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			This one’s for my dad, who taught me how to read and how to fish and how to pet a dog and a lot more than that, I’m sure. But I think he’ll agree—those are the important things.

		

	
		
			
				This monster of a land, this mightiest of nations, this spawn of the future, turns out to be the macrocosm of microcosm me.

				—John Steinbeck
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			1

			 

			There are trips you plan your whole life and never take. You look at maps and you look at pictures so your daydreams have images. You say, Next summer, I’ll go to Europe. One long weekend, we’ll drive down to Austin. One day I’ll drive all the way to California. Christmas break, when I come home, I’ll take you to the beach. But you keep putting it off. You don’t have the money, or you don’t have the time, or your car won’t make it.

			You leave for the Air Force and your friend goes to college in Oklahoma. You write her letters from South Carolina. You come home to visit and she comes by to show you her new old car. She says the speakers work in this one. She says this one will make it to Carolina. She wants to drive around the block but you don’t get in. Years later, you’ll rack your brain, but you cannot remember why. She wanted to tell you something. You write her letters from a base in Carolina and then from a desert an ocean away, and you make a plan. She’ll start driving when you start flying back to your base in South Carolina. You’ll drive to the beach and show her the ocean she’s never seen.

			You call home one night, a few weeks before your tour of duty in Saudi ends. Your brother answers. When he says your name, his voice breaks. He says she’s gone. Your friend has died only a few months before she turned twenty-one. She never saw the ocean. And all you can think is why didn’t you get in the car. She was going to tell you something.

			It’s the kind of thing that’ll haunt you twenty years later. You’d think I’d have learned one thing—take the trip. Get in the goddamn car. Sometimes Christmas doesn’t come. But I got out of the Air Force and had to get a job, and another. I didn’t have money or vacation days. Life just keeps on happening while you’re trying to keep your head above water.

			

			—

			When I moved back to Austin in August 2021, I didn’t have a dog, or a job. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a writer anymore. Even if I had been, I didn’t know what I wanted to write about—certainly not myself. I’d just spent several years writing a book of essays about my life. It had been released in April. I’d had about enough of me. Then an editor at Texas Highways magazine, Mike Hoinski, threw me something of a lifeline, or rather, wouldn’t stop emailing me until I came up with something like a story idea.

			The story I sold the editor was something my grandpa told me about from when he was a kid in Shamrock, Texas, during the Dust Bowl. He was in his nineties and suffering from Alzheimer’s when he told me the story. I’d been over at my dad’s, watching my grandfather so my dad could run errands. We were sitting on the porch and my grandpa tried once again to persuade me to rob a bank with him. The robbing-a-bank thing had become something between a recurring joke and an obsession. We never settled on who’d be the getaway driver. That he was legally blind somehow didn’t help my argument. But I was never entirely sure he was kidding about the robbing-a-bank thing.

			He had good reason to hold a grudge against banks. When he was a kid, the bank had taken the ranch, and his horse. He always teared up when he talked about the horse. But this one afternoon, sipping the beer I’d smuggled him because he was in his nineties and I thought he deserved a beer on occasion, my grandpa dropped a story I’d never heard. How Bonnie and Clyde had hidden in his family’s barn. I told my editor I didn’t know if the story was true or my grandpa was pulling my leg. And, like a good editor, Mike said, “So go to Shamrock and find out. That’ll be the story.”

			Shamrock is a blip of a town up in the Panhandle of Texas, just across the line from Oklahoma on Interstate 40. I’d probably driven past it fifty times, never once stopped, not even for gas. Shamrock sits between Oklahoma City, where we lived for a while when I was a kid, and Amarillo, where my grandma, my other grandma, lived. On that four-hour drive, you fill up before you leave town, and you don’t need gas until you get to Oklahoma City or Amarillo. If we stopped, it was Elk City, the halfway point, and only if someone needed to pee. My parents weren’t the type to be swayed by requests for a Happy Meal when we were two hours from home or grandma’s house.

			If you’re coming up from Austin, there’s no interstate to Shamrock. You have to take the state highways through towns like Anson and Guthrie and Paducah as the landscape flattens out from the Hill Country. The towns are deserted, the main streets just empty windows painted with “Go Tigers” or whatever the local football team is named. Then a courthouse. Some more boarded-up stores, those flat prairie buildings with wide, flat awnings. You can still imagine horses tied out front. Maybe a Model T. Then, at the edge of town, a Dollar General. Past the town, ranches, and farms. A wind farm. Slow down for giant combine harvesters on the two-lane highway.

			I got to Shamrock late in the evening and drove to the center, where the old Route 66 bisects the town. Then for no real reason but curiosity, I got on Interstate 40 and drove across the Oklahoma state line, where I took an exit to nowhere, or it’s nowhere now. It’s called Texola, one of those towns that used to be a filling station and a café. Both of those are closed. The one-room jail survived while most of the buildings collapsed. I wanted to drive a little of the old Route 66, and here it runs parallel to the interstate that made it obsolete.

			I’d like to think my Route 66 obsession comes from books, but I think it’s just that I spent my teenage years in Amarillo, where another part of 66 is preserved. I remember asking my mom about the highway. She said it ran from Chicago to Los Angeles, and Route 66 was the road people took to California. Later, she bought me a copy of On the Road. Some of this may be why I was always planning the type of road trip I’d never take. The destinations changed. The dreaming was the point, like buying a lottery ticket. For a couple of days, you have a fun little daydream about not being trapped. But the reality of road trips never matched any sort of dream—not the good kind anyway.

			Driving down 66, I thought this might be the closest I’d get. A road trip where I wasn’t in a hurry. I wasn’t in a fight. No one was aggressively sighing in the passenger seat. I’d make enough money from the story that I wasn’t worried about where I’d sleep or if my card would work at the next gas station. I didn’t have to check in with anyone. Didn’t have to race home to sleep a few hours before going back to work. I rolled the windows down and took my time.

			The condition of the road changed every few hundred feet, from old concrete to freshly tarred blacktop to the remains of concrete held together by potholes. Still, with semis blowing past me on the interstate just over my shoulder, Route 66 seemed like a more civilized way to travel. I rolled back into Shamrock at sunset, and if I squinted just right, ignored the billboards, I could imagine when the town was alive.

			For a few days, I walked around Shamrock, talking to strangers, trying to get quotes for the story. There was no reason I’d have talked to these people otherwise, less reason they’d talk to me. I wondered how long it had been since they’d seen an outsider except to sell a Route 66 coffee mug. The town was a museum of a highway that died when the interstate passed it by. You’ve seen the Pixar movie.

			It’s a strange thing, going from Austin to a place like Shamrock. In Austin, you can almost forget you’re in Texas, or you can forget that Texas is more than string lights and outlaw country and taco trucks.

			I had a box of masks on my passenger seat, but I left them there, unworn. If I’d mentioned this on Twitter, a few thousand people would’ve spent the day kicking me in the teeth. But I was already a six-foot-tall lesbian with a haircut that had grown out a little from “lesbian going through some shit,” but not enough. The mask eliminated any chance I might be confused for just “a little country.” It had become a symbol that meant I didn’t belong in this town. I was pretty sure if I walked into a place wearing a mask, said, Hey, I’m doing a story…, I wouldn’t get to finish the sentence. They’d think I was there to mock them. There was plenty of material—a sign in a café warning me I’d be shot for not saying the pledge or standing during the anthem. There was no anthem playing when they handed me a polystyrene bucket of iceberg lettuce and a couple mealy tomatoes drenched in ranch.

			I didn’t make any jokes, not out loud. I needed these people to talk to me. I’d never interviewed a person for a story. I was determined to get this right. With my ninety-nine-cent composition pad, because I’m both cheap and refuse to become one of those writers who talks a lot about notebooks and pens and never writes anything, I thought I looked like a way-too-old college student doing a research paper. I’ve been that person too.

			Anytime I walked into a building, I expected some sort of record scratch. But I’d forgotten what makes Texas, specifically the Texas that isn’t a major city, so goddamn confusing. Why the politics are so hard to understand. People are polite and friendly. Always. To a fault. They have terrible opinions and worse beliefs fed to them by preachers and cable news and a political party that decided long ago, correctly, that if you stoke enough prejudice, enough fear, point at an easily recognizable enemy—that brown guy, the drugs, the welfare cheats, the Hollywood liberals, those queers—these farmers, whose farms are kept alive by subsidies, who never once met a queer (that they knew of) and would never get a long-enough vacation to go much farther than Branson, who break their backs to pay off the combine and barely break even, if that: They’ll vote for what’s killing their land, for what’s guaranteeing they’ll die choking on their debt. You can still find one or two who remember that they’ve seen all this before.

			My grandfather was one of those who remembered. He remembered how the dust swallowed his family’s ranch before the bank took what was left. How bank robbers were heroes. It’s why I was in Shamrock. These people talked like my grandpa. But I doubted any of them were about to tell me not to take any wooden nickels and never vote for a Republican. You’d never know, except for the bumper stickers and thumbtacked printed-out memes about who they’d like to shoot. But they don’t just walk up to you and tell you they think you’ll burn in hell. Anywhere I went, I was met with a friendly “Howdy. What can I do you for?”

			I’d say, “I’m doing a story for Texas Highways,” and they were kind to me, helpful even. It helps that Texans love Texas Highways. Every grandma, dentist, law firm, and real estate office in Texas subscribes to Texas Highways. Texans put Texas Highways on their coffee tables because the cover is pretty. There are usually wildflowers. And it says “Texas” on it. Texans fucking love shit that says “Texas” on it. The only thing they love more is anything shaped like Texas, like a swimming pool, hot tub, cutting board, or hotel waffles. As soon as I said the words “Texas Highways,” it was like I’d uttered the secret code that unlocked an entirely new level of Texas friendliness. I started thinking this was fun as hell. I felt like a real writer. I was carrying a notebook and everything. I started thinking I’d gotten it wrong about these people.

			At night, I’d go back to my room at the Route 66 Inn, where I had to stand on a wobbly chair to flip on the ancient, wheezing air conditioner. I’d try to read or sleep or work on my story, but nothing changed the fact that I was alone in a way I hadn’t been in a long damn time. It’d been nearly a year since my dog had died, and I still didn’t know how to sleep without hearing him snore. Didn’t know how to take a walk off leash. Was still finding dog hair in places like the bottom of my laptop bag. Still getting choked up about it. I’d kept the loneliness at bay as best I could by staying busy. But the loneliness kept creeping back.

			My dog had died during the pandemic, just before that Christmas when we all argued about whether Christmas parties were super-spreader events. I don’t need to describe those days. You were there. I don’t need to tell you it was hard enough to be alone, but to be alone without my dog, goddamn. After the vaccines, after my book came out, I broke down in my brother’s backyard, telling him I didn’t know what to do with myself. This was up in Massachusetts, where he lives in a suburb with his wife and then eleven-year-old kid. He said, “Move in here. We could use some help with the kid.” So I did.

			I spent the summer playing nanny to my niece—making her sandwiches with the crusts cut off for lunch, driving her to a friend’s house, only to get a text before I pulled onto my brother’s street. I’d park in front of the house where I’d just dropped her off, and she’d run outside with her friend. “We need a ride to the ice cream shop. Can you pick us up in an hour? But don’t wait in the parking lot. We’ll look like babies. Can I have five dollars?”

			I had a short-lived fling with a Brown professor who brought a parasol to a pool party and got mad that I was playing with my niece in the pool instead of making out with her. Huge red flag, according to my niece. I feel it’s important, for scene-setting purposes, to make clear that this was a pool party at a house in the suburbs with an aboveground pool. My niece still teases me about the time I brought the vampire home.

			When the summer ended, I went back to Austin. Didn’t know where else to go. But once I’d unloaded my truck, I couldn’t stand being alone in my apartment. All I could think about was that I missed having a dog. Without a dog to walk and feed and talk to, I didn’t know what to do with an entire day. I told myself I didn’t need to get a dog: I was going to travel. I had the time, finally. No book to finish. No job. A little bit saved up. Maybe I’d finally do that road trip. Actually take my time. Maybe I’d go to Europe. Maybe I wouldn’t come back. But I had just signed a lease for an apartment in a building that allowed dogs.

			In September, when I took that trip to Shamrock, the corner of my living room back in Austin was still a pile of boxes. I’d made a run to Ikea for a bed and a mattress, a few basics like trash cans and a shower curtain. But I hadn’t even bought a couch yet. It was all I could do to not open a rescue website and search for a dog. I feel like I made a valiant effort to resist the itch. But in that motel room in Shamrock, I fell off the wagon. Blame the single dog hair trapped in my keyboard. Blame the loneliness. Blame the fly beating itself against the window. I opened the rescue website and scrolled, and there was a dog’s face smiling back at me.

			The dog I knew I needed was listed as “Male, 40 lbs, Cattle Dog mix, 4 yrs.” I sent an email asking to meet him. I tried to sound casual. I wasn’t desperate. I wasn’t even sure I wanted another dog.

			The next afternoon, I still hadn’t heard back about the dog. I thought, Well, maybe I really shouldn’t get a dog. I need to work on my story anyway.

			I’d learned a lot in Shamrock—about Shamrock, about Bonnie and Clyde, about why you don’t smoke a joint before walking into a small-town museum: You might find yourself trapped in an endless maze of haunted porcelain dolls. Hadn’t learned shit about my grandfather. I decided it would still make a good story, about how maybe he did meet Bonnie and Clyde, about how sometimes you never know. Sometimes it’s enough that an old man told you a good story.

			I checked out of the motel, and in the evening, I headed south toward Austin. Farm dogs darted out past their fences in a game of chicken no one wants to win. I thought of stealing one. But I try to not commit felonies in Texas, where I assume everything’s a felony. If there was any doubt, eventually I pulled up at an Allsup’s gas station outside Childress, where the main industry is a state prison called the Roach Unit.

			I was filling up the tank when the cashier, a kid who’d been leaning up against the doors of the convenience store, smoking a cigarette, asked about my plates, or rather, if the Disabled Veteran plates were mine. I said something like “Yeah. Long time ago.”

			He asked where I was from and I said, “Austin.” I hadn’t been paying much attention to him. I’d been trying to decide if I was going to bother cleaning my windshield.

			He said, “I’m going Army.” That was it. Just the announcement.

			People think there’s an accent out in that part of Texas, and there is. Some of it’s affected, by cowboys and old ladies who say things like “What can I do ya for?” But mostly people talk in a sort of shorthand.

			I forgot about the windshield and looked at him for a moment, his purple nails and the pink streak in his hair, the fuck-you queerness of a kid who’d had his ass beat for it more than once. I realized, while we were standing there under the fizzing lights, that I’d been lulled into a false sense of security by all those old ladies in Shamrock. Out here, our hair and nails meant something, as did his announcement to a complete stranger that he’d joined the Army.

			I’d spent a lot of time on social media, had just published a book about my time in the military. I’d been called an imperialist on more than one occasion. But the people online who’d call him an imperialist never grew up poor and queer in a place like Childress, Texas, where the closest big city isn’t even Amarillo, if you can call Amarillo a big city, and I don’t, because it isn’t. The closest big city is Lawton, Oklahoma, which isn’t a big city either, but the population is over fifty thousand and therefore meets the definition of “city.” Even Lawton’s a two-hour drive, if you’re speeding.

			A lot of these towns you don’t stop in. No one stops in Childress, Texas. You don’t need to stop in Childress. You’re almost to Lawton, or to Lubbock or Wichita Falls or Amarillo. What I’m saying is it’s isolated in every way. The odds of seeing a queer person he didn’t already know were pretty slim.

			It’s hard to capture the utter fucking hopelessness unless you’ve been to these towns. We don’t live in a country with a lot of options. Maybe you get into college. Maybe you get some financial aid or a scholarship. Maybe you saddle yourself with student loans that’ll force you to move back in with your parents in the shitty town you were so desperate to leave. Or you can join the military. If college were free, we’d have to reinstate the draft. But it’s not and never will be free so long as there’s an endless supply of poor kids from shitty towns desperate for a way out. Some of those kids are queer.

			I didn’t know many people in the military who came from big cities. A lot of farm kids. A lot of kids from mining and factory towns, or what was left after the factory or mine shut down. More than a few joked that the recruiter was their only friend in high school. Tennessee, Ohio, and Texas seemed to be overrepresented. Drive through any place like Childress and you’ll see the billboards: Marines. Army. Air Force. Navy. They’re all selling the same thing—hope. Hope for a future anyplace but here.

			I remembered that feeling after I joined the Air Force, in a strip mall next to a nail salon. I was so excited to leave, and absolutely terrified I’d just fucked up my life before it began. I told the gas station attendant, “I’m actually from Amarillo. I did Air Force to get out.”

			He said, “Air Force wouldn’t take me.”

			I said, “They’re dicks anyway. The Army’s probably a good call. I think they promote people faster. More money.” I had no idea if the Army was a good choice, but he’d already made it, probably in a strip mall next to a nail salon.

			He said he’d heard that too, about promotions in the Army. He said they’d let him pick his MOS, his job. The Marines recruiter hadn’t. I told him he didn’t want to be a Marine. They’re all bottoms. I got the laugh I wanted. I asked what he got, and he said medic.

			I said, “Lot smarter than me. You got something you can use when you get out.”

			He said, “Paramedics don’t make anything.”

			I didn’t know if that was true. But I said, “Well, don’t fucking come back here when you get out. Go to nursing school or something.” Funny how I start channeling my mother.

			“I’m gonna.” He stepped on his cigarette and asked, “Is Austin cool?”

			I remembered that too. It’s why I live in Austin. From where we were standing, you can see forever and there’s nothing out there. The cities on television don’t seem real. But you grow up hearing people talk shit about Austin, one of the favorite pastimes in Texas when there’s no football to talk about—that city full of hippies and queers. You think of Austin like the goddamn promised land. And your piece-of-shit car can probably make the drive.

			I skipped the cynical answer: that Austin’s changed a lot, that the people who made it so lovably weird—all those hippies and queers, the musicians and artists who grew up in places like Childress and came to Austin to make it—not many can afford to live in Austin anymore. But the truth seems a little fuzzy in a gas station parking lot when all a kid wants to know is if there’s a place he can go where he won’t have to be afraid. Or maybe I was projecting. I said, “It’s pretty cool. You can still sometimes afford a shithole where your stove burners don’t work.”

			He said, “My boyfriend’s freaking out.”

			“About the Army?”

			He shrugged. “Thinks I’ll get fucked with. Or, like, killed and shit.”

			I said, “I hear it’s a lot better these days.” Then, because I thought he needed to hear it, and because it was the truth, I added, “Honestly, it wasn’t even that bad in the nineties. Most of us were raised on MTV. Most people didn’t give a shit. It’s just that if they did, there wasn’t shit you could do, because of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. It’s even less cool to be a bigoted piece of shit now. And the Army’s not going to let anyone fuck with you.”

			He said, “Okay.”

			I said, “You’ll be okay.”

			He shrugged. “At least I won’t die here.” And he waved his arm to indicate the Allsup’s, or Childress, or Texas.

			I was heading back to my car, and I don’t know why, but I needed to know. I turned back around. “You ever seen the ocean?”

			He shook his head. “Nope.”

			I felt bad then for asking. I said, “This probably sounds stupid. But the first time you get leave, don’t come home. It won’t be like you imagine. Go see the ocean.”

			He said, “Yeah. Okay.” And kind of laughed. I didn’t blame him. Another asshole giving him advice.

			I was thinking on the drive home that he’d probably be alright. He’d do his four years and nothing would happen. I wasn’t thinking, then, how quickly things can change; how all it takes for people to show their worst is permission. But maybe he’d be okay. Maybe he’d need a dog when the quiet got too loud.

			

			—

			I got home to Austin, and the quiet of my empty apartment was still too loud. I couldn’t sleep. I wanted to fly somewhere, maybe to an ocean. But I’ve seen a few now. What had I not seen? I wanted to go for a walk. But you’re not allowed to walk around at night without a dog. You look like a fucking creep. I got up and worked on the Shamrock story and told myself, This is great. You have more time to write without a dog. You can stay up until 4 a.m. and not have to wake up to walk him.

			In the morning, I had an email. I could come meet the dog.

			I tried to talk myself out of it one last time for good measure. Getting a dog was a mistake. It wasn’t just the heartbreak of losing my last dog. Dogs ruin everything. For ten years, I’d had a dog who hated being in the car. I don’t mean that he’d whine or drool. I mean that he’d shat himself, and my seats, more than once. I kept telling myself I didn’t need a dog, like trying to talk a kid out of a Happy Meal. You have dinner at home. You can travel. This is the time you have to travel. Dogs take up too much time. You do not have time for a dog.

			I needed a dog.

			I met him at his foster home, where they told me he was a great dog. What else are they going to say? Wouldn’t have mattered. He trotted in from the backyard and jumped up to say hi and was nearly eye to eye with me. Forty pounds my ass. He was twice as big as the website claimed. He had honey eyes and short, dun-colored fur in a double coat with an asymmetrical white strip down his face and webbed toes. I wasn’t sure what he was. But he was not a cattle dog.

			When he was done jumping, he settled into what I’d learn is his signature move: sitting on his butt with his front paws on your knees and making what I swear he practices as his cute face. Then he rolled onto his back. The foster parents said he’d bitten a kid. Interesting choice to lead with, but I guess they wanted to get it out of the way. I think they were waiting for me to flinch.

			I didn’t flinch. The foster couple had three kids. They said kids played rough and had friends over all the time. He’d never shown any sign of aggression. They said the bite wasn’t his fault.

			They were talking over each other like couples do. Each finishing the other’s sentences. Not in a rude way. Just adding color to the other’s story until it was their turn again. They said it was during the ice storm. Did I remember the ice storm?

			I did. I told them the short version. (If you want to make a Texan happy…I don’t know why you would. Maybe they’ve got a gun. Ask a Texan their ice storm story. They’re dying to tell you about the week in February 2021, when our governor left us to freeze while one of our senators hightailed it to Cancún.) My story was that I’d come down from Massachusetts for a visit and got trapped another week. I’d been staying at my nephew’s out by Lake Travis. We lost power after the first day. By the fourth day, I might’ve bitten a child too, but it was too cold to get out of my sleeping bag.

			They said their power was out, but they’d had a fireplace at least. They’d picked up the dog at Austin Pets Alive when a plea went out: We’ve lost power. Anyone who can, come pick up a dog to foster. Like many Austinites, they did. But another family had been staying with them. Too many people in the house. It was stressful. The dog, just out of the shelter, now in a house full of people he didn’t know, had been hiding in the kitchen to sleep. The kid tripped and fell on him. You can see how it could happen, they said. We kept fostering him, they said.

			I looked at the doofus of a dog lying on his back with his legs in the air. He didn’t seem like a killer.

			They said he did growl at the guy, the kid’s dad. Maybe he’s just not great with men. Or with kids landing on him in his sleep.

			The foster dad said, “Maybe they’re just assholes. You ever a meet a person and hate their whole family? It was like that. He just didn’t like any of them. The whole family. He loves everyone else.”

			The rescue coordinator said he’d been returned four times. I promised I wasn’t bringing him back. He was handed over to me once I assured them that I worked from home, and that as a forty-five-year-old lesbian, there was little chance of accidental childbirth. I also promised to keep him in a crate. But we all say things we don’t mean. For example, they’d said he was a forty-pound cattle dog. A DNA test a few weeks later said he was three-quarters Siberian husky and one-quarter pit bull. I’d already fallen in love by the time I knew the dog I was in love with was a goddamn husky—the obnoxious, way too loud, Rip It addicted, extreme sports bro of the dog world. I named him Woody Guthrie. So much for travel, I thought.

			

			—

			It doesn’t take long after you get a dog, maybe less time if you take a few road trips for a magazine, people start telling you to read John Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley. I’d been trying to read it for years. My cousin gave me my first copy. I left it at a café or in an airport. I don’t remember. I remember I hadn’t finished it. I found another copy in a pile of books someone had left in the entranceway of a flat in Berlin. I read about half of it before my sublet ended and it was time to come home. I found that copy, or another copy, in a box of books I’d brought to a cottage I’d rented on Cape Cod, a place I’d gone so my dog could enjoy a few walks on the beach before he died. This was the dog who came before Woody. I wasn’t in the mood to read a book about a dog. What if the dog died? I was watching a dog die. Then my dog died. I didn’t need another dog dying on my hands. I dropped the book back into the box. John and Charley would have to finish their trip without me. Maybe I’d be in the mood the next time the book showed itself.

			Those first days after I brought Woody home, I did little else but watch him explore the apartment, offering him treats he would politely accept, then drop onto the floor and ignore. He seemed to think it was rude to not accept a treat. I learned how he’d tell me he wanted to go outside—by silently sitting with his nose pressed to the door, hoping. I tried to convince him I wanted to play but he only wanted to chew on my sock. Finally, while he slept with his paws all jumbled, I decided to unpack a few more boxes. And there was Steinbeck’s travel story. With my new dog snoring on his bed, I thought I could handle it if Charley didn’t make it.

			If you haven’t read the book—and knowing what you know about my reading habits, as pertains to Travels with Charley, understand that I am in no position to judge—here are the basics: John Steinbeck, the guy who wrote The Grapes of Wrath, Of Mice and Men, East of Eden, and Cannery Row, is dying of a heart condition. He has a truck and a truck camper, and a poodle named Charley. He decides, as he puts it, to rediscover the America he’s been writing about. He sets off from Long Island, where he lives, heads up to Maine, drives back down to New York and crosses the topside of the country, spends some time in California, shoots across to Texas, visits New Orleans, and by then exhausted and bored, he heads home. The book is beloved by people who tell you to read books, and picked apart by the sorts of people who tell you the book you love is a fraud. But I do enjoy an old man telling me a good story.

			I picked up Steinbeck’s journey around Amarillo, where Charley, the poodle, is sick. He’s had a persistent cough since Washington State. I could see why I’d stopped reading. I’m still scarred by Old Yeller. My grandma, whom I don’t remember as a sadist, followed up on showing me Old Yeller by sending me a copy of Where the Red Fern Grows. I like to assume she didn’t know that the dog dies. This is the lesson I learned in childhood: If there’s a dog, chances are pretty good you’ll be crying about the dog soon enough. Even if the dog survives, odds are that the kid with the dog is going to have to White Fang the dog. Break the animal’s heart, tell the dog he hates him, so the dog can be free. My grandma also sent me White Fang.

			

			—

			The only reason I risked reading Travels with Charley is that they, the people who want me to write things, wanted a dog book. I complain about them like this isn’t what I dreamed of, being a writer. I didn’t want to write a dog book. They wanted me to write a dog book because, for a long time, I had a popular Twitter account, largely because of my last dog, an Akita named Teddy. People loved Teddy; they liked my Teddy stories. Then Teddy died.

			I thought for a moment that it would be funny if I wrote a dog book where the dog dies at the beginning. I could open with a scene of Teddy’s burial in Plymouth, Massachusetts, where I’d brought his body after the vet put him to sleep on the snow-covered lawn of my little cottage on Cape Cod. My niece and her husband, Karl, live in his family’s old home in Plymouth. Karl’s the kind of guy who mentioned, a few months before Teddy died, that he’d buried his childhood dog in the woods behind his house. In case I wasn’t sure what to do. That was an option. Karl was raised by the kind of mom who, I shit you not, sent me a Hallmark card when Teddy died. I mean that she had a Hallmark card for that. We like Karl. We’re also endlessly fascinated by how well adjusted he is. When I texted my niece that it was time to put Teddy down, that he’d stopped eating, that I’d called the vet, my niece said Karl had already dug the grave.

			It was already dark when Karl got home in the early evening. The world was silenced by a few inches of fresh snow. My mom had come over so I wouldn’t be alone, and to drive me nuts by asking if I was okay. I was not okay. I’d spent the morning filling a face mask with snot and tears while my dog died on my lap. Then I drove the thirty minutes to my niece’s house trying to not look in the rearview mirror, afraid of what, I don’t know. I’d wrapped his body in a blanket. Nothing to see. I was just trying to hold my shit together until I could put my dog in the ground. Then I could fall apart.

			I needed to get this over with. Karl and I were standing behind my little SUV, the only light coming from the cargo door. He’d brought out a wheelbarrow to move the body to the grave. We were discussing how to lift the body, because you couldn’t make out his form under the blanket. I said things like “That’s his head up there” and “Those are his legs” and “Be careful. He might’ve lost his bowels.” The things you say in a flat tone, clinical, mechanical, like explaining how to start a generator. I was trying to not use his name. I could do this if I didn’t have to see him or hear his name. This is why I was burying him, it occurred to me then. Why we dig a grave and place the body in it, fill it again with dirt and rock, and set stones over the grave. So that our minds, so that my mind, could accept that this was only a body, that the dog I loved was gone.

			Karl and I both felt someone standing behind us. We’d heard them walk up in the snow. Neither of us acknowledged them. I thought it was my niece. I grabbed two corners of the blanket holding the body and started to pull, carefully, slowly. Karl was going to grab the other end once he could reach it. I was wishing I’d wrapped the body better. I didn’t want to see my dog’s face. Not like that.

			Then my mom opened the door to the house, and the pizza guy who’d been standing behind us, listening to things like “That’s his head up there” and “His body isn’t stiff yet”—the pizza guy, not my niece, ran up to the door. After he dropped off the pizzas, he left. And he left in a hurry, running to his car, backing into the street a little faster than advisable. We were still holding our corners of the blanket. Karl and I looked at each other. He said, “We never said ‘dog.’ ”

			I said, “Fuck.” Then, “He’s gonna be telling that story for years.” We laughed about the idea of a pizza guy thinking he’d just witnessed the aftermath of a murder, like you do when you’re desperate for something to laugh about.

			There you go. The dog dies at the beginning. I didn’t want to write that book. Now you don’t have to read it.

			

			—

			Back to Travels with Charley. I don’t think I can be accused of spoiling the plot of a sixty-year-old book. Charley lives.

			After a visit to a vet in Amarillo for an extended stay, because John Steinbeck spends Thanksgiving at an unnamed ranch hobnobbing with some rich, unnamed Texans, the dog makes it back to Long Island.

			I was reading this, thinking, Thank fuck the dog survives. Then the morbid part of me realized this book was written in the sixties. Then the delusional part of me—the hopeful part, the part that was still heartbroken over the loss of a dog who’d been my soulmate, the part of me that reaches out for a dog without thinking, to touch his fur, to feel his chest rise and fall, the part of me that could once again listen to a dog snore as I drifted off to sleep—that part thought: A dog who survives a book lives forever. Maybe I could make my new dog immortal. Would that matter in the end? Maybe having a dog didn’t have to mean I couldn’t travel. Maybe I’d put off the road trip long enough. Maybe this dog wouldn’t mind a drive.

		

	
		
			2

			 

			In another life, I think, I’d have been a good truck driver. It seemed like a pretty cool job when I was a seven-year-old. At a truck stop somewhere in New Mexico, when whoever was watching me, probably my grandma, was god knows where, probably the bathroom, I asked a trucker to show me his truck. I was curious about where truckers slept. The trucker, being a dipshit, but at least that was the worst of his crimes, showed me the cabin. It looked huge to me. Truckers got to eat in diners all the time. They could listen to the radio the whole way. All they had to do was drive.

			The only other job I was sure I’d be good at was private detective. Seemed like the main job requirements for that were the ability to sit in a car and eat sandwiches. I fucking loved sandwiches.

			Neither job panned out, on account of my realizing they might not pay what I’d thought, or might be a little more involved, and I never tried to be either. But I’m probably not wrong about the driving-a-truck thing.

			I have a weird ability to drive eight, twelve, even eighteen hours at a stretch. Take a break for gas and peeing, do a couple of jumping jacks, and I’m back on the road. I don’t doze off. I don’t look away from the road. I don’t get bored. Or I do; I’m just good at being bored.

			When I was in the Air Force, I started driving from Sumter, South Carolina, where I was stationed, to Amarillo, and back—twenty-one hours each way. Then Sumter to Provincetown, Massachusetts—seventeen hours. Then D.C. to New Orleans—fifteen hours. Northern Virginia to my brother’s house in New England—ten hours. You get the idea.

			For nearly ten years, I drove a work van. But I always had my own car. I had to have a car, not only because we live in a nation designed for cars but because a car was a safe haven. I intentionally bought cars, or small trucks, that I could sleep in, should I need a place to sleep. A car is an escape route. A car means I’m not trapped. In my last car, a little Jeep Compass, I’d set up a camp pad and a sleeping bag in the back, and I could sleep in relative comfort at truck stops or rest areas. This came in handy a couple of years ago, when I had less than forty-eight hours to make it from Yarmouth, Massachusetts, to Austin—a thirty-hour drive—for a vaccine.

			The long-haul drives used to make sense. I didn’t have a lot of vacation time. Why waste two days driving when I could do it in one. If I’d had money for hotels, I probably would’ve had money for a flight. But I was still doing it, even when I didn’t have to: the cannonball run to my destination, for no fucking reason whatsoever. I’d arrive and not be able to fall asleep, still vibrating from the road. I can handle it, not that I should. But it’s hard on a dog.

			In July 2022, when I’d had Woody for nearly a year, I did one of these crash-drives to D.C. I had to get to a wedding. By the time we pulled up to my friend’s townhouse in D.C., both Woody and I were miserable. That humming in my ears from the noise on the highway and too much caffeine. Woody refusing to get back into the car at rest stops. But I hadn’t given myself enough time to get to D.C. from Austin.

			On the way back, somewhere in East Tennessee, I realized that I did not have to haul ass back home to Austin like I was making a run for the border. I hadn’t robbed a bank, and I didn’t have a job to get back to. So I pulled off the road at the Pigeon Forge exit because that’s where Dolly Parton’s from.

			I wasn’t interested in Dollywood—no disrespect to Dolly. I love Dolly. I hate theme parks. And I doubted Woody was allowed. But I’d driven past the Pigeon Forge sign more times than I could count and never once took the exit. My mood changed instantly. Or maybe I suddenly had a mood other than Sixteen more hours. Need gas before Arkansas. Keep eye on gas. Fifteen hours, fifty-nine minutes left. You can make it by midnight. You’re gonna make it. Fifteen hours is nothing. Don’t even look at the miles.

			I rolled down the windows and Woody hung his head out. We followed random signs. Saw a cool old mill. Saw the remains of an old cabin hanging off a cliffside. Saw a soft-serve stand and pulled over. Let Woody have the vanilla side of a swirl cone. Eventually, I saw a sign for a trailhead near a lake. So Woody and I took a hike, and he took a swim. I stopped again just across the Mississippi in Arkansas and again in the Ozarks.

			It took an extra day to get back. But I’d had fun, and my dog didn’t hate me. Maybe there are things I’ll do to make him happy that I won’t do for myself.

			The only downside of driving slow and getting off the interstate was that I spent an extra couple of hundred dollars on motels. Maybe I had the wrong car. I’d traded in my Jeep Compass when the last mechanic added an extra zero to the repair estimate. I’d replaced the Compass with a Mazda3, thinking I’d appreciate the lower fuel bill. And though I could’ve slept in it, neither Woody nor I would’ve enjoyed the experience. Maybe I needed a van.

			

			—

			I’ve been following van lifers on social media since I don’t know when. They’re impossible to avoid. You get addicted to farrier videos, or whatever does it for you; for me, it’s watching disembodied hands trim and shape a horse’s hoof. Next thing you know, there’s someone doing yoga atop a van, a beautiful ocean vista behind them. You try to get back to your farrier videos and there’s a couple explaining how they designed a workspace in their van, a kitchen, a cat forest, a composting toilet, a dinette that’s also a shower. They’re happy to tell you everything, it seems, except how much it cost to buy the van. If they told you that, you’d start hating every one of them. I certainly did.

			I have opinions about what things should cost. Going to the doctor should be free. But fine, I’ll give you fifty dollars, a hundred if I need surgery. An expensive dinner should cost fifty dollars. McDonald’s should be five, two for a Happy Meal. Rent on an apartment shouldn’t be over a thousand. You should be able to move to any major city and share an apartment with a self-professed shaman and a Renaissance faire/BDSM enthusiast for four hundred a month, utilities to be debated monthly. A small house should go for around fifteen hundred a month, or a hundred and fifty thousand if you’re looking to buy. A new car, if it’s fancy, should cost around twenty thousand. A Honda Civic that will never impress anyone but will run long after you’re dead should go for twelve thousand. You get the idea.

			The point here is there’s no goddamn reason a murder shack in my neighborhood in Austin sells for a million dollars. And a used van shouldn’t cost eighty thousand dollars. Vans should cost ten thousand new, two thousand for something sketchy that’ll cause your friends to give you a nickname you don’t hear about until later.

			I swear to Christ, when I first saw the van life kids, I thought they were poor. Now I scroll through social media and watch the cute couples building out their vans with hardwood floors and tongue-and-groove walls and fairy lights, and I just want to ask where they got the money for the van, much less the fifty thousand dollars they spent on turning it into a mobile yoga studio.

			The older vans, the sketchy vans that a plumber or a cable guy drives, and the conversion vans, the van your neighbor had in his driveway for his once-a-year family road trip to a national park, even one of those vans will set you back twenty grand. That’s if you can find one. With house flippers buying up every trap house, painting it gray and white, slapping down some gray vinyl tiles, and three months later selling it at a 400 percent markup in a bidding war, no one can afford a house anymore. Living in a van down by the river is the only option left, and the only vans anyone can afford are old work vans and those conversion vans your neighbor had. I searched for months, watching vans get snapped up before I’d finished typing a message to the seller. When I finally did find one, I didn’t ask too many questions. My mistake.

			This was back in August, the year before I set off. The guy’s name was Shelby. Shelby said he was starting his own welding business and needed the cash to buy equipment. The van was what he had to sell. He started the engine on the first try and told me, “See? Starts right up.” Engines do tend to start if they’ve just been driven to a gas station parking lot to meet a potential buyer. Shelby said the van definitely needed new shocks. The windshield wiper switch had stopped working but he’d rigged it to a little switch resting in the cupholder. The wipers now had two speeds—on and off. I looked underneath for rust and there was a little. The frame seemed alright. The engine sounded okay. The brakes felt like gravel.

			I offered Shelby an extra hundred if he’d deliver it. He smelled a mark and said, “Two hundred and I’ll throw in a tank of gas.”

			We shook on it, and a couple of days later, he pulled up to my apartment building in the van. I traded an envelope of fifty-two hundred dollars for the title to a van. If I’d been listening as he drove off with his wife, I might’ve heard them laughing.

			

			—

			I was the proud new owner of a 2001 Dodge Ram van that looked like it might belong to a retiree or a meth cook, and over the next few months would confound every mechanic who agreed to look at it, and not all of them would bother. There are things even mechanics won’t do for money. Fixing a Dodge van is one of them, evidently. The van needed brakes and shocks. It also needed new control arms and more control arms, swing arms, a fan box, belts, belt stabilizers, a myriad of sensors and hoses, struts…I can’t even remember it all. I stopped looking at the numbers whenever I swiped my card.

			I did change the oxygen sensors and put in a new muffler myself. I fixed the windshield wipers by simply replacing the switch—the switch on the steering column, not the little flip switch in the cupholder. But that was the extent of my auto repair skills. Every time I got the van back from the shop, sometimes even before I found a new problem, I’d check for the golf tee. After Shelby had driven off with my money, I’d gotten a better look at the van, and I’d noticed there was a golf tee shoved into a vacuum hose that was zip-tied to another vacuum hose with a screw in it. The hoses ran to the heater box. That’s where I lost track of them. I figured if I ever opened the hood and the golf tee was missing, that would mean the van was finally fixed.

			Whenever the van wasn’t sitting in the shop, I began the task of turning it into something I could live in, and something that looked a little less like rolling probable cause. The van was all black, faded and dented, but black. I thought about getting it repainted, but with all the repairs I was paying for, I wasn’t sure a paint job fit into my quickly dwindling budget. The paint on the roof was already peeling though. I doubted I could make it look much worse. I sanded it down, sizzling my forearms anytime I accidentally made contact. Then I painted the roof white. I thought a white roof would help with the heat. Should’ve waited for a cooler day. The rubberized paint bubbled as I laid it on, and it dried with a texture like a popcorn ceiling. But once I tore off the painter’s tape, the roof looked like an aftermarket fiberglass roof.

			I have a long-standing no-bumper-sticker policy on account of I’ve met cops. But in this case, I decided to lean into a retiree-gone-fishing look and ordered half a dozen bumper stickers like “Reel Life” and “My Grandchild Has 4 Paws” and “Bass Blaster” and “I Brake for Moose.” If you can’t avoid cops or potential thieves, it’s best to confuse the shit out of them.

			The seats came out next. I dragged them over to a dumpster, and they were gone in the morning. Then I spent a solid two weeks trying to remove the bolts that had anchored the seats to the frame.

			I didn’t have a driveway, much less a garage. I worked on the van out in the parking lot behind my apartment building. In the mornings, before the sun scorched the day, I’d bring Woody out with me. He’d lie in the grass in the shade of the van and watch me work, or watch for squirrels. Sometimes I worried he was bored. But it seemed better than leaving him to sit alone in my apartment to stare out the window or eat his dog bed.

			He was never bored for long. A neighbor would come out to walk their dog, and if the dog was friendly, they’d let it loose to play with Woody while they checked on my progress. It began with “Whatcha doin’?” How I’d answer depended on my level of frustration in the moment.

			Most were just being polite, making conversation. This was Texas after all; talking to strangers is generally encouraged. I soon realized some of my neighbors were actually interested. They’d ask where I was planning on driving or what I planned to do about parking on the road, tell me they were thinking about getting a van, or reminisce about the time they’d had one. An old hippie—you always have at least one old hippie in Austin—his story went back to the eighties and involved smuggling bricks of weed.

			I’d been worried about working on the van in the parking lot, worried someone might complain or stand there thinking, Look at this dumbass. I expected someone, anyone, to make fun of the van. But no one did. If they thought I was a dumbass, they kept it to themselves. One of the neighbors had one of the newer Dodge ProMaster vans I couldn’t afford. I got the grand tour, which, when you’re talking vans, means standing outside the van while the owner shows you how they solved a lighting problem. She kept offering to help. But I was already starting to think the only really fun part of owning a van was this part—the fixing-up-a-van part. Well, that’s not entirely true. The guy who ran bricks across the border made that sound fun. But building out a van tickled some part of my brain.

			I think I got that from my dad. I used to watch him whenever he had to fix something, which, given the way we lived, was always. He’d see me standing there instead of playing with the other kids and he’d hand me a hammer, show me how to hold it, how to start a nail with little taps. He never got angry when I missed and hit his thumb. When I was maybe five, he showed me how to remove the trap under the sink. That was the same year he taught me how to ride a bike, same year he taught me how to kick-start a car off the clutch. Same year he taught me how to use a handsaw. He never really worried about what jobs were age- or gender-appropriate. I wanted to know how; he’d show me. And he’d let me do it.

			My dad lives in Austin now. Every couple of weeks, I’d drive the van out to his house and show him my progress. He’d hurt his back, and his wife had banned him from helping with the project. He’d give me tips on things like how to cut bolts without lighting something on fire, and made sure I knew to wear goggles. I insulated the floor and ceiling. Used vinyl tiles to make a new floor, beadboard for a new ceiling, and iron-on seam tape to hem curtains. He’d call every couple of days to ask what I was doing next and laugh about my latest screwup, like building a bed outside the van, only to have to take it apart to get it through the van doors. When I got a solar panel on the roof and wired it to a battery that would power a small fridge and my interior lights and charge my laptop, I was thrilled that my dad, a man who once turned a city bus into a decent home on wheels, seemed pretty impressed.

			The last time I’d built a solar power system was back in 2015, when I lived in a Winnebago for a year. Back then, if you wanted to know which wire to buy, you had to scroll through some weird prepper’s blog and skim his opinions on the coming apocalypse and the Jews, before he mentioned that eight-gauge threaded copper was the way to go. The van lifers may annoy me, but they’ve made this part easier. In just a few years, an entire industry popped up to cater to their needs. There are fridges and air conditioners and diesel heaters, even build kits for every style of van, as long as it’s a Sprinter. So now if you need to install solar, you can just watch YouTube videos where a sweet little twink will explain every part you need and how to install it, all without mentioning the New World Order, not even once.

			The bed I built twice was just a simple twin frame, with room for storage and the solar battery underneath. My kitchen, behind the driver’s seat, was a cabinet I found at a secondhand store. I cut off the base to make it shorter, used a cutting board for the countertop, where I fit in a sink and a little battery-powered pump. A jerrican of water to supply the sink fit inside the cabinet, along with a jug for gray water and a little camp stove, all held in place by a proprietary restraint system called bungee cords. And I was done. The renovations and repairs only cost twice as much as the van.

			

			—

			The plan, if you could call it that, was to live mostly in the van while I drove around the country, along an approximation of the route Steinbeck took when he wrote Travels with Charley. I say “approximation” because he started his journey in Long Island, where he lived. I was starting in Austin. And I hadn’t marked his route on a map. The main thing was to circle the country.

			I planned to leave in November 2022. In December, I was still figuring out how to install the sink. January rolled around, and there’s no reason to start a road trip in January. Then, as it turned out, at the beginning of March I had to go to Paris for the release of my book in France. So mid-March 2023 it was. It seemed fitting, to start in the spring.
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