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Author’s Note

In the course of our travels, Albie and I met and talked with a lot of people. Only a few visits and conversations were planned in advance. For example, we stayed in Sacramento with my old friend and colleague Bill Monning. Bill is a lawyer who worked for many years with Cesar Chavez and the United Farm Workers of America and later California Rural Legal Assistance seeking justice for the hard-working immigrants and migrant workers who harvest our fruits and vegetables throughout California’s Central Valley. He’s now the majority leader of the California State Senate. In New Orleans, I arranged to sit down with 79-year-old JoAnn Clevenger, the legendary proprietor of Upperline, named best restaurant in the city by the New Orleans Times-Picayune in 2017. Clevenger’s remarkable life in the city has given her keen insight into what makes New Orleans, in my view, the country’s most unique city.

During some of these conversations, with JoAnn, for example, I took contemporaneous notes. But since most of our conversations were the result of chance encounters we had with strangers, some brief and some that lasted hours, I relied on memory until I could write them down, to the best of my recollection, later that day or evening. Nothing kills a spontaneous conversation like asking someone if they can wait while you get a pad of paper and a pen or, even worse, turn on a voice recorder and stick it in their face. The presence of any recording device tends to inhibit open, unguarded dialogue. I have worked hard to be faithful to the substance of all the conversations recounted in this book and believe the rendering of them to be true and accurate, even if not all are reported verbatim.

Albie and I were on a road trip. We never lingered long enough in any one place to immerse ourselves fully in the life of a community as, say, an anthropologist or sociologist would. What a traveler has to share are impressions, snapshots if you will, created from random encounters and chance events. Thus, the view offered here is kaleidoscopic and panoramic rather than microscopic. I don’t pretend to speak with authority on any of the communities we passed through. Doing that would require settling into a place, observing the rhythms of life over weeks or months, and getting to know many people well. The best the traveler can do is to be observant and aware of his or her own prejudices and preconceptions as impressions take form, impressions that are, ultimately, completely subjective. Some places impressed me favorably, some did not, and I’ll be the first to admit some of my impressions are based on limited evidence and may not be entirely fair. Maybe if we’d spent more time in Pampa, Texas, for example, I’d have loved it. But I doubt it. Albie is a less discerning traveler. He seemed to be pretty happy wherever we went, especially if there were squirrels.





Introduction

On a mild, rainy night in the spring of 2018, I patted the mattress of the bed in the dog-friendly inn where Albie and I were spending the night in Bennington, Vermont. Albie is the soulful yellow Lab and golden retriever mix our family had adopted six years before, when I was fifty-eight and he was, our vet surmised, about three. Albie hopped up on the bed and laid his head in the crook of my arm. As I had every night during our travels, I gently stroked his head, told him where we were, where we would be going tomorrow, and what a good guy he was. This night I told him we would, after nearly six weeks on the road, be going home. And I told him I loved him.

He looked at me with his deep, dark brown eyes, rolled slightly on his side to rest his body against mine, and sighed. I knew he didn’t understand. I could have been reading him “The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost, or sections of the Internal Revenue Code, it didn’t really matter. He also didn’t know where we were or why. What mattered was the sound of my voice, that he was safe and sound, and that we were together.

The safe and sound part is important. Albie had been picked up as a thin and frightened stray, a lost soul, on a country road in rural Louisiana in February of 2012, and impounded at a shelter where nearly nine of every ten dogs are “euthanized,” a bland euphemism for “killed in a gas chamber.” Against all odds, and thanks to a shelter volunteer who took a shine to him, Albie survived for five months until we found him online and vowed, without ever laying eyes on him, to set his world right.*

That night in Bennington we had nearly 9,000 miles behind us and just a couple of hundred more to go. The next night, after a stop in southern Maine, we’d be sleeping in our own beds, reunited with my wife Judy, and our two other rescue dogs, also from Louisiana, Salina and Jambalaya (Jamba for short).

During the nearly six weeks we’d been on the road, Albie and I had watched a full moon rise over the Sangre de Cristo Mountains in New Mexico, snow showers sweep across the Grand Canyon, and bison walking along the road in Yellowstone. We’d driven by massive stockyards in the Texas panhandle, through endless orange groves in California’s Central Valley, and alongside vast fields of onions in eastern Oregon. Travel around America and you’ll see where most of your food comes from.

We’d stood on the spot where the great explorer Meriwether Lewis took his life along the Natchez Trace in Tennessee, spent time in front of the hardware store in Tupelo, Mississippi, where Elvis’s mother bought his first guitar (for $7.90), and walked up and down the streets that shaped the conscience of Woody Guthrie in Okemah, Oklahoma. Albie had posed for pictures standing on a corner in Winslow, Arizona, and with curious Chinese tourists in Yosemite Valley. We’d driven through sun-splashed corridors of wild rhododendrons and dogwoods blooming along the Blue Ridge Parkway in North Carolina, in rain so heavy it was bringing down trees in Mississippi, and along remnants of old Route 66 in Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. And along the way we’d met many characters, each of whom enriched our lives in some way: restaurateurs, politicians, veterans, musicians, shopkeepers, and itinerant travelers also in search of America.

So—why did we go and how did we get to Bennington on this rainy spring night?

In 1960, as he was approaching the beginning of his seventh decade, the writer John Steinbeck hit the road with his French poodle, Charley. Steinbeck was the acclaimed author of some of the greatest works ever penned by an American writer—Of Mice and Men, The Grapes of Wrath, and East of Eden to name just a few. But in the twilight of his life he “discovered that I did not know my own country. I, an American writer, writing about America, was working from memory, and the memory is at best a faulty, warpy reservoir . . . I had not felt the country for twenty-five years. In short, I was writing of something I did not know about.” Steinbeck deemed this lapse “criminal” and set out to right this writer’s wrong.

So, he mounted a small camper on the back of a pick-up truck, called the rig Rocinante after Don Quixote’s horse, and, with Charley as his wingman, spent three months driving from his Long Island home to his native California and back. Among his provisions were the tools of his trade. To a modern-day writer most sound downright quaint: “paper, carbon, typewriter, pencils, notebooks and not only those but dictionaries, a compact encyclopedia, and a dozen other reference books, heavy ones.” Oh, and maps, the old-fashioned paper kind you spread wide on a table and then attempt, in frustration, to fold back into their original form.

The result of Steinbeck’s wanderings was a widely beloved book, Travels with Charley, which became a number one New York Times best seller. By the time Steinbeck died in 1968 it had sold more than two and a half million copies, including one to a teenage boy from Paramus, New Jersey. At ninety-five cents, it was a bargain for a trip that would take me, or more precisely my imagination, through dozens of states along backroads, byways, and highways. During the summer of 2017, at age sixty-three, I reread that very same copy of Travels with Charley, yellowed with age, barely intact, and held together with Scotch tape.

Over the years, the veracity of some of Steinbeck’s account has been questioned. Though his wife is barely mentioned as a road companion—she met him briefly in Chicago and again in Texas for Thanksgiving, he wrote—she apparently joined Steinbeck for several weeks during the journey. He purportedly spent many more nights in fine hotels than one would be led to believe. Some of his encounters along the way were with people who were more likely the product of his fertile imagination than of biological parents, or composites of several people. The introduction to the fiftieth anniversary edition of Travels with Charley cautioned readers not to take the book too literally; Steinbeck was first and foremost a novelist.

When I first read Travels with Charley, I did take all of it literally. When I reread it nearly half a century later I was a little bit more the wiser, but it didn’t dim the experience. Maybe the gumption and imagination required to undertake such an odyssey are the same qualities that cause the journeyman, or woman, to embellish from time to time. After all, an epic journey is supposed to be the stuff of legend and no one wants to come home empty-handed.

I am no stranger to the traveler on an epic journey who takes liberties with the literal truth. From 2003 to 2007, I labored to resurrect the long-lost story of my great-grandaunt, Annie Cohen Kopchovsky, who from 1894 to 1895 endeavored to become the first woman to circumnavigate the world by bicycle. A married mother of three and traveling under an assumed name (“Annie Londonderry,” adopted from the first of her many corporate sponsors),† she left Boston alone carrying only a change of underwear, a pearl-handled revolver and a hyperactive imagination. She was, quite simply, a fabulist with a casual relationship with the truth.‡ Though she cycled about 9,000 miles, many of the things she claimed to have done and seen were conjured while safely ensconced in the cabin of a steamship or the sleeping compartment of a train.

Like my own Aunt Annie’s partly apocryphal tale, Travels with Charley may not be literally true in every particular, but it remains a beautiful, witty, evocative, and quintessentially American story. A story need not be literally true in whole or in part to contain Truth.

[image: images]

As I reread Travels with Charley at age sixty-three, it occurred to me how I should spend at least part of my year at sixty-four: traveling America, roughly along Steinbeck’s route, with Albie.

When we adopted him, Albie, at about three years old, was a canine teenager. But because dogs mature on a different timetable than humans, by the time I had turned sixty-four we had arrived on the cusp of old age together. Both of us were squarely in the autumn of our lives. Perhaps, I thought, we two aging gentlemen should, like Steinbeck and Charley, reacquaint ourselves with America.

“A dog,” Steinbeck wrote in Travels with Charley, “is a bond between strangers. Many conversations en route began with, ‘what degree of dog is that?’”

Like Charley, Albie would be my calling card. I would count on him to attract passersby and ease me into conversations with strangers without them thinking I was deranged, dangerous, or slightly daft. He proved to be very much up to the task, endearing himself to countless people with his winsome good looks and his willingness to be touched and petted by everyone and anyone.

One goal of the trip was to rediscover the country I’d lived in for more than sixty-four years, but one that seemed to have slipped its moorings and drifted into dangerous waters. My intention in writing about the experience was not to embellish, as Steinbeck occasionally did, or conjure stories out of whole cloth as my great-grandaunt Annie often did, but to render a faithful accounting of my travels with Albie and what they revealed—about the country, about myself, and about my ever-deepening bond with Albie. There was no particular agenda, and there were no specific questions to answer. The premise, really, was no more complex than that in the old children’s ditty about the bear that went over the mountain. We went over the mountain, metaphorically speaking, to see what we could see.

I had last crossed the country by automobile in 1977 with my brother, Michael. Elvis died while we were somewhere in the wide-open spaces of Wyoming. More than forty years later, as for millions and millions of us, the romance of the Great American Road Trip still beckoned.

In a September 2, 2017, piece in the Wall Street Journal, the renowned travel writer Paul Theroux recounted the origins of the Great American Road Trip beginning with F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald’s experience in 1920, a trip that resulted in F. Scott’s The Cruise of the Rolling Junk.§ In my more ambitious moments I hoped to write a book as avant-garde as Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, as laugh-out-loud funny as Bill Bryson’s The Lost Continent, as meditative as William Least Heat-Moon’s Blue Highways, and as enduring as Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley—all Great American Road Trip books. I’d also like to play basketball like LeBron James, baseball like Babe Ruth, football like Tom Brady, and golf like Arnold Palmer. In my more realistic moments I just hoped man and dog would return home in one piece (well, two), and with enough material for a good book.

Though, like Steinbeck, I wanted to better understand and know the country, this was not a mission to discover some verity about Donald Trump’s America and what had led us to this peculiar and precarious moment in our history. Many other writers and pundits have taken a serious swing at those questions, and it’s been discussed and argued about ad nauseum in the media and over kitchen tables for nearly three years. There wasn’t much to add that would be new or revelatory, but one could not travel America in 2018 and not brush up against those questions at some point.

When there were discussions of politics, and it was inevitable, they happened organically. When it came up, usually I was not the one to raise the subject, something my family and friends might find downright unbelievable. And there were moments that shed some light for me on what was afoot, politically speaking, in the country. I wasn’t going to avoid the subject, not on the trip or in my book, but it wasn’t the core mission. As a news junkie who has obsessively followed national politics for decades, frankly, I needed a break from the headlines that were delivering me into a state of greater and greater despair on a daily basis. Indeed, within a couple of days on the road and with less exposure to the daily onslaught of dispiriting headlines (and Facebook) I began to relax and found my relative news blackout copacetic and mildly therapeutic.

By taking you on this journey with us, my aim is to offer a bit of a respite from the dark and depressing state of our national politics—to share a more lighthearted, heartfelt, and dog-friendly tour of America and, in the process, remind us what remains wonderful and grand and good about it, even as it seems the country is coming apart at the seams. I didn’t come home more hopeful about the future; our divide seems to be growing, not retreating, and the breakdown of civility and democracy seems to be accelerating. But I did come home feeling that most Americans, wherever they live, are fundamentally decent and less at each other’s throats than one might believe from spending time on social media or watching television where the extremes dominate our national conversation. Perhaps we will one day leverage this common decency to restore a sense of national unity. There are no easy answers for what ails us, but I did, I think, gain some insight into lives very different than my own.

Not every trip we take is life-altering or results in a profound epiphany. But an observant traveler—observant not only of what is around him (or her) but of his own feelings and responses to what is seen, heard, and experienced—can’t help but be changed in ways that may be subtle and small but nevertheless meaningful. Our journey fell squarely into this category. When we returned home, I didn’t walk into the house and announce to Judy and the dogs that we were moving to Maui to seek enlightenment through meditation or psychedelics, decide to become vegan, or resolve to buy a camper so we could drive to Alaska and gaze at the northern lights, though I would someday love to see them. I did, however, become much more aware of the biases, preconceptions, and prejudices I had packed like my toothbrush and razor. And, I came back with a better understanding of why so many Americans feel left behind and forgotten in a fast-changing world and are susceptible to the appeals of demagogues who promise to make them winners again and provide them with convenient scapegoats.

Ultimately, however, our journey was simply a personal one, no more and no less. I wanted to take in the country one more time in a single big sweep, to regain a measure of its staggering grandeur and breadth and to do so in the company of Albie, a genial and loving canine companion. That boy makes my heart leap every single day. Not only was he a passport to conversations with strangers, being with him twenty-four hours a day for six weeks forced me to be more attuned to what he was experiencing as the miles went by and to try to appreciate the world a bit more as he sees and feels and smells it.

More than mere curiosity about what lay over the mountain animated the journey, however. Though in good health and feeling no different really than in 1977 when I last crossed the country by car, this trip, I thought, might be a kind of last hurrah, a curtain call, a victory lap (celebrating what victory is unclear), a final big adventure, if not for Albie then certainly for me. Who knew if I’d ever get another chance to undertake a grand tour of America?

Born in 1953, I am squarely in the middle of the baby boom generation. We are the generation that was supposed to remain forever young. But now that we are staring down the barrel of our own mortality, who is there to sue for breach of that contract?

We try to escape the reality that our days are numbered but know we cannot. It is a time in life when we are forced to reckon with the inevitable, to take stock of our lives and the measure of our days. Each is a piece of valuable currency precisely because the supply is finite.

Perhaps the trip would help me, once and for all, wrestle to the ground, or at least to a draw, a dread of mortality that has gnawed at me for as long as I can remember, simmering like a low-grade fever. My feelings about mortality are, somewhat paradoxically, a bit like those of Samuel Hamilton, one of the principal characters in Steinbeck’s East of Eden, who rapidly descended into old age after the death of a daughter:

Samuel may have thought and played and philosophized about death, but he really didn’t believe in it. His world did not have death as a member. He, and all around him, were immortal. When real death came it was an outrage, a denial of the immortality he deeply felt, and the one crack in his wall caused the whole structure to crash. I think he thought he could always argue himself out of death. It was a personal opponent and one he could lick.

Expecting to come home completely at peace with the reality that there was far more sand in the bottom of my hourglass than the top was probably unrealistic; I just hoped it might help a little. Just months from signing up for Medicare, perhaps something about dropping out of my day-to-day routine, rarely seeing a familiar face, and living with nothing but my own thoughts and Albie for company would lead to a place of acceptance about aging. Albie would be there not just to pave the way for social interaction but also as a constant source of perspective and no small amount of joy. I am pretty much convinced that dogs cannot contemplate their own mortality. They may sense and react to threats and fight for survival if need be, but they don’t navel gaze as humans do. That’s why dogs are very present in the moment and why their joy can be so complete. I aspire to be more like Albie in that way and hoped that after spending several weeks on the road alone with him some of his sangfroid would rub off.

It didn’t. But I did come back with a much keener appreciation for home, both in the literal and figurative sense, and that’s no small matter, as anodyne as it sounds. I had missed all the little things—the garden, the white picket fence, the climbing hydrangea that grows more than fifty feet up the large oak, the way the sun sets over the backyard—and the big things—my good-natured, bighearted wife; the other dogs; our rather large village of down-to-earth, warm, and caring friends; and the old stone walls and craggy coastline of New England. Having radically altered my life and Albie’s for six weeks, I came to appreciate more keenly the life I had, rather haphazardly, managed to create by age sixty-four. And maybe that is the best we can hope for in coping with mortality: to do things that enhance our appreciation of the here and now and to be mindful about living in the present without dreading the future. Much easier said than done. Much.

Like Steinbeck, I brought notebooks along. (I take notes the old-fashioned way.) But we were otherwise differently equipped. Steinbeck had his typewriter and typing paper; I had my laptop. My cell phone served as my stereo, my reference books, my camera, my navigator and, oh yes, as my phone. One of the big advantages of Google Maps is that they don’t need to be folded. I brought a road atlas and referred to it several times, but those maps are not nearly detailed enough to help you navigate when you end up well off the beaten path because of a road closure or because you missed a turn and didn’t realize it until miles later. With Google Maps, if you have a network connection, you know exactly where you are within a matter of inches. But you don’t always have a connection, hence the road atlas.

When Steinbeck and Charley made their trip, the Interstate Highway System was in its infancy, but Steinbeck made a keen observation about these roads he called “thruways.” “When we get these thruways across the whole country,” he wrote, “it will be possible to drive from New York to California without seeing a single thing.” Albie and I traveled as much as we practically could along secondary roads, for there is little to be seen, heard, or learned at a rest stop along Interstate 90 in Ohio or Indiana that can’t be seen, heard, or learned at a rest stop along the same highway in Massachusetts or Montana. I wasn’t so much interested in driving across the country as I was in diving into it.

We drove some of the country’s most scenic roads. Some I’d driven before, such as Virginia’s Skyline Drive, which runs down the spine of the Blue Ridge Mountains and above the Shenandoah Valley. But others were new to me, such as the Natchez Trace Parkway, which runs from just south of Nashville for over 440 miles to Natchez, Mississippi, and U.S. 20, which took us across much of Idaho. With a few deviations, some for practical reasons (I couldn’t afford to be away long enough to noodle around northern Maine and New Hampshire for two weeks as Steinbeck had) and others sentimental (I wanted to see the Oklahoma birthplace of my childhood hero, Woody Guthrie, and had arranged for Albie to have a reunion with the two women in central Louisiana who saved his life), we mostly stayed true to Steinbeck’s route with Charley. Steinbeck rarely identified the specific roads he traveled, but his approximate route can be plotted by the place names he mentions. However, unlike Steinbeck, who traveled west through the northern part of the United States and then east though the southern states, we reversed the order because of the time of year. Steinbeck traveled in autumn and we traveled in spring. For Albie’s sake, I wanted the weather to be as mild as possible, not too hot or too cold, for as much of the trip as possible and that meant heading south first.

Any road trip, of course, traces a single, very narrow line, and none can lay claim to taking you anywhere near the entire country, even one that covers more than 9,000 coast-to-coast-to-coast miles. You’d have to drive up and down and back and forth like you were trying to fill in an entire Etch A Sketch to do that.¶ But by driving over 9,000 miles you can acquaint yourself with much more of the country than you can by flying or, aside from walking or biking, by any other means.

Though my travels with Albie were inspired by Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley, our aim was not an authentic re-creation of Steinbeck’s journey with Charley. What would be the point? Steinbeck had already written that book and done a damned fine job of it, too. Even if we had wanted to, no journey can truly be replicated, for every journey, as Steinbeck himself wrote, is one of a kind. Had Albie and I left Boston one day earlier, or one day later, we might have met an entirely different cast of characters. Instead of arriving at the Grand Canyon and finding several inches of fresh, wet snow on the ground and dense fog obscuring the view, we might have arrived on a perfectly warm, sunny day. It would have been a similar, but different, trip.

There were still other differences. Steinbeck’s conveyance was a camper and ours a convertible. By the time he made his trip, Steinbeck was married to his third wife; I am still married to my first. Steinbeck was nationally famous and worried he’d be recognized wherever he went (he wasn’t); to say I had no such concern would be a vast understatement.

Even if we had tried to faithfully re-create Steinbeck’s journey in every possible detail, someone would surely have chimed in, “But Albie’s a Lab and Charley was a poodle!” So, the goal wasn’t a re-creation of Steinbeck’s trip, but to use his journey as a touchstone for our own.

We went over the mountain just to see what we could see, and this is what we saw.


* Albie inspired my last two books: Rescue Road: One Man, Thirty Thousand Dogs, and a Million Miles on the Last Hope Highway (Sourcebooks, 2015) and Rescued: What Second-Chance Dogs Teach Us About Living with Purpose, Loving with Abandon, and Finding Joy in the Little Things (TarcherPerigee, 2017).




† The Londonderry Lithia Spring Water Company of Nashua, New Hampshire, paid her $100 to affix an advertising placard on her bike that simply said “Londonderry” in a stylized script that was widely familiar from the company’s ubiquitous print advertising.




‡ This journey became the subject of my first book, Around the World on Two Wheels: Annie Londonderry’s Extraordinary Ride (Citadel Press, 2007).




§ The book was a compilation of journalistic pieces originally written for Motor magazine describing a journey from Connecticut to Alabama in a car Fitzgerald called the “Rolling Junk.”




¶ For younger readers, the Etch A Sketch, introduced in 1960, is a mechanical drawing toy comprising a thin box housed in a red plastic frame with two white dials, one on the bottom left and another on the bottom right. The frame holds a clear plastic screen and inside the Etch A Sketch is aluminum powder that clings to the screen until, using the dials that mechanically control a pointed metal stylus (the left control moves the stylus horizontally, and the right one moves it vertically) causes a trace of the powder to fall into the box as the stylus traverses the underside of the screen. These traces allow you to draw pictures, the image created by the voids where the powder once was. When you are done with your picture you can begin again by shaking the box which causes the powder to again cling to the screen. Some of us, those with a little OCD, often make it a practice to clear the entire screen by meticulously tracing lines up and down and across many hundreds of times.
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PART ONE

From Here . . .







ONE


Outward Bound*


It sounds simple: pack a suitcase and some dog food, fill up the car with gas, and drive. Fat chance. No, a trip like this, especially with a dog, required some planning, some foresight, and some imagination about what might go wrong.


In the weeks before our departure, as supplies—notebooks, maps, flashlights, a tent, batteries, dog food, and a hundred other odds and ends—began to pile up in my small home office, little piles of anxiety began to accumulate in my head, too, mostly at night as I lay in bed thinking ahead to the trip.


My biggest worry was Albie. What if something happened to me? What if I got really sick, or was injured and had to go to an emergency room, or worse? Who would take care of Albie? How would I make sure he was safe? Would he somehow find his way home again? Right before we left I took a small adhesive mailing label and wrote, “In case of emergency please contact my wife,” added her name and cell phone number, and affixed it to the back of my driver’s license. I didn’t tell Judy I’d done this; not because it would have alarmed her, but because I’m always trying to convince her I’m not as neurotic as she thinks I am.


My concern about Albie wasn’t just limited to what would happen if I got sick or was injured. He was never consulted about my plan and there was no way of explaining it to him. Like most dogs, open a car door and Albie will happily leap in. He doesn’t know if we’re going around the corner, heading out for a three-hour trip, or driving two days from Boston to South Carolina as we’ve done several times. How would he fare traveling for six weeks? Would he get depressed and miss Judy and the other dogs? Would he get enough exercise? Would he act out in some way, or become aggressive toward other dogs and people? Was this entire venture fair to him?


As glamorous as the whole trip sounded—and everyone who knew about it seemed to envy me for it to one degree or another—I am a confirmed homebody and a creature of habit, so I was unsettled on many counts. But being unsettled was part of the point. Another six weeks of the usual routine didn’t promise to make much of an impact on my life, lead to any new insights, create any new memories, or change my perspective on anything. One of my hopes for this trip was to rattle my own cage a bit.


I knew nights spent in cheap motels (I was on a budget) would often feel lonely and dispiriting. Sleeping on a bed shared by thousands of itinerant strangers in bland rooms designed only to meet the basic demands of human existence is inherently depressing. In towns where nobody knows your name, and no one really cares, hours in a generic motel room can make you feel like a character in a Eugene O’Neill play. “Life is for each man a solitary cell whose walls are mirrors,” O’Neill wrote. Oy.


Right on cue, the anxiety that kept me awake at night started to infiltrate my increasingly rare sleep, too. Three weeks before we left, dreams about the trip took form.


In the first I was back in college but living out of my car. It was so hard to stay organized in that little space that I had no idea when or where my classes were meeting and couldn’t find the schedule. I was supposed to be in class but was stuck in my car not knowing where to go or when. Panic about flunking out gripped me. Then, my roommate (my real-life college roommate, Jerry), who seemed oddly detached, got in the passenger seat and a stranger got into the driver’s seat and claimed it was his car and he was driving it home. When asked for proof of ownership he told me the car was registered to Lululemon, the clothing company. I know; it didn’t make any sense to me either.


In the next dream, I’d ridden my bike across the country and was in Cannon Beach, Oregon, where we had vacationed in real life for twenty years as our kids were growing up. Just as I was about to head back East, a bunch of children started harassing me, my front tire went flat, and I was totally flummoxed by how my cell phone operated. When I woke up the next morning, I added Eric Clapton and Steve Winwood’s haunting 2009 rendition of “Can’t Find My Way Home” to my trip playlist.


Initially, my plan was to make the trip in summer. Isn’t that the American dream? Driving the open road when the sun shines and the air is warm? But it’s also the worst time to travel by car with a dog. There would inevitably be times when I’d need to run into a grocery store, visit a restroom, or spend an hour in a laundromat, places Albie might not be allowed to go. He’s perfectly fine waiting in the car when it’s cool outside, but the inside of a car can heat up to dangerous levels within minutes on a hot day, even with the windows at half-mast. For his sake, making the trip in spring, when cooler weather prevailed, made more sense. Though he didn’t say so, perhaps the same considerations are what led Steinbeck to make his trip in autumn.


The decision to go in spring made sense for another reason: Why travel when everyone else is, when kids are out of school and millions of families are hitting the road for summer vacation? The roads would be less congested in spring, the competition for space in state and national parks far less keen (or so I thought) and hotels, motels, and restaurants would be less crowded (that proved to be true).


These were the practical, prosaic reasons for traveling in spring, but there was a more sentimental, maybe poetic reason, too. Given my obsession with mortality, maybe this little odyssey would be a spring-like rebirth, as I entered what was almost certain to be the last decade or two of my life. There’s no flipping the hourglass back over, but maybe, just maybe, this adventure would be a new beginning of sorts.


So, just days after deciding I should spend part of my “summer of 64” traveling with Albie, I reconsidered. Spring, for reasons practical and symbolic, it would be. Since we would be traveling with the special dispensation of my wife, Judy, who was suspiciously enthusiastic about my being away for a good stretch and who would remain at home with Salina and Jamba, we couldn’t be away indefinitely. Six weeks seemed about right. We chose, or I chose, April 15 as the day for our departure, not because an astrologer said it would be an auspicious date to leave, but because the calendar said that if we left on April 15 and traveled for six weeks we’d be home by Memorial Day weekend, the unofficial start of the busy summer travel season.


The plan was to try and average a reasonable two hundred miles a day, a distance we could easily cover between breakfast and early afternoon, giving us the rest of each day and evening to take long walks and soak up the local atmosphere of wherever we happened to stop that day. Averaging two hundred miles a day we could make it to the West Coast—to Steinbeck’s hometown of Salinas, California—and then back to New England in six weeks, enough time for everything at home to fall apart. Judy isn’t exactly what you’d call skilled in the housekeeping arts—I’m the compulsive, organized, neat one that stands between order and chaos, the guardian of our galaxy—and it might take her weeks to realize a pipe had sprung a leak in the basement or that she’d left the oven on for eight days, if ever. Judy often has many things on her mind at once and has been known to put the orange juice away in the microwave thinking it was the fridge, only to be discovered days later. So, on top of the anxiety of making a cross-country trip with a large dog, there was the fear that we might return home a few weeks hence with no habitable place to live.†


For nearly a year, on and off, I pondered the logistics of a road trip with a seventy-five-pound yellow Lab. Nothing was more vexing than the challenge of making the most of very little space. The trunk of my small car is, well, small, even more so with the top down because that’s where it’s stored when you’re traveling topless, so to speak. There is a back seat but it, too, is small and Albie would be occupying the back seat, both because it’s safer and because he could lie down comfortably there. Everything would have to fit either in the trunk (accounting for top-down travel) or in the front passenger seat.


I planned on one small travel-size suitcase, a day pack, and a sleeping bag for me; a small tent for both us; a five-gallon jug for water; and a large container to keep his food fresh. This wasn’t going to be a camping trip—we planned to stay mostly in dog-friendly motels and occasionally with friends and family—but I hoped to camp at Grand Canyon. Other necessities were food and water bowls, poop bags, a cooler, several pairs of shoes, jackets for all weather, and the hundred and one last minute must-haves that always come to mind as you’re about to back out of the driveway—a first aid kit, an extra fleece, a spare leash, that second pair of sneakers.


Giving my rig, such as it was, a name as if it were a yacht, as Steinbeck did, seemed a wee bit pretentious so, after careful deliberation, I decided to refer to it as “the car.”


Normally, April 15 in New England can somewhat safely be called spring. In 2018, the Boston Marathon was to be held the next day, April 16 (it’s always on the third Monday in April), and it’s often run in warm, even hot weather, though cool and rainy is possible, too. Visions of leaving with the sun shining in our faces and the wind riffling our hair or, in Albie’s case, his fur, filled my head. I’d even planned a very detailed route from our Massachusetts home all the way to Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, that would take us on scenic backroads through Connecticut and along the Delaware River outside of Port Jervis, New York.


But the spring had so far been a bust. One early-April day, several inches of snow fell, and throughout the first part of the month the temperatures struggled to escape the forties. Before our scheduled departure the forecast got worse with each passing day. By Friday, April 13, the forecast for Sunday, April 15, was miserable: a high temperature of thirty-five with wind and freezing rain. Never mind putting the top down, without snow tires my car is an adventure in wintry weather. Farther south, in the places we expected to be within a few days—Virginia and North Carolina—the weather looked perfect for cruising the Skyline Drive and the Blue Ridge Parkway. Having lived in Charlottesville, Virginia, for a year in the early 1980s, I knew the exquisite beauty and intoxicating air of an Appalachian spring and was eager to get there.


We hadn’t even backed out of the driveway and already our plans were in disarray. I’d booked dog-friendly motel rooms for the first five nights and now had to decide whether to leave a day early to beat the freezing rain, a day or two later and have to rebook all the reservations and lose some deposits, or stick with the original plan and hope for the best. The best laid plans, especially when planning a trip, are often pointless. Steinbeck himself had warned me.


“When the virus of restlessness begins to take possession of a wayward man,” he wrote in the introduction to Travels with Charley, “and the road away from Here seems broad and straight and sweet, the victim must first find in himself a good a sufficient reason for going.” That I had done. “Next he must plan his trip in time and space, choose a direction and a destination.” That, too, I had done. “And last he must implement the journey. How to go, what to take, how long to stay. . . . Once a journey is designed, equipped, and put in process, a new factor enters and takes over. A trip . . . is an entity, different from all other journeys. It has personality, temperament, individuality, uniqueness. A journey is a person in itself; no two are alike and all plans, safeguards, policing and coercion are fruitless . . . we do not take a trip; a trip takes us. Tour masters, schedules, reservations, brass-bound and inevitable, dash themselves to wreckage on the personality of the trip. Only when this is recognized can the blown-in-the-glass bum relax and go along with it. Only then do the frustrations fall away. In this a journey is like a marriage. The certain way to be wrong is to think you control it.”


Thus, on the morning of April 14, I decided we should leave that afternoon, a day earlier than planned, and hope that by getting just a bit south, even to Connecticut, we would avoid the freezing rain forecast for Boston and stay on schedule. But since the forecast for the Northeast in general looked pretty dismal for the next couple of days, we scrapped the scenic route to Pennsylvania I had so meticulously written out on index cards. We’d head down to coastal Connecticut via the Interstate, have dinner with my younger son, Noah, who lives in Pound Ridge, New York, and spend the first night in nearby Norwalk, Connecticut. On the second day, the fifteenth, we’d drive through northern New Jersey and into Pennsylvania, again on the Interstate, all in an effort to hasten our way to fairer weather.


So, at about two o’clock on afternoon of the fourteeneth, after nearly a year of anticipation, hours of packing and repacking, several hours of house maintenance instructions for Judy, and last-minute trips to Petco, CVS, and my therapist, I hugged Judy and each of the other dogs goodbye, hustled Albie into the car, took a deep breath, and put the key in the ignition.




* “Outward Bound” was a song written by the folk singer Tom Paxton and released in 1966.







† Things were pretty much in order when we did return home, except that Judy forgot to pay one bill: our mortgage.












TWO


Jersey Boys


For more than sixty years I’ve been wearing out the roads of Connecticut. While growing up in northern New Jersey, we were always making car trips to Boston to visit my grandparents and other relatives. My mother was born and raised in Brookline, Massachusetts, and her entire family was still in the Boston area. When I went off to college in Amherst, Massachusetts, and later to Boston College Law School, I traveled to and from home in New Jersey via Connecticut countless times. Then Judy, who also grew up in northern Jersey, and I were married and had kids, and both sets of grandparents lived in New Jersey. Actually, more than two sets since her parents were divorced as were mine and all lived in New Jersey either with second spouses, companions or, in my mother’s case, alone. That’s a lot of trips to see Grandma and Grandpa and Ellen and Papa Gus and Helen and Nana and Poppy. So, to say I am familiar with the drive through Connecticut is like saying Yo-Yo Ma is familiar with the cello. I can visualize almost every mile of Interstate 84 from Union to Danbury.


It was disappointing that we’d be unable to drive my well-planned scenic route along the backroads of Connecticut and into New York State, but those are the breaks. The consolation was that we’d have a chance to see Noah. Less than a year out of college, he was working his dream job in the virtual and augmented reality labs at IBM Research in Yorktown Heights, New York, about an hour north of New York City. That, in itself, was something of a miracle since the kid never even prepared a résumé and might never have gotten around to it anyway. IBM found him after he posted a short video about his senior project in virtual reality on Reddit, a social media site. Talk about a break!


Because the roads we traveled that afternoon were so familiar, and we were only driving about three hours, it didn’t feel at all like we were at the beginning of a long journey. If, after dinner with Noah, I’d gotten cold feet, we could have been home well before midnight. As Steinbeck wrote in Travels with Charley, “In long-range planning for a trip, I think there is a private conviction that it won’t happen.” Amen to that.


Saturday, April 14, was overcast and cool and the trees along the Massachusetts Turnpike to Sturbridge were brown and bare. What a stingy spring it had been. But as we crossed into Connecticut a little south of Sturbridge, the skies brightened briefly, and the temperatures rose from the low forties to about fifty. Just fifty miles west and a little south of Boston there were a few, but just a few, signs of spring. A handful of roadside forsythia were starting to bloom, and we spotted a few daffodils and hyacinth, even a few green buds on some of the trees. This wasn’t entirely surprising; it’s often just a tad warmer inland.


As we neared New Haven and drove through the town of Hamden to try and get around some traffic on the Wilbur Cross Parkway, I caught a brief glimpse of a very elderly man at the end of a driveway, turning back toward his house. He was shuffling slowly along using a walker. A few wisps of unruly white hair strayed from his scalp and his clothing was rumpled and ill-fitting. He was in view for just a few seconds, but the image of this old man, clearly near the end of his days, stayed with me throughout the trip. I can still see him quite clearly. Wasn’t this, after all, why we were taking to the road to begin with? To have at least one more big adventure while we still could, before all the sand in our hourglass had just about run out?


I have often wondered how people stay sane when they reach a state of decrepitude. Unless dementia has robbed you of your self-awareness, how do you get through each day as a shadow of your former self? How do you carry on knowing that your circumstances aren’t going to get better? I’m not sure who said it, but my brother told me years ago that someone was once asked, “What’s the hardest part of getting older?” and the reply was, “Remembering when I was young.”


As I glimpsed this elderly man for a couple of more seconds in my rearview mirror I wondered: who was he? What life did he live? Was he happy with it? What goes through his mind as he shuffles slowly up and down his driveway? I would never know. But I do know this: having had a date with cancer in my early fifties, a cancer with a good prognosis but a set of surgical complications that left me wondering what I’d be willing to endure if I’d had a bad one, I don’t want to outlive myself. In other words, I want to live, not just exist, until I die.


Steinbeck, too, had pondered these questions as he considered the trip he was about to take with Charley. “[I]n my own life,” he wrote, “I am not willing to trade quality for quantity . . . I see too many men delay their exits with a sickly, slow reluctance to leave the stage. It’s bad theater as well as bad living.” Words to live by.


Noah has always been one of the most guileless, and dryly funny, people I’ve ever known. He’s six feet four inches tall now and all of about 150 pounds. For years we struggled to separate him from the video screens and computers that were his obsession, thinking he was wasting his time. It was now nearly a year after his college graduation and Judy and I thoroughly expected that he’d be living at home, glued to his computer and sleeping until midafternoon while we harangued him to get his résumé together and look for a job. And that might have happened but for that stroke of incredible luck that led IBM to find him.


Noah has always had an unusual turn of mind, a sideways way of looking at the world. When he was in third grade, we were summoned for a conference to discuss some problems he was having in school. The children had been given an evaluation that included answering true or false to fifty statements. Noah only got through the first handful of questions. Why? Because one of those true/false statements was this: “Birds can fly.” As Noah explained to us and the special education staff at our meeting, he knew most birds could fly, but he also knew that penguins and ostriches are birds and they can’t fly. So, he was stuck. Rather than soldier on, he simply stopped, turning the question over and over in his head, unsure how to proceed.
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