not to bark. He barks. I tell him he’s being a very bad boy. He pushes the ball another foot. And so on.

The ball eventually arrives at my feet, but I could read an entire book on dog training in the process. I probably should have taught him to bring the ball all the way to me, but it felt somehow wrong to break him of one of his few problem behaviors—his rare acts of rebellion. Besides, I engage in his little game only when I’m feeling obstinate. Usually I just give in, walk a few paces, and pick up the ball. Or I walk in the opposite direction, forcing Casey to gather the ball and hurry up after me. Either way, Casey’s winning—because I’m walking.

I let him win a few times on that last morning in Provincetown. Then, at about noon, I opened the RV’s side door and tried to sweet-talk Casey inside.

“Go on,” I said. “It’ll be fun!” He paced instead around the motorhome, found a nearby bush, and peed.

When I tried again a minute later, he galloped over to the closed rear door of my Honda, as if waiting for me to let him leap into his usual spot in back. Finally, I climbed inside the RV and called for him. Casey came to the open side door and looked at me with apprehension, but what other choice did he have? He likes to be where the humans are. He gave in and jumped in.

Then he ate my roast beef sandwich. Casey snagged it off the driver’s seat while I was organizing my clothes in a cupboard above the bed. “Way to make yourself at home,” I said, waving the empty sandwich wrapper above my head.

Casey’s shoulders dropped, and his eyes drifted toward the floor. He looked guilty as charged. Or was I anthropomorphizing? The question of whether dogs are capable of feeling guilt—or whether they’re reacting instead to a raised voice, or a split-second change in our body language—is one of many questions being debated by canine cognition researchers across the globe. Most believe that while dogs do understand when they’ve broken a rule, they lack the ability to feel remorse.

But try telling that to a dog owner who comes home to find the garbage overturned and the dog slumped in a corner. The dog certainly looks guilty. A few days before my departure, I’d read about a Basset Hound who was suspected of eating a $4,500 diamond wedding ring.

“She was the only one in our room, so we immediately looked at her—and she looked guilty,” Rachel Atkinson told a New Mexico television station. (Basset Hounds are prone to swallowing things they shouldn’t. In 2010, one in Colorado Springs helped herself to thirty-one nails and her rabies tag.)

Though Atkinson was convinced that her dog “looked guilty,” a study by psychologist and animal cognition researcher Alexandra Horowitz casts doubt on our ability to effectively label what our dogs are thinking. Horowitz asked study participants to tell their dog not to eat a treat, and then to leave the room. A researcher would then either give the dog the treat or throw it away. Upon returning, owners were told (often incorrectly) that their dog had either resisted temptation—or defied them.

Owners who thought their dog had disobeyed perceived the dog to look guilty, even if the dog wasn’t. In fact, innocent dogs who were nonetheless scolded were thought to look more guilty than dogs who’d actually eaten the treat.

Whether Casey felt guilty or not, my sandwich was still inside his stomach. I dispatched a friend to get me a replacement while I finished getting ready. The plan was to make the 115-mile drive to Boston and take Casey for a walk in Franklin Park, where he’d been first socialized with other dogs as a puppy.

Then I would drive to Cambridge and meet Amy Hempel, a dog-obsessed fiction writer who coedited (with Jim Shepard) the 1995 collection Unleashed: Poems by Writers’ Dogs. A delightful exercise in anthropomorphism (conceived of after many cocktails), the collection imagines what dogs might say if given the power of poetic license. One of my favorite poems is by Karen Shepard, who wrote about her dog, Birch, though she could have been writing about most dogs:

You gonna eat that?

You gonna eat that?

You gonna eat that?

I’ll eat that.

I had no idea where Casey was going to position himself while I drove to Boston. My bed seemed a natural choice, but that was all the way in the back of the RV. In case that didn’t suit him, I’d placed his doggie bed under the table and between the padded benches.

“These are both terrific options,” I said, petting him on the top of his bony head.

By 1:30, I was ready to go. Casey jumped onto the bed, where I hoped he’d stay, and I positioned myself in the driver’s seat. I took a deep breath and remembered what an uncharacteristically helpful tollbooth operator had told me as I drove over the George Washington Bridge the previous day on my way to Provincetown from El Monte’s New Jersey office.

“Go as slow as you need to go,” he suggested. “The assholes can go around you.”

There had been two assholes during that first terrifying drive from New Jersey: a trucker cut me off and nearly sent me barreling into Long Island Sound, and a middle-aged woman gave me the finger when I misjudged the distance of her car in my passenger-side mirror. But I’d survived, and those seven hours alone in the RV had given me a strange kind of confidence.

“I can do this,” I thought, starting the engine for Day 1 of our voyage.

CASEY DID not like the loud, deep, guttural sound of the Chalet’s engine. “Really?” I said, as he sprang off the bed and came to stand next to me. “We’re not even moving yet.”

I gave Casey some comforting pats, unbuckled my seat belt, and walked him back to the bed. I kept the engine running, in hopes that he merely needed to get used to it.

“Up you go,” I said. He looked at me with his sad face. “The bed is really quite nice,” I insisted. He didn’t move. “Good thing I keep you thin,” I told him, lifting him into my arms and placing him on my bed. Then I said “Down,” a command that Casey understands to mean two different things: lie down, or jump down from whatever surface he happens to be on.

Casey’s not dumb—he chose the latter interpretation and tried to leap off the bed. I was a step ahead of him, though, and blocked his path with my hip. “Just give the bed a try,” I pleaded. Then I said “Down” again, this time elongating the word—dooooooowwwwwwnnnnnnnn—and repeating it twice, as I sometimes have to do when he’s being stubborn. He finally lay down.

“Good boy!” I said, more enthusiastically than usual.

I walked back to the driver’s seat. “Now, stayyyyyyyyyyyyyyy,” I told him as I buckled my seat belt again. He’s normally quite good at staying. For one of our favorite outdoor games, I tell him to stay and then walk about a hundred feet away. He waits patiently until I scream “Okay!” and then sprints excitedly to me as if he hasn’t seen me in weeks.

I put the gear shift in drive and tapped lightly on the accelerator, causing the RV to move several feet. Casey’s head cocked up, and his body stiffened. I pressed on the accelerator again and began driving slowly around the outdoor parking lot where I’d loaded up the RV. Casey jumped up and off the bed again and went to stand awkwardly by the side door. He wanted out.

My heart sank. I’d read in several online RV forums that dogs can take time getting used to a moving motorhome, and I imagined the worst. What if Casey never got comfortable? What if this cross-country journey designed partly to help me bond with my dog became just another thing for me to beat myself up about? And how much would he have to hate life on the road before I called off the trip entirely?

I stopped the RV, unbuckled my seat belt, knelt down next to Casey, and kissed him on his wet nose. “Buddy, it’s going to be okay,” I said. I think I was trying to convince the both of us. We stayed like that for a minute before I led him over to his doggie bed under the dinette. I figured a small space might make him feel more secure. “Dooooowwwwwwnnnnnnnnn,” I said again. He sighed in resignation.

Casey didn’t like the doggie bed, either, so he spent most of the drive to Boston seated awkwardly in the small space between the driver and passenger seats. I took my mind off Casey’s predicament by making phone calls. One was to a friend, Peter, who happened to be going through his own dog-related drama.

“My wife’s using our dog as a weapon against me!” he blurted out before I could tell him that I’d just embarked on my cross-country adventure, and that this conversation really needed to be about me.

Technically, the woman Peter was referring to was his ex-wife. They’d only recently divorced, and Peter wasn’t sure if he’d stayed in the three-year marriage to honor his wedding vows or to avoid losing the dog. They’d married too quickly, Peter realized in retrospect, and a year into their relationship it had become clear to him that they had little in common except for the young Pit Bull/German Shepherd mix they’d adopted together.

Though the dog had served as an effective distraction from their marital problems, it had also sparked both spoken and unspoken resentments. Peter couldn’t stand that the dog seemed to prefer his wife—and that it slept on her side of the bed. She complained that Peter was more affectionate with the dog than he was with her, a claim that Peter denied even though he knew it was true. (Had I known earlier about Dr. Gold’s When Pets Come Between Partners, I would have bought Peter a copy.)

Peter couldn’t imagine life without his dog. “She knows he’s what I really care about, and she resents it,” he told me as I rolled past the town of Orleans on Cape Cod. “I’d be happy with joint custody, but I don’t know if she’ll ever be willing to share him.”

And if Peter raised the custody issue in court, the odds would be stacked against him. Judges in animal disputes tend to rule in favor of women, just as they do in child custody disputes. Though pets are still technically considered property in the eyes of the law (“a dog is the legal equivalent of a sofa,” Stanley Coren writes in The Modern Dog), most judges now understand dogs and cats to be far more than that—a “child substitute,” as one judge put it.

In deciding pet custody cases, many judges seek to identify which human the dog is most bonded to. “There’s definitely a trend in recent years where we see judges really looking out for the best interest of the pet,” Jennifer Edwards of the Animal Law Center in Denver told me. “They’re applying the same standards they would with a child.” (In one unusual custody dispute over a mixed-breed dog in St. Louis, the judge told the divorcing couple to stand on opposite sides of his courtroom and call for the dog. But the test failed miserably, as the confused animal shuffled over to the judge instead.)

Peter wasn’t about to put his dog—or himself—through that, and he had no plans to take his ex-wife to court. “I just hope she’ll stop hating me long enough to realize that I deserve to see my dog,” he told me.

“Just give her some time,” I replied. “She’ll let you see him.”

“I hope you’re right,” he said, sounding more depressed than I’d ever heard him.

IT WAS nearly dusk when Casey and I arrived in Boston. I carefully navigated rush-hour traffic and parked the Chalet on a mostly empty street a few blocks from the entrance to Franklin Park in Jamaica Plain, the neighborhood where I’d lived with Casey for most of his life. Casey seemed relieved to be stopped, and he wagged his tail expectantly when I said the magic words—Wanna go for a walk?

Jamaica Plain (known to residents as JP) is a dog walker’s delight. Once dubbed the “Eden of America,” there’s green around virtually every corner. Portions of the Arnold Arboretum—the oldest public arboretum in the country—are so beautiful that you’d be a fool not to take a promising first date there. Nearby is Olmsted Park, part of Boston’s Emerald Necklace, which borders the sixty-eight-acre Jamaica Pond, the largest body of freshwater in the city. Though dogs technically aren’t allowed in the pond, it’s a rule that’s enforced about as often as the old Massachusetts law that forbids frightening a pigeon.

But my favorite JP haunt is Franklin Park. At 527 acres, it’s Boston’s largest, with miles of wooded dirt paths that make you forget you’re in a city. Dogs aren’t technically allowed off-leash there, but the lack of a consistent ranger presence along the trails makes it a no-brainer for dog lovers intent on exercising their pets.

Unlike fenced-in dog parks, Franklin Park is a multiuse space, meaning that dogs encounter a colorful cast of characters on the secluded paths. There are homeless people, Tai Chi enthusiasts, high school cross-country teams, bird watchers, and, though you rarely see them, practitioners of the Santeria religion. (Dogs occasionally lead their humans to a makeshift altar and the remnants of a sacrificed chicken.)

The dog people tend to stick together, roaming the park in packs and forming the kind of vibrant and close-knit community that makes dog parks “a kind of victory over the anonymity and transience of life,” as writer Mary Battiata once put it.

When I’d first arrived at Franklin Park when Casey was a puppy, I was taken aback to learn that the community didn’t just get together every morning and evening to walk their dogs—many of its regulars also hung out with each other outside the park. There were long-lasting friendships and longer-lasting feuds. There was a phone list. And there were self-anointed leaders who were deeply invested in everything from the minutiae of the park’s cleanup committees to whether your dog was getting enough exercise.

The queen bee of Franklin Park’s dog lovers was a short, stout woman in her late fifties named Gerry. She ran a small pet-sitting operation out of her apartment but spent much of her days at the park walking dogs and lecturing humans.

“Your dog’s a little overweight,” she announced not long after meeting me. “What are you feeding him?”

I recited the name of a brand suggested to me by my vet. “Well, you certainly can feed him that if you want to kill him,” she barked. Gerry then proceeded to lecture me about the evils of mainstream dog food, insisting that I trek across town to a small pet supply store that carried the two or three obscure brands she deemed acceptable.

Most of us worked hard to get on Gerry’s good side. Once she liked you and your dog (she usually liked your dog well before she liked you), she was downright sweet. There was also no denying that she knew what she was talking about when it came to canine temperament and health. Her dogs were models of civility and slenderness. Plus, they seemed to live forever. Her friendly mutt, Buddy, lived to be sixteen and walked with her in Franklin Park until the end.

I was hoping to run into Gerry—or any of the other park regulars—but the trails were mostly deserted. Still, it was comforting to begin this journey with a familiar walk. Casey bounded ahead of me on the dirt path, and in the woods he stopped and waited for me in front of a tall, jagged rock. For as long as I can remember, I’ve placed a tennis ball on that rock each time we’ve walked past it.

On my signal, Casey stood tall on his hind legs and stretched to gently grab the ball in his mouth. Then he ambled along, proud as could be.

AFTER NEARLY an hour in Franklin Park, Casey and I climbed back into the motorhome and headed to Cambridge to pick up Amy Hempel, who teaches creative writing at Harvard. It’s fitting that Amy’s office is located in a building called the Barker Center. Amy’s fiction is overrun with animals, especially dogs.

In her novella Tumble Home, the narrator is tortured by the memory of her mother giving away her dog as a child. In Amy’s short story collection The Dog of the Marriage, she writes about a woman who trains guide dogs for the blind, and about another who hires a pet psychic to help her find a lost dog. In “In the Animal Shelter,” a short piece in The Collected Stories of Amy Hempel, Amy writes about women who are spurned by men—and who seek emotional revenge at animal shelters by doting over, but ultimately rejecting, homeless dogs and cats.

“And I know where they go, these women, with their tired beauty that someone doesn’t want,” Amy writes. “They reach out to the animals, day after day smoothing fur inside a cage, saying, ‘How is Mama’s baby? Is Mama’s baby lonesome?’ . . . But there is seldom an adoption; it matters that the women have someone to leave.”

At the time of my visit, Amy had recently completed another short story about life inside an animal shelter. “A Full-Service Shelter,” published in Tin House, is labeled fiction but is based on Amy’s heartbreaking experiences volunteering at a high-kill animal shelter (a “house of horrors,” Amy calls it). She writes about helpless, traumatized dogs; about the Sisyphean devotion of volunteers who take Death Row dogs—mostly Pit Bulls—on their last walks; about underpaid shelter employees who seem inexorably calloused by the often monstrous nature of their jobs; and about the shelter’s uncaring, incompetent leadership.

As I sat with Amy on the carpeted floor in her home’s empty attic—a space that doubles as her doggie play area—she told me that she used to write short, poignant biographies of each shelter dog for rescue organization websites. Combined with a flattering picture, a well-crafted biography “can mean the difference between life and death for these dogs,” Amy said as Casey and her Lab, Wanita, wrestled around us.

Maybe it was because Amy and I were in her dark, cavernous attic, as if about to begin a séance, but she looked like a beautiful witch. Her long gray hair glowed silver and gold against the shadowy attic walls.

“I’m a writer, and I would put everything I could into those bios,” Amy continued. “But the trap for me was that I would say, ‘Hey, I’ve got three hours. I could use it to write three sentences of a short story that I’ll probably throw out, or I could save a good dog’s life or a few good dogs’ lives.’ When I thought about it that way, I realized that I might never write fiction again.”

Amy hasn’t stopped writing, but she devotes much of her energy these days to dogs. She’s a founding board member of the Deja Foundation, which offers assistance to rescue organizations working to remove dogs from shelter euthanasia lists.

“Where writing used to be, advocating for shelter dogs and Pit Bulls is now,” she told me. “If I ask myself if I get more happiness from writing or from dogs, it’s not even close.”

Amy used to be involved with Guiding Eyes for the Blind. Wanita, who is nine, has birthed four litters and thirty-three puppies, many of which work as guide dogs today. “Two even walked a blind couple down the aisle at their wedding!” Amy told me, sounding like a proud grandmother.

As Amy gushed, Wanita stretched her neck forward to kiss her human. Amy puckered up and obliged, stroking Wanita’s face with her long, delicate fingers. “You did good! You made good guide dogs, Wan,” Amy said, tilting her head back with her eyes closed, seemingly overcome with delight.

I had a sudden urge to pet Casey, but he was nowhere to be found. After nearly twenty minutes chasing Wanita around the attic, he’d apparently given himself a timeout. He reappeared a few minutes later, his white, fluffy tail wagging as he shuffled toward us.

“What a beautiful dog,” Amy said, studying Casey’s long face.

We spent most of the next few minutes in silence. There is arguably no better cure for stress than lounging around on a floor with some happy Labs, and I could feel my body relaxing for the first time all day. Amy and I had bonded almost instantly. It wasn’t, I suspected, because we’re both writers. We’d bonded over something more visceral: we’re both dog people.

In Amy’s attic, it occurred to me that my journey would be filled with moments like these—quiet moments with fellow dog lovers who instinctively know that when you’re in the presence of dogs, there’s no need to strain to fill the silence. And though I worried that Casey might never come to love the RV, I realized that at each stop he would at least be greeted by humans and dogs wanting nothing more than to make his day.

“Maybe Casey won’t hate this trip after all,” I told Amy later that night at a Chinese restaurant, having already confessed to her my trip-related insecurities. Amy insisted on picking up the tab (when you’re driving around the country in a motorhome, everyone wants to feed you), and after dinner we returned to her house to find Casey resting on her couch. I hugged Amy and Wanita good-bye, lured Casey to his feet with more magic words (“Wanna go outside!”), and drove the RV to my friend Jay’s place in Waltham, a suburb of Boston.

Jay had agreed to let me park the motorhome in a lot next to his building, which isn’t far from the studio where Aerosmith recorded in the late 1970s. After showering in his apartment (I’d been warned not to put any water in the Chalet until I arrived in Florida—something about freezing pipes), I returned to the RV to find Casey curled up on the bed next to the football-shaped teddy bear I’d purchased on a whim a few weeks earlier.

I was exhausted and eager to join Casey. I’m one of the roughly half of all American dog owners who allow their dog on the bed, though sometimes I have to work to get him there. Casey isn’t one for long cuddle sessions, but he’ll humor me for a few minutes before either moving to the other side of the bed or leaving it entirely. Casey may have been better matched with a married man over forty-five, the demographic group least likely to want to share their bed with a dog.

Just as I was about to fall asleep, I received a phone call from an old friend I hadn’t spoken to in nearly a year.

“Anything new?” he wanted to know, eager to catch up.

“As a matter of fact . . .” I said, explaining that I was on the first day of an epic cross-country journey with my dog.

“Oh, like Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley?” he wondered.

I was getting used to that response. “Yes,” I replied. “Except, about dogs.”

There was another important difference, though I hesitated to bring it up. Compelling evidence suggests that Travels with Charley isn’t entirely—or even mostly—nonfiction. In 2010, journalist Bill Steigerwald retraced the author’s ten-thousand-mile journey and concluded in a Reason magazine article (titled, “Sorry, Charley”) that “the iconic American road book was not only heavily fictionalized; it was something of a fraud.”

Though Steinbeck claimed to have roughed it in a camper he named Rocinante (after Don Quixote’s horse), Steigerwald discovered that the author had mostly stayed with friends or in fancy hotels. Many of the people Steinbeck claimed to have met on the road seemed to be invented, and the author didn’t visit many of the places he’d claimed to.

Steigerwald doesn’t believe that Steinbeck intended to fictionalize his book. “He was desperate,” Steigerwalk wrote. “He had a book to make up about a failed road trip, and he had taken virtually no notes . . . As he struggled to write Charley, his journalistic failures forced him to be a novelist again.” (Steinbeck’s son, John Jr., was less generous. “He just sat in his camper and wrote all that shit,” he told Charles McGrath of The New York Times.)

Does that make Travels with Charley, which enjoyed a year-long run on The New York Times bestseller list and is still deeply revered, a bad book? Certainly not. Even those who think it was mostly fiction find themselves charmed by it.

“In many ways it is still a wonderful, quirky, and entertaining book,” Steigerwald concluded in Reason. (He went on to write a book about his discovery called Dogging Steinbeck.)

Bill Barich, who wrote Long Way Home: On the Trail of Steinbeck’s America, believes Steinbeck “made up most of the book” but still admires the author’s cultural analysis. “I still take seriously a lot of what he said about the country,” Barich told McGrath. “His perceptions were right on the money about the death of localism, the growing homogeneity of America, the trashing of the environment. He was prescient about all that.”

I found much to like about the book, too. Steinbeck’s descriptions of Charley, in particular, are delicious. “Charley is a born diplomat,” Steinbeck wrote in his introduction. “He prefers negotiating to fighting, and properly so, since he is very bad at fighting. Only once in his ten years has he been in trouble—when he met a dog who refused to negotiate. Charley lost a piece of his right ear that time.”

A prolific anthropomorphizer, Steinbeck noted that Charley “would rather travel about than anything he can imagine.” I was envious of Steinbeck’s seeming certainty. How nice it must be, I thought, to know that your dog could dream up no better way to spend a few months.

I couldn’t relate to that, but I took to heart Steinbeck’s travel planning advice. A meaningful adventure, Steinbeck believed, rarely sticks to the plan.

“A journey is a person in itself; no two are alike,” he wrote. “And all plans, safeguards, policing, and coercion are fruitless. We find after years of struggle that we do not take a trip; a trip takes us.”

I was eager to be taken.

THE NEXT morning, I awoke to a man shouting profanities at his dog.

“Dammit, Jasper, stop eating the garbage!”

I opened the drape next to my bed to find an old man in a New England Patriots sweatshirt shooing his dog away from a discarded pizza box. I felt for the guy—Casey can sniff out a rogue slice of leftover pizza from blocks away. He’ll also sometimes help himself to a steaming hot pie right out of the box.

In an especially brazen maneuver, he once snatched a slice of pepperoni from a teenage couple devouring a large pizza in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park. I’d apologized profusely and offered to buy them another pie, but instead they gave Casey a second piece.

“Dude, I totally get it—we have the munchies, too,” the boy said, before offering me a joint.

Though the forecast for my journey’s second day called for a possible storm, the morning skies looked unthreatening. I took Casey for a walk, scarfed down a bowl of cornflakes, and turned on the RV’s engine. Casey made a sad face, but I was determined not to let his attitude get me down. I was excited to be heading to beautiful western Massachusetts, where Casey was going to pose for Amanda Jones, one of the country’s leading studio pet photographers.

I’ve been obsessed with photographs of dogs since coming upon the work of Elliott Erwitt when I was a teenager. The author of four books of dog photography (including Son of Bitch), Erwitt captures dogs in playful, ironic, often humanlike poses. He’s perhaps best known for his 1974 image “Felix, Gladys, and Rover,” which shows a woman’s booted legs between a Great Dane’s and a Chihuahua. But my favorite Erwitt photograph (titled Dog Show) depicts a white Standard Poodle on its hind legs leaning against a low railing at a dog show in England, checking out the action.

I later discovered the work of William Wegman, probably America’s most famous pet photographer. He’s best known for his pictures of Weimaraners and frequently portrayed his most famous canine subjects—Man Ray and Fay Ray—as humans. In 1982, The Village Voice named Man Ray “Man of the Year.”

Wegman’s success aside, The New York Times noted in 1990 that pet photography “ranks just above baby photography among least-favored photographic specialties.” Part of the problem, as the Times had pointed out a century earlier, is that “it is a difficult matter to get . . . dogs in a picturesque position.”

But that’s also part of the fun. And as Americans have turned to the Internet and social media to chronicle (some might say advertise) their lives through pictures, dogs and cats have taken a starring role. Facebook and Instagram have turned average dogs into worldwide celebrities. Countless people have created Facebook and Twitter accounts for their dogs. Boo, a Pomeranian from California, has more than eight million fans on his Facebook page, which mostly features cell phone pictures taken by his owner. (Dogs are probably the least likely Facebook “members” to get defriended.)

As amateur pet photography has exploded in popularity, so, too, has professional pet portraiture. Search for “pet photographer” today in any major American city, and you’re likely to be overwhelmed with options. Some will photograph your pet in a studio. Others will come to your home, and still others specialize in capturing your dog outdoors. But few are as respected as the woman I was driving to meet.

On my way to Amanda’s studio in North Adams, I drove along the historic Mohawk Trail. In the summer and fall, this scenic former Native American migratory game path is packed with visitors, many of them traveling by motorhome. On this cold and clear Saturday in February, though, I saw only a handful of cars as I rolled through the 6,400-acre Mohawk Trail State Forest, home to deep gorges and five-hundred-year-old eastern hemlock trees. The tallest tree in New England—a 171-foot eastern white pine—is also here, though its exact location is a secret.

It had snowed recently, and there were patches of white along the windy, two-lane road. As I approached North Adams, the trail dropped some seven hundred feet in two miles, necessitating an intimidating hairpin turn. If your brakes give out here, or if you’re distracted by the stunning views of the northern Berkshires, you might drive straight into the Golden Eagle, a restaurant that sits close to the road.

As I carefully navigated the turn, I saw two black Labs standing side by side in the Golden Eagle parking lot. They were waiting for their owner, a pint-sized woman with dyed red hair, smoking a cigarette as she gazed down the Hoosac Range.

Her dogs reminded me of an improbable Mohawk Trail canine survival story. In 2009, an Ohio couple, Kathy and John Dunbar, were traveling to meet a family member in Maine when they stopped along one of the trail’s many turnouts to let their two dogs relieve themselves. But when Kathy and John got back in the car, each assumed that the other had grabbed the younger dog, a Maltese Poodle mix named Mindy. It wasn’t until forty-five minutes later that they realized their mistake. They sped back and searched the area for hours, but Mindy—whom they’d nicknamed the “ghost” for her ability to surreptitiously enter or exit a room—was gone.
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