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Praise for Spying on America


“Spying on America is a fascinating road trip in a muscle car, a family quest to visit a tiny Iowa town founded by Bill Gaston's ancestors as a western hub of the Underground Railway. The father and son story zigzags through Buddhism and Trumpism, bad karoake and very good Mexican food, finding kindred souls and Red State epiphanies fuelled by Dog Slobber ale.”

— Mark Anthony Jarman, author of Burn Man




“Part family road trip, part reconnaissance mission into the heart of America. A wonderful read!”

— Stewart “Brittlestar” Reynolds, author of Lessons from Cats for Surviving Fascism




“A fascinating journey through the looking glass into that torqued version of Canada we call the United Staes. A meditation on family and aging, disguised as a road trip, this is Bill Gaston at his free-wheeling best.”

— Will Ferguson, author of Meanwhile, Back in Nokomis: Tales from Canada and Elsewhere
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DAY ONE The Dalles, Oregon

Saturday morning, we caught the boat from Victoria across the Strait of Juan de Fuca to Port Angeles, Washington. A converted freighter from the look of it, the ferry is called the Black Ball, and one minute into the run, over tinny speakers, a scratchy tape broadcasts Bing Crosby singing “Black Ball Ferry Line.” It’s cheesy and folksy Americana, but I think it knows what it is. And it would be comforting in a storm, not uncommon on the strait. You can almost feel the old crooner smoothing out the boat’s pitch and roll.

I’d originally planned to take a ferry from Sidney, just north of Victoria, through the San Juan Islands and across to Bellingham, but Covid caused the American company to shut down their one Canadian route. I’d wanted to begin this particular trip on that particular ferry because it cruised past the site of the American Pig War of 1859. Canada was not yet Canada, nor was Washington a state, nor was it much of a war, in that the only casualty was the one pig. But this conflict did cause armies to gather and warships to close in, until eventually the Emperor of Germany was called to referee. He proclaimed an international border, one that departed from the 49th parallel to follow a wiggly line that still divides our Gulf Islands from their San Juans. And it lands Victoria well south of Bellingham—not quite the flip-flop that lands Windsor, Ontario, south of Detroit, but similar.

The Pig War did produce an apocryphal remark. (I will avoid words like “apocryphal,” which I had to look up, and which means “legendary.” Hillary Clinton lost that awful election largely because she used such words. She kept calling her opponent a demagogue before anyone knew what it meant. Then, her dubbing his fans a “basket of deplorables,” maybe the snobbiest thing ever uttered by an American politician, lost the Democrats much of their working-class base. If she had simply called him “an asshole with a basket,” she might have won.) But before the Pig War, San Juan Island was fenceless and people just farmed where they wanted. After shooting the pig, the American farmer told the pig’s owner, “It was ettin’ my potatoes,” to which the Canadian remarked, apocryphally, “It was up to you to keep your potatoes out of my pig.” From there things escalated, and the world learned that Canadians have the better sense of humour.

Where to begin a story whose subject spans centuries? Me and my two adult sons, aged thirty and thirty-three, driving a muscle car through a bunch of red states, during Covid, between two Trumps, headed for a cemetery in Iowa. The plan was to visit my great, great, great grandparents’, and my sons’ great, great, great, great grandparents’, graves. I’ll begin at something like a beginning when, disembarking the ferry in Port Angeles, our car was stopped by a guard at a yellow line painted on the road, beyond which lay America.

“What is the nature of your trip, sir?” he asked me, the driver. He was stocky, with military hair, and a cap tilted down so its rim touched the tops of his eyebrows and revealed too much of the back of his shaven head. He looked like the fearsome border guard I always expect. I had nothing rehearsed.

“I think we’re on a ‘genealogical tour,’” I said, instantly regretting my air quotes. Even moreso I regretted the “I think,” which betrayed a possible change in our plans, something a border guard might be guarding against. My older son Connor snickered from the backseat.

But, like he’d heard “genealogical tour” five times already this morning, the guard said, “Have fun,” eyed the car next in line and gently tapped the roof above my head.

Let loose in America, I edged us forward into downtown Port Angeles, hunting lunch. Maybe sushi. We had a long day ahead of us and I didn’t want to bog down and get highway-sleepy with a burger, which, this being America, would be huge, with too many fries, all of which I would eat, because of the gravy. Gravy, mmm.

“You definitely fit the profile.”

I glanced over at Vaughn, wondering if he was reading my mind and making a fat joke, but he went on to describe an article he’d read about the preponderance of Americans who research their family tree. I reminded him that I wasn’t American, but he ignored me to describe the upsurge, especially during the pandemic, of men, especially old men, especially old American white men, researching their family history.

“Seeking immortality, Billy?” Connor chimed in from the back. He’d called me Bill since he was a child. “Billy” was more recent.

According to Vaughn, the genealogical Holy Grail here in America was any link to the Mayflower. Next, to an early president, and, next, to a Founding Father. Now wasn’t the time to tell him that my recent deep dive into our family name had led me to one relative’s assertion that our earliest traceable ancestor had been in the House of Bourbon, linking us by blood to the French royal court, Samuel de Champlain and also, amazingly, Henry VIII.

Mad at myself for another year’s failure to update my glasses, I hunched forward squinting at signs, and declared, kinglike, that a burger might be in order after all.

Connor gave me geriatric directions to a barbeque place “he knew about,” that is, had just found on his phone.

“Billy? Up there? This corner? Where you’ll be turning? We’re, almost, there. Okay...turn.”

Mockery is a game we enjoy. It’s ironic mockery because we love each other, and sometimes even say so. I’m almost seventy and we all play with that. It’s entirely possible that my deathbed might be an occasion for humour. I truly hope so. In any case my sons were just as curious as I was about this genealogical tour. It was their tour too. But I knew the profile about which Vaughn spoke.

When I was young, I didn’t like old people. Now that I’m old myself, this hasn’t changed. Maybe it’s because I never got to know any of my grandparents, I don’t know. But it’s not like people improve with age. It seems the reverse is more often true. More self-centred, bitter, oblivious to the zeitgeist and, let’s not mince words, stupider. It’s not our fault, there are reasons. So while old people kindle my sympathy, not many rouse my admiration. There are wise old people, but there are wise young people too, just as many and probably more. I’m fully including myself in all of this; I don’t rouse my admiration much either.

And now I’m setting off on one of the more obnoxious pursuits of the old: stepping into time’s dark forest, hunting that family tree. It’s what old people do, especially old people who are men. Feeling themselves fading, a big tree with their name on it might make them feel more solid.

And from what I’d read about him so far, George B. Gaston was a kind of saint.

We found the barbeque joint and parked in front. Because of the pandemic they were short-staffed and we had to stand in line. Eventually we would reach the counter, order the food, pay, watch the masked cashier pull off his gloves and roll on new ones to push the pulled pork onto flatbread, fill plastic cups with sides of beans and slaw, and cram it on a tray for us to take to a table. It smelled great and newspaper clippings curling on the walls attested to just how great. But it was hard, at the very start of a trip, to stand in a line.

George B. Gaston had had a hand in starting the American Civil War. Pundits these days say a second Civil War is possible, or is already being waged, a first glimpse being January 6 at the Capitol. A war of left versus right, us versus them, gun laws versus school shootings, sanity versus belief in QAnon. All that, plus the backdrop of Ukraine, which had just been invaded, and which was starting to feel like a war of us versus Russia. Privileged and safe though I was, these days life felt like an open wound opening further. One of my childhood recurring nightmares, of sudden flashes becoming mushroom clouds in the distance, had begun again. I could actually imagine that insane possibility. My stomach roiled with it here in line for barbeque when I pictured how close we were to a first target, the American naval base in Puget Sound. Earlier that morning, at my laptop deleting email, I’d paused at a request to sign a petition from one of the organizations whose mailing list I was on. The headline of the petition was “Say No to Nuclear War.” How ridiculous a slogan. As if anybody on the planet would say Yes. So many people in charge—of both sides—appear to be stupid. Well, they are mostly old men like me.

Only the barbeque cashier wore a mask. We’d been curious to see how Covid, what the boys now called “the pandy,” or “bat flu,” would look down here. We knew the middle of this country denied that a pandy or bat flu existed, and this lack of masks even here on the left coast had the effect of making me feel there was less Covid here only twenty crow-fly miles from Victoria.

The food was great, not just the smoked meat but the homemade baked beans, which the boys, raised on the Food Network, informed me was “always a side” with real barbeque. Full, we lolled at our table, no longer in a hurry. In one sense, it was like we were already there.

I had my map book beside me on the empty chair. I’d bought it on the ferry, a 12×16 booklet with laminated cover, seventy pages thick. Every American state had its own page, plus topographical maps, national parks, watersheds. The boys snickered to see it, dubbing it “Dad’s hardmap,” as in, hard copy, as in, not instantly available on a screen. In Dad’s book of maps you had to thumb through pages and look for stuff, imagine. In our family I am famously a Luddite. I’ve never had a cell phone. But nor anymore did Vaughn, though I believe he was phoneless mostly because he’d broken his, and lacked money, so why not give this radical new lifestyle a try?

I nudged aside my dirty plate and brought up my maps. We didn’t know where we were going to sleep tonight. Nor did we have a route to Iowa, six states away. None of this seemed to bother the boys, who maintained they’d enjoy a trip that was “spontaneous.” But it did bother me. Even when I was young, and at a wild party, say, or hitchhiking Europe with a backpack, I always needed to know if and where a bed awaited me. I felt even more needy now; I wasn’t used to it.

But I bought my map book mostly because I love maps. Nor did I want to rely on Connor’s phone. Sitting across from me, hunched, elbows straddling his dirty plate, he swiped and tapped his phone non-stop, doing whatever it is one does.

Knowing both boys were only pretending not to watch, I lightly tapped my finger on Port Angeles, where we were. I drove the finger east, then south down the Hood Canal, past Olympia and on down into Oregon.

“So we agree we won’t go all the way into Portland?” I said. We’d decided to stay rural. I kept my finger just north of Portland. “So, turn left, here, at the Columbia River, and drive along the north bank? There’s some towns, it looks like, big enough to have motels.” I waited. Vaughn nodded, Connor said sure.

Beds. I felt better.

We ambled to the car. I jingled the keys and suggested I drive the first leg. We got comfortable in our seats. The trip was starting. But great food start, we agreed. All of us loved food to a fault. We’d pledged never to submit to fast food on the trip even if it meant throwing together sandwiches in a motel room at midnight.

We cruised the main street out of town, eyeing the buildings and signs, which had a certain extra something, a kind of hard American charisma. Where the boulevard’s grassy centre strip ended and true highway began, three young women, mid-twenties, stood holding signs with which to greet those entering town. From my glance in the rearview I saw smiles and confidence, and the one sign I read backwards said ABORTION. Yesterday, the Supreme Court had overturned Roe v. Wade. I figured I knew what these women were protesting.

But Vaughn said, “They already won, what are they doing?”

I asked him what he meant. Connor, still twisted in his seat, read the three placards, enunciating periods. “ABORTION. IS. MURDER.”

The American war was being waged even in blue states, apparently. In one sense it was what we had come here to see.

I posed a question: “So, us being men, do we have any right to comment on what those three women think?” Both boys had grown up feminists and I was curious what they thought.

Vaughn didn’t hesitate and it sounded like he’d said it before: “If we truly believe abortion is murder, then of course we do. If we agree that it’s a matter of women owning their own bodies, then of course we don’t.”

We cruised out of town. I tried to keep our testosteronic rented car at the speed limit. A few miles along I spotted the Indigenous-owned—here, Indian-owned—casino with that gas station I remembered from years ago when I slid my credit card into the pump and a tinny “That feels goood” issued from a hidden speaker. Only in America, I remembered thinking.

Twenty k’s—here, twelve miles—farther along we approached the exit to Port Townsend, where Raymond Carver lived the last part of his life. I knew writers in Victoria who spoke of him as “Ray.” Carver was one of my early heroes, too, though none of my short stories ever managed to come out like his. He was one of Vaughn’s heroes now. Anyway, I’d always wanted to check out Port Townsend. A visit meant a twenty-minute detour, some sightseeing, then twenty minutes back to the highway. This early into our road trip, do we do an hour’s sidetrack?

“Whatcha think?” I asked. The exit sign was coming.

The thing is, in addition to no fast food, we’d pledged something else. Ky, a friend of Connor’s, also in the film business, often travelled solo on his Harley, often in the States. Ky knew too well how, on the road, when you have a destination, you automatically grow impatient to get there. You don’t stop to have adventures, you stick to the highway, gaining speed, unblinking. So Ky had a simple mantra for his trips: You gotta stop. The nearest we three had got to planning this road trip was to agree to adopt Ky’s mantra and stick to it.

So as we cruised past the Port Townsend sign I wondered if the boys were also thinking that we’d already failed. We didn’t stop.

Vaughn was good at reading minds. He said, “We stopped for barbeque.”

Connor was good too. He said, “We have to at least get to Oregon.” Then added a new rule. “We have to do at least two states a day.”

I settled back, gave it some gas and felt less a failure.

I hadn’t been on the road along the Hood Canal in years but knew we were headed for some great place names. Indigenous names different from those in our neck of the woods: Dosewallips, Hamma Hamma, Lilliwaup, Duckabush. As it turned out, we would gotta-stop at one of the fireworks stands in Hamma Hamma because we’d be down here for the Fourth of July and would need some Roman candles.

This trip had a slow start in other ways. A few years earlier I’d first learned of the existence of George B. Gaston while researching a memoir (Just Let Me Look at You) about my father. Since then, the more I learned, the more I wanted to go to his grave. So did others in my family. First we had to wait for the Covid border rules to change. Time passed. My brother Bub had medical issues. My wife Dede didn’t feel up to all those highway miles. George B. wasn’t her ancestor. But I didn’t want to drive it alone. Nor did I want to fly, it had to be a pilgrimage.

I was recently retired, could go any time, but I wanted to wait for any interested companions. Daughter Lilli, a biologist, was immersed in a burrowing owl project in Alberta. Her older sister Lise had a baby due in August. That left Vaughn and Connor, who, because they worked in the arts, had no money but lots of time. At least flexibility. Connor had a film shoot beginning August 1, so needed to be back by mid-July. He could do rewrites on the road. Also, he said, thinking aloud, the film was about a young cameraman, and on the road he could shoot what he called “B-roll footage” that would suggest the character’s early work, and he’d bring a big vintage camera to shoot it. Vaughn decided he could come despite being on a sprint to finish his MFA thesis, a collection of short stories. He said, “I can write awful shit anywhere.” Plus (he said nothing but I knew this was part of it), his rheumatic autoimmune ailment seemed to be on the wane of late—he mostly walked without his cane now—so he felt more up to it. Diet was a big factor in the disease, and when I suggested that in red-state truckstop USA he might not be able to locate the kind of healthy food he required, he said he’d bring a big bag of good snacks. “Turkey jerky,” he said, serious or not I couldn’t tell.

So we were three. The window was small but we had one. The border had opened but for us to be allowed back in, Canada needed electronic proof of vaccination, which Connor loaded onto his phone. The day we planned to leave, a repeat of last summer’s heat dome was forecast for Montana, which might mean wildfires and closed highways, but we could plunge south to treeless Utah to avoid the worst of it.

I had a tiny old Honda Fit with bald tires, so I needed to rent a safer car, big enough for three big people, luggage, and Connor’s camera, which was itself the size of a ten-year-old. “Supply chain” issues had hit the rental car business, because autobody shops now lent rental cars instead of their own loaners to customers. The upshot was that, for my travel dates, no rental car, not one, was available in Victoria. One car was at the airport, a luxury convertible I couldn’t afford. But there was one full-sized car available in Nanaimo, close to Gabriola Island, where I lived.

The day came. I packed a bag of clothes, my laptop and a few books. I rubbed muzzles with my old dog Sally, and when Dede drove me to the ferry I rubbed muzzles with her, too, and promised to email her nightly.

I’d arranged for the rental company to pick me up at the Nanaimo ferry terminal, but no one showed. The taxi ride was expensive, and at the car rental counter, before I could bring up the topic of my being reimbursed for cab fare the smiling young man pointed proudly to a window, his face predicting my happiness.

“Is that my car?”

Its hood had a dome, the kind that says, this engine is so big, the hood needs this dome to contain it. It was a pearl-white Dodge Charger, a muscle car with muscles only a year old. The agent listed its features, many of which I didn’t understand. It had no keys, it had fobs. I didn’t read the several pages of fine print, and the smiling young man didn’t think I needed to.

Climbing into my hot car I didn’t feel younger, I felt quite a bit older.

I’d never driven a car like this. Making my way through Nanaimo, the clichés came alive. I was in a harnessed beast. It didn’t purr, it throbbed. It wanted to go.

On the outskirts I was released onto a highway. I couldn’t help it, and though I tromped the pedal only halfway down I was thrust back in my seat, there was a roaring noise, and I was ahead of the pack. It was fun learning how it handled on curves while accelerating. The speed limit was 90 kilometres per hour but I was doing 110 and it felt way too slow.

I was soon halfway to Victoria. Entering the town of Duncan I spotted, up ahead, a dozen people crowding a pedestrian overpass, waving flags and placards. Men in ballcaps, a few Canadian flags. Coming the other way, a flag in its windshield, a big truck honked for them. The truckers’ “freedom” occupation of Ottawa had recently wound down. As I passed under, the one sign I could see clearly was a picture of a blue globe, our precious earth, with a caption, Hold Them Accountable. Who did “them” refer to? Accountable for what? Now I didn’t know if these were Covid deniers or Greenpeacers, like something had come lunatic full circle. And here’s me, whose politics are left of Gandhi’s, as George Saunders put it, rumbling beneath in a muscle car. I felt almost physically dizzy.

In Victoria, the boys’ reaction to the Charger was complicated. They’d grown tired of my joking over the phone about us renting an electric car and cruising through red-state farming towns and getting shot at on principle. So the Charger surprised them. They walked around it, brows knit, silent, smirking. Parked there all muscly and pearl-white like a geriatric’s adolescent dream. I doubt they believed my claim that it was the last full-size car for rent on south Vancouver Island. They asked, full size? The two back windows were reptilian slivers. Leg and head room was no better than my Honda Fit. But they were eager to take it for a spin.

I stood beside the car, playing with the fob, locking and unlocking. Now that it was happening, the trip seemed not only unnecessary but reckless. America continued to spew news. Three weeks ago, a school massacre in Uvalde, Texas. Despite the times being so overripe for sane gun laws, this morning New York State had struck down restrictions on open carry. Apparently, some Republican politicians seemed to be siding with Russia over Ukraine. This morning, something about Hunter Biden’s laptop. Mostly, a significant number of people down there believed that Tom Hanks, Ellen DeGeneres and Hillary Clinton ran a child sex trafficking ring.

Why go?

A lovely smell issued from the house. I’d picked and brought down a curled bunch of garlic scapes from my deck pots, and Vaughn was inside sautéing them, “a nice side,” he said, for dinner. He seemed happiest when he was cooking healthy, aromatic food. Exhausted by the thought of packing for the trip, Connor sprawled on a deckchair in the backyard, chuckling into his phone, can of beer tilted in the grass.

Why leave this nice place up here for the dumpster fire down there?

This is what had sparked the idea:

What I learned was that my great, great, great grandparents George B. Gaston and his wife Maria Cummings Gaston, both Congregationalist missionaries, had founded Tabor, in Iowa’s southwest corner, because Missouri, a few miles south, was a slave state. There they established the westernmost hub of the Underground Railroad, helping escaped slaves on their way north. George and Maria had also befriended and sheltered that more fevered abolitionist, John Brown, kicking him out only after discovering that, on his raids south, Brown had killed. Taking his rifles from the Gastons’ basement, and gathering his followers, Brown went off to attack the armoury at Harpers Ferry and got hanged without trial, triggering the Civil War. After losing a son in the very first week of that war (my great, great uncle Alonzo), George B. established Tabor College, which, like Oberlin College, became one of the very first schools in America to admit both women and Blacks.

I don’t know that elusive qualities like compassion and courage are passed along in DNA, so it wasn’t like I identified all that much with my ancestors. If anything, the opposite was true. What grand act of selflessness had I ever performed? I wanted to visit the graves of this mystery with a shared name if only to strengthen a whimsical image I had of George and Maria looking down upon red-state America from heaven.

I was going to check things out for them up close.

We didn’t buy fireworks from the roadside booth at the Hamma Hamma reservation. We agreed it would be better buying them closer to July 4, because, as Connor put it, staring a little hungrily at the rows of Roman candles, “There’s no way those would last till then.”

I told him I’d scanned my hardmap and seen reservations scattered all along our route, so not to worry. He corrected me, saying “reserves.” One of his best buddies since middle school was Indigenous and Connor had long been sensitive about Indigenous issues, not letting people say “Native,” and suchlike.

“Well, here it’s ‘Indian’ and ‘reservation,’” I said, correcting him back.

Connor said, “Let me think about that.”

We cruised along the Hood Canal, bypassed Olympia, and launched our white steed off the I-5 ramp south towards Oregon. On the interstate it was easiest simply to stay in the left lane and keep passing trucks. Stuck in the past, I’d assumed it would still be a speed limit of 55, but it was 80 now, and 85 appeared to be the left lane speed of choice. In the Charger, 85—136 kilometres per hour—felt conservative.

Interstates are boring. You can drive them in your sleep, which is what Connor did in the back, having partied a little last night. Interstates are good for talking, though. Vaughn was in his last month of his MFA from the department I’d recently retired from, so I plied him for gossip. Either Vaughn wasn’t privy to it, or too noble to spread it, because I didn’t learn much I hadn’t already heard from my spies still working there. Nor did he want to talk about his writing, except to tell me that he kept getting a great idea, only to throw it away the next morning when he saw how bad it was. I commiserated, I’d been there many times. I assured him that eventually a great idea would become a great story. Vaughn smiled politely.

Mostly he talked about his reading. I loved hearing him talk about his reading, the same Vaughn who, before a catastrophic rugby injury, had read only Harry Potter and The Hobbit. Then who discovered the short story stars—George Saunders, Raymond Carver, Thomas McGuane, David Foster Wallace—and who since then had read Flannery O’Connor, Karen Russell, Miranda July, Jennifer Egan, Joy Williams—Americans as well, but the females. Then he branched off to writers I’d never heard of. As we neared the Columbia River at the Oregon border, he told me his latest love, as it turned out, was the non-fiction of Marilynne Robinson. Of course he knew I was a fan of her fiction, the Gilead trilogy, and he knew that she and I had corresponded, and why. Here in the Charger we talked about her non-fiction, or rather I listened. I had tried cracking that material myself and found it boring. That is, too-difficult-to-hold-my-interest. The Death of Adam was about an intellectual Christianity, one that, Vaughn argued, for my benefit, verged on the nontheistic, like Buddhism, which he knew was my leaning.

Maybe a comment, Connor yawned loudly and stretched in the cramped back. We’d left the interstate and headed east along the north bank of the Columbia, as per my hardmap plan. Connor moaned and jabbed his finger across the water to a distant Portland because his favourite restaurant in the world, Pok Pok, was right over there in a suburb. Apparently a young American guy, not even a chef, had gone to Thailand for five or six years and came home a genius cook.

“Wanna backtrack? Go there for dinner?” I asked. We all knew I was demonstrating my openness. And spontaneity.

I was sensitive to this notion of spontaneity. Especially while in a car. I thought of it often. Almost two decades ago, when Connor was fifteen, we were driving home from one of his soccer games, a night game, when he said, “Hey, let’s go downtown, see what’s going on.” I said, “Hmmm.” He said, “Let’s do something spontaneous.”

Connor was my best friend. Ever since he learned how to run, then skate, he’d played every sport, and I not only watched every game, but drove him there and back. We spent a lot of time in a car, me and my best friend, talking not just about the game, but everything else too.

That night I said I didn’t feel like going downtown and we went home. I probably watched TV or something. A half year later, after he got his licence, he bought a car for a hundred dollars. Then it was him and his spontaneous friends, going downtown in his shitty car, seeing what was going on. It felt like the last I saw of him.

“We can’t go there,” said Vaughn, deciding. “Connor can’t eat at Pok Pok this trip. Everything has to be new.” Vaughn had just created a new rule. He’d also decided, at the fireworks shed in Hamma Hamma, eyeing those Roman candles, that since we’d be in America for their Fourth of July, we’d celebrate it in a small town “and be with real people.” Vaughn fancied himself good at mingling. Though I liked the romantic notion of joining a small town’s humble celebrations, the image gave me pause. Just ahead of us, Idaho was recently dubbed the reddest state in the USA, going so right wing that moderate Republican politicians were attacked for being lefties, and leaving. I could easily see myself having one beer too many and, standing in a high school field, amidst the beer coolers, beneath the bombs bursting in air, saying the wrong thing to the wrong person.

We drove east on a pleasant two-laner with frequent glimpses of the river and the occasional village stoplight, where it was hard to bring the throaty car to a complete stop. We climbed toward distant mountains. Smaller trees here, and patches of brown sage in the hills. How quickly we had left the coast.

“You know what I think about west coast people?” I asked, semi-rhetorically. I wondered if they hadn’t already heard this theory of mine. I told them anyway. My theory arose out of my having lived all across Canada, mostly the west coast, but a childhood in Manitoba, three separate times in Toronto, and a dozen years in the Maritimes. My theory held that we in Victoria and Vancouver had way more in common with Seattleites, Portlandians and San Franciscans that we did with Torontonians, Montrealers or Haligonians. Values, lifestyle, even accents. I could tell if someone was from Halifax, or for that matter Ontario, but the bank teller in San Jose sounded just like the one in North Van.

Both boys seemed happy to have engaging scenery to gaze at while listening. When we passed a second hydroelectric dam, I interrupted myself to wonder aloud about all these Columbia River dams, and Connor’s thumbs got to work on his phone.

I was into my assertion that Stephen Colbert was so wrong in his rendition of how Canadians say “about”—aboot—and that the three ways we do say “about”—in the west, in Toronto, and in the Maritimes—have nothing to do with aboot, and—

“The Columbia River,” Connor read from his phone, “is the most heavily dammed river in the world. Eighteen main-stem dams, sixty dams in its watershed, and over one hundred and fifty hydroelectric projects.”

“So this one,” Vaughn said, “would be main-stem dam number two.”

Connor said, “I reckon.”

To punctuate myself I said, “In the Maritimes they do say ‘a-boat.’”

We drove. I wondered about the wisdom of bypassing Portland. Not just because it had the best Thai food in the hemisphere, but because, if this was actually a genealogical tour, we maybe should have visited the place my father came from. Age ten, he fled Portland with his sister and mother, after his father, my grandfather, Ozro, broke my dad’s arm and knocked out a front tooth when he tried to protect his mother from Ozro’s latest drunken attack. My dad never saw his father again. None of us had ever seen a picture of him, of Ozro. But Portland was now behind us. In Tabor, we’d find the gravesite of my grandfather Ozro’s father, also named Ozro.

At a stop for gas, Connor took the wheel, I took the passenger seat and Vaughn squeezed into the back with the old movie camera. I studied my hardmap, and saw that here on this side of the river the towns and villages eventually disappeared. If we wanted to find a motel, let alone have dinner, we’d have to cross the river into Oregon and drive along the south bank, which had towns aplenty.

“When we eat,” Vaughn said, “we can ask around for a place to stay.”

“Sounds like a plan,” offered Connor, who had just donned sunglasses, though the dipping sun was behind us. He picked up speed.

“It looks like we maybe have to take this next b—” I slapped at my map. “It’s coming up I think—Hey, it’s right here!”

We made it across the bridge, which ran across the top of another dam. The only bridges were on the dams, it seemed.

“Hey, this”—Vaughn softly tapped the curved window glass—“I think this is where Reese Witherspoon walked across. At the end. Wild.”

I asked what he was talking about.

“We just passed a plaque,” he said, still tapping. “Wild. The movie based on that book. Where she walks up that big trail, by herself.”

“What was the book’s name?” I asked.

“Wild.”

“I think you’re right,” Connor said. We were at legal creeping speed, 10 miles per hour. “There was that wide shot of her going across. It was right here.”

We cruised the town of Hood River, on alert for a restaurant and lodgings. The town was crowded. Very scenic, its old buildings and curvaceous streets rose up the slope from the river that reflected the gold of a falling light. Lineups spilled from eateries. Why so many people? Maybe because it was a Saturday evening, the start of summer, and the town was not so far from Portland.

Connor ran in to enquire at a hotel while the Charger waited at the curb.

He returned, walking. I opened my window so he stopped and bent to me, smiling, “The guy had a mask on. Four.”

Other than one in the barbeque place and two emerging from a gas station washroom—sorry, restroom—this marked only the fourth mask we’d seen in America.

“How much for a room?” I asked Connor’s stomach, because he’d straightened up.

“It’s full,” he said.

“Let’s try that other one.” I thumbed back in the direction of an older hotel we’d passed and I’d scorned for its fake-Tudor, cottagey look.

“Guy said the town’s full up,” said Connor.

So began an evening of frenzy. My frenzy. I needed to find a place to sleep tonight. I took over the wheel, as if that would help, and headed for the next big town an hour upriver, The Dalles. The boys, hungry, wanted to stop and eat and have a few beers. Maybe more than a few, because American beer didn’t really count.

It looked like all cars except ours were heading the other direction, west into the mauve sunset, while we ventured into solid black. Trying to console me, Connor mumbled, “Bound to be a piece a shit motel somewhere near here, Billy.”

Vaughn said, “You reckon?”

The Dalles was endless autobody and farm equipment shops and its downtown a strip of several strip malls. By the river, in a single block of old buildings, the original town centre, there stood two shabby brick buildings resembling the grim hotels in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside that rented by the week, their upper windows draped with a blanket, flag, or lopsided sheet.

The old guy at the desk smoked and had the chain-smoker’s squint, earned by holding your cigarette with your lips while your hands work beneath. He said, no vacancy sir, and nothing across the street either. I asked if he was sure and he said of course he was—an Egyptian who lived down in Sacramento, California, now owned both of these hotels, which made it officially a chain. He neither smiled nor broke his squint so I couldn’t tell if he was joking. I asked if he knew of a place likely to have a vacancy and he said the Holiday Inn. Unlike him, he said, they charged a fortune and raised their rates the fuller things got. I asked him why things were so full. He shrugged and called the Holiday Inn for us. It had two rooms, one king bed apiece.

He waved his cigarette around describing for me a shortcut, and as I flew through town a second time I couldn’t
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