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Dedication

For everyone who helped me on my way





Disclaimer

Names and identifying details of the individuals I met in my travels were changed to protect their privacy.
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Introduction

It’s a Free Country

THERE ARE ONLY SO MANY POEMS YOU CAN READ ABOUT being free, only so many times you can listen to Joni Mitchell’s travel album, Hejira, before something inside you snaps. On January 17, 2019, Mary Oliver died, and I sat at my office desk ignoring my work to read her poem “Moments,” about actually living your life when you’re alive, about how the lamest thing you can possibly do is be cautious.

Fuck, I thought. I gotta quit my job.

That was the moment I decided, and two months later I did. And then, as you legally must after quitting your job, I went on a Great American Road Trip.

For years I had fantasized about going on a huge road trip, but of course I never could. Those were the years when I began to credibly claim that Google Maps was my favorite website, since “for fun” I would plan elaborate road trips that never came to fruition. Usually I designed my theoretical trips with the idea of writing something about them. Early on, I envisioned doing a road trip where I visited every man I had ever had feelings for, in order to “interview them” (make out). This idea stemmed less from the belief that this would make an interesting book than from the realization that my crushes had spread out across the country in a way that would make for an interesting drive.

Then it struck me: even though I am a Puritan bitch who can’t justify having fun unless I assign myself some homework to go along with it, I was allowed to take a road trip without writing about it. And so I spent the next three and a half years taking road trips whenever I had time off work. Over those years of traveling I thought about why I wanted so badly to drive a car across America, why I once developed a crush on a guy just because he told me about a road trip he had been on. I thought about the canonical American travel narratives that made a road trip seem like the epitome of freedom. And I wondered why there were so few canonical American travel narratives written by women and what that meant for me, a woman who wanted to go on the road.

So, after my brain’s attachment to a steady salary and employer-linked health insurance was thoroughly eroded, after I decided it would be sane and in fact very good to quit my job to focus on writing and, uh, being free, I decided that I wanted to write a female American travel narrative. My book would answer the question: what if Bill Bryson got his period? (I didn’t need to know what would happen if Jack Kerouac got his period: he would have freaked out and quit his road trip. It would have ended the Beat Generation.)

I WOULD GO on the road and write about it. But . . . where would I go? A trip long enough to merit serious thought requires an organizing principle. Mine was a modified version of an “optimized” national parks road trip. Over the years I had seen various articles about people who had run the numbers and figured out the mathematically best way to visit every national park in the contiguous forty-eight states. I wasn’t sure which parks I’d end up camping at, which I’d just hike around in for a few hours, and which I’d skip altogether, but I knew I wanted to use one of these algorithm-generated supermaps as my general guide.

I wasn’t choosing to spend months on end camping and hiking as some personal dare. It wouldn’t be a trial by fire, in which seeing if I could lug a backpack up a mountain or sleep outside would teach me something about myself. Hiking had already taught me things about myself. For example: if I exercise for more than five minutes, my entire face and body turn hot pink and stay that way for the entire rest of the day (I am Irish.). But being in nature feels comfortable to me, and right; I’m an outdoors person. Hiking is one of maybe three things I truly love doing, along with playing tennis and watching network dramas about high-achieving women who drink too much.

My love of camping and hiking can be traced back to a childhood visit to Devil’s Lake, a state park in Wisconsin about a three-hour drive from where I grew up. Devil’s Lake is bordered by 500-foot quartzite bluffs on either shore, which, for kids who grew up surrounded by the monotony of flat cornfields, qualified as thrilling. One summer day my stepdad, TB—whose real name is Tom Brandes but whom my friends and I at some point dubbed TB Ice because that’s the kind of thing we did in the early 2000s—sardined every child from our neighborhood into the back of his white kidnapper van and drove us to Devil’s Lake for a camping trip, not a seatbelt among us. In retrospect, maybe he chose Devil’s Lake as a destination less for its majestic bluffs and more for the fact that three hours is about as long as you can drive with a bunch of loose kids in the back of your van and not reasonably expect to be charged with a felony.

On the second day of our trip, TB took the, in my memory, dozen kids to a ranger-led nature hike. At the end of the hike, the ranger described a rock formation that anyone who was interested could find by hiking just a tenth of a mile farther. After about a half hour we started to suspect that we had gone a bit more than 0.1 miles. In fact, we had no idea where we were. TB, fulfilling his role as the only adult among us, told us we would be turning back and retracing our steps. But we twenty-five rowdy preteens were having too much fun. “No!” we screamed. “We want to keep going!” Tom reiterated that we were lost and needed to turn around. “It’s a free country! Let’s put it to a vote!” we demanded, and the children outvoted the adult, forty to one.

And so we hiked further into the woods. We hiked past a cleave in a giant block of quartzite and, drunk with power, named this rock formation TB’s Buttcrack. We imagined ourselves lost forever, even though in retrospect we likely hiked past at least one map. We hiked down a scree field that we didn’t think could possibly be part of the trail but which definitely was.

It felt as if anything could happen; it was maybe the first time I felt like I was experiencing every moment as it occurred. I felt awake. And it wasn’t just me. That trip instilled in all the 400 kids present a love of sleeping on dirt. Twenty years later, those neighborhood kids and I still go camping together. We hike up mountains and don’t shower for a week, trying, every time, to get ourselves lost.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN those trips I regularly took with my friends and the trip I was about to embark on all alone was that I would be traveling not for a week but for months. And, crucially, I had no real idea of how many months I would be traveling. I had a list of parks and an order in which to visit them, and as far as planning goes I had nothing else. This uncertainty, for me, was far more uncomfortable than sleeping on the hard ground in the middle of the desert or, as I ended up doing just as often, sleeping in my stepdad’s Prius in the middle of the desert because I felt too lazy to set up my tent. I am a planner by nature. I am “high strung.” I am a person who makes an eight-page Google Doc for a one-week trip. But in the case of this trip, I flew out on a Tuesday and had no idea where I’d be sleeping on Wednesday. Trying to exert my will on the universe for one week was one thing. Expecting the trip to bend to my will for months on end seemed so futile that I didn’t even attempt it. Studies say that half the enjoyment of a trip comes from the planning of the trip; in this case, I guess, half the enjoyment came from seeing if I could go with the flow for one summer, ever.

Here’s what I did know: I would start with the national parks optimized trip and modify it slightly to include only parks where I had not yet acquired a Junior Ranger badge—essentially a small plastic pin earned by completing a children’s education booklet. I’ve been obsessed with them ever since I got my first at Devil’s Lake, a “Wisconsin Explorer” badge decorated with a mushroom. It’s aged incredibly well, in that it is a hit with all my friends who either love hallucinogens or follow mushroom foraging accounts on Instagram (together, this accounts for 100 percent of my friends).

THE ONLY REASON I could plausibly get away with having no set plan for where my journey would take me was that, because doing this trip meant not having a source of income, I planned to free-camp every night. Only a few years before I’d learned from a friend that you’re allowed to camp for free anywhere in a national forest or on Bureau of Land Management land. There was a website, too, that aggregated some preferred campsites, though my friend told me not to spread the word and risk the campsites becoming too popular. The website interface seemed to be in on the secret: it was visually discombobulating and difficult to navigate. It looked like it was last updated before the internet was invented.

Free-camping means no access to nice bathrooms—you’re lucky if you find a pit toilet, which, as its name suggests, is just a toilet seat over a big hole in the ground. There’s never any running water. Showers are obviously out of the question. But, very importantly: it’s free. And, since free-camping often requires driving deep into protected land, it can mean sleeping in staggeringly beautiful wilderness.

The remoteness of most free campsites meant I would often lose access to Wi-Fi—which was, of course, part of the point of visiting natural and wild places. The years I worked as a researcher on The Late Show with Stephen Colbert overlapped with the years that Donald Trump ran for and was elected president, then proceeded to overload the news cycle with a psychotic amount of horrible decisions and statements and scandals, thanks partly to his narcissistic personality disorder and partly to a Steve Bannon–designed psy-op to desensitize Americans to misery. So, for years, my job involved always knowing what Trump and his cronies were up to. I was excited to get the chance, on this trip, to experience the freedom of not being constantly online. As is true of so many Americans, I feel bad about the amount of time I spend looking at screens, but I also love hiking up a mountain, sitting at a beautiful vista, and checking my email.

Still, I hoped I would be able to surrender myself to this trip. I hoped that for a few months I could stop missing my friends and my drama, could ignore my Pavlovian instinct to refresh Instagram 400 times a day, long enough to really experience being on the road. I suspected and hoped that if I let myself be truly present, something alchemical might happen, that what I was doing might transcend being just an obscenely long vacation and that I would get to the center of something. For the first time in my life I was giving myself permission to be free and permission to be a full-time writer, and I wanted to write about being free.

My mind was made up: I knew I wanted to take a Great American Road Trip. I knew a few questions I wanted to think about while I did it, though many more hadn’t yet occurred to me—questions about the parks’ place in the shady history that is the history of America, about the sheer number of people visiting the parks, about how many weeks straight one woman can drive alone in a car before she becomes very irritated or very horny or very both. I knew I had to accept, as much as I get stress hives anytime my plans are foiled, that this trip would be the boss of me and not the other way around. And so, one day in the middle of spring 2019, I booked a plane ticket to Chicago.





I

The Plains





1

Hermergency

A JOURNEY OF A THOUSAND MILES BEGINS WITH A SINGLE step, they say, but they’re wrong: a journey of a thousand miles begins with figuring out what you’re going to pack.

How does one pack for an open-ended trip across a continent? I’d be gone for a spring and a summer, visiting both snowy mountains and deserts. I wanted to bring clothes that made me look hot and made me feel like myself, but I’d also be living out of a duffel bag and going for long stretches without showering. I’d be hiking and swimming and getting caught in the rain; I couldn’t bring anything that couldn’t get wet or dirty. It was a tall order; I can barely throw together a coherent outfit on days I have access to my full closet.

Every choice was fraught. Like: which of my baseball hats would not mark me as an East Coast elitist? A New Yorker hat was an obvious no. My Yankees hat marked me a little less obviously as a New Yorker, or at least marked me a New Yorker who enjoyed “Sports” instead of “Long Articles by Jill Lepore.” I had a Harry Styles hat, a simple black cap that just said “Harry”—this could have gone either way if not for the fact that people who saw me in this hat uniformly assumed it referred to Harry Connick Jr. Though I wasn’t sure what kind of chaotic energy these people were picking up on when they came to that conclusion, it wasn’t the energy I wanted to lead with during my trip.

The question I asked of each thing I packed was: will this item of clothing get me killed? When I told people I was about to drive around America alone, the first thing each person told me was that I was going to get murdered. Sometimes, very occasionally, they wouldn’t tell me I was going to get murdered and would instead give me a tip for not getting murdered. They became even more sure of my eventual demise when I told them I planned to mostly free-camp in the middle of nowhere. They were convinced that this would lead to headlines like “Woman Murdered While Free-Camping”; or “Body of Missing Woman Finally Found, Murdered, after Detectives Asked Themselves Where the Dumbest Place to Camp Would Be and Then Checked There”; or “New Details: Murdered Camper Clearly Hadn’t Shaved Legs in Weeks.”

Among the “Blythe gonna get murdered” truthers was TB, who spent the weeks before I flew into Chicago to start my trip trying to convince me not to borrow his old black Prius. This wasn’t because he was afraid I’d hit something with it (that I would eventually hit something with it was just assumed). It was because he believed the Prius would not sufficiently protect me from getting myself killed.

TB is obsessed with murder; predicting my death is something of a hobby for him. He is the kind of person for whom multiple children independently decided to buy I’ll Be Gone in the Dark as a Christmas gift. On the phone TB told me that I should take the motor home he had somehow recently acquired.

“Don’t take the motor home,” my mom interrupted. “It’s disgusting, and the mileage is bad.”

“It’s not disgusting, it’s very nice inside,” TB protested. “It gets twelve miles a gallon.”

Ideally I would have made the trip in something compact and easy to maneuver, something I could drive through rough terrain and that got good gas mileage. It would be a plus if the car would instantly inform all the strangers I’d encounter that I was, in fact, cool. Had I my druthers, I’d road-trip in a Jeep or maybe a Geo Tracker, a car I knew almost nothing about except that it looked like a Jeep and that the impossibly hip purple-haired woman who cut my hair had one. But the thing about my druthers is I never get them, and I was willing to settle for “easy to maneuver,” “gas mileage above twelve miles per gallon,” and if not “able to drive through rough terrain without harming car,” at least “already beat up enough that you can gently run into a couple boulders and it won’t look the worse for wear.” To this end my stepdad’s Prius, which had visibly survived a hailstorm and at least one collision with a car-shaped object, was exactly what I needed.

SOMETHING ABOUT THE fact that I would be a woman alone, going on the road for months, made everyone I talked to—friends, coworkers, randos—think of violent death. And these people were seemingly normal! They could not, as TB could, hear a GPS coordinate and tell you about a young woman much like yourself who was recently killed within a ten-mile radius. But they all agreed: I would be alone, I would be unsafe, I would be killed. Unless! I bought any number of incredible products designed to prevent that exact thing. Just as we give women tips for not getting raped instead of giving men tips for not raping women, people not only deluged me with tips for not getting murdered, they introduced me to the “don’t get murdered” industry.

One major category of the Don’t Get Murdered Industrial Complex is location-tracking devices. Almost everyone I told about my trip recommended some sort of location tracker to me. Letting everyone in the world track me like a Domino’s pizza would, of course, not prevent me from getting murdered. At best, it would let them figure out that I had been murdered as quickly as possible.

Then there were the products that would prevent me from getting murdered, or at least make murdering me slightly more inconvenient. When I described my trip to two women over drinks, one told me about a website called Damsel in Defense, from which her mother had bought her a pastel-hued stun gun. I pulled up the website; for seventy dollars you could buy a stun gun that, photographed in soft lighting and nestled on a couch next to an array of throw pillows, looked exactly like a sex toy. You could buy rape whistles or, as the website called them, “hermergency necklaces.” They also sold a striking tool with a baby blue body and sleek silver tip. I turned my phone screen to the women to show them.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m not supposed to put this in my butt?”

Constant predictions of one’s impending violent death are not only an emotional strain that men don’t have to deal with before going on the road. They’re a financial strain as well. Men aren’t told they’re going to be murdered on their solo trips, so they don’t have to spend seventy dollars on a stun gun. They don’t stock up on Mace. They bring things to protect them from the wilderness—a knife or a canister of bear spray (a kind of pepper spray used to deter bears, not, critically, something you apply to your body like bug spray)—but not to protect them from other men. I don’t have a single male friend who owns a stun gun or a rape whistle, or whose family suggested they get those things before setting off on solo trips. Certainly I don’t have any with stepdads who, like TB did to me, offered to get them a gun. I decided that I wouldn’t spend any money on any of those things men wouldn’t have to spend money on. Bear spray would be enough to keep me safe.

Ultimately I forgot to pack bear spray.

I KNEW THAT I would not get murdered on my trip. It was obvious to me! At the same time, it’s hard to overstate how at peace I was with the idea that I could die on this trip: I could get in a car crash, I could fall off the side of a cliff, a deer. . . . . . . . . could kill me. Or I could get murdered, sure. It took a lot of time to grow comfortable with the idea that the trip would be planned only a few days at a time in advance; after that, accepting my own mortality was easy. Everyone has to die sometime! If a deer feels the need to kill me, we should respect the wishes of the deer.

Some people assumed that I would be riding the rails or hitchhiking across America, both of which admittedly are more dangerous than going on a long drive; I wasn’t doing either of those things. That I had access to a car I could borrow and money to pay for gas was a privilege. I wasn’t going to make things harder on myself just to try to seem more legit; I long ago came to terms with the fact that I am not legit. I didn’t want to perform authenticity like that type of man who feels so weird about his trust fund that he hitchhikes into the wilderness to die. I don’t have a trust fund, but if I did I would simply use it to buy a Geo Tracker.

But it wasn’t like the world was really so dangerous. The murder rate in the United States was falling—at least before covid made us throw the social contract out the window. It was just that the murder shows my mom and dad and friends would quote to me, while explaining exactly how I would get dismembered, made it seem like we were in more danger than ever before. “We” meaning a very specific slice of the population; as my friend Madelyn put it to me once, when all my other friends were convinced I would be murdered going on an out-of-town hiking-centric first date: “The true-crime industrial complex wants white women to fear everything.”

Being a woman entails certain risks, but I had learned ways to look out for myself, and I couldn’t see why those risks would be greater on a mountain in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by no one, than they are in my normal life in the middle of Brooklyn, surrounded by drunk men of all ages who stand in front of my apartment talking all day and talking loudly all night. Our culture is just as invested in the idea that cities are dangerous for women on their own as it is in the idea that the road is dangerous for women on their own. If I had beat the odds on one for so long, could the other really be as dire as society made it out to be?

ON THE FIRST morning of my Great American Road Trip, my mom picked me up from Chicago’s O’Hare Airport and drove me to Wisconsin to pick up the Prius. On the second morning of my Great American Road Trip, I still had no concrete plans for actually hitting the road and heading anywhere. And so I went to a café, poured iced coffee directly into my brain, and Googled “how to get to Isle Royale National Park.”

If you have never heard of Isle Royale, you’re not alone. The year before my trip only 18,479 people visited the main island, making Isle Royale the least visited national park in the contiguous United States. 18,479 might sound like a lot of people if you, unlike me, have never lived in one Brooklyn apartment with 18,479 other people. But look at it this way: in 2019 the most visited national park was Great Smoky Mountains National Park, with 12.5 million visitors. To the Great Smoky Mountains 18,479 is just a rounding error.

Isle Royale is a forty-five-mile long, nine-mile wide island in Lake Superior, lying closest to Canada and the tip of Minnesota but technically part of Michigan. That island, as well as 450 smaller surrounding islands, accessible via seaplane and a few ferries, make up Isle Royale National Park.

As I sat in a café trying to buy a ferry ticket, I didn’t know any of this. At the time I knew two things about the park, both of which TB had told me. The first was that TB knew someone whose brother had lived year round on Isle Royale until he had just recently died of . . . botulism? . . . from exclusively eating expired canned goods. This story seemed suspect to me for a number of reasons, the first being the official year-round population of Isle Royale is zero, and due to the park’s relatively small size and to the existence of planes, it seemed likely that if a random man was surreptitiously living on the island, someone would eventually figure it out. On the other hand, if any country was going to have a guy whose idea of freedom was living illegally and uncomfortably on public land while owning the libs by ignoring “best by” dates on Campbell’s soup, that country would definitely be America. So: who knows?

The second thing I knew was, to quote TB, “They’re trying to introduce wolves because the moose population is running amok.” It’s true! The park is known for its moose population: in 2019, there were 2,060 moose in the park. But moose had come to Isle Royale fairly recently—they arrived in the first decade of the 1900s, after swimming to the island from the mainland, on a dare. Wolves followed about forty years later by walking over an ice bridge from Canada, which I won’t even make a joke about because it is, simply, too metal.

In the decades that both species have been on Isle Royale, their populations have generally fluctuated in concert. This is essential because, while we all as a culture may be obsessed with the idea of seeing a moose, there is such a thing as “too many moose on one island” (which is of course the premise of my hit sitcom, Moose Island). The moose eat and perhaps stomp on all the trees and plants that birds and mammals and insects depend on. It’s true what they say: if you give a moose a muffin, it will devastate the ecosystem of Isle Royale National Park. And over the past fifteen years, this is exactly what had happened. In 2005 there were thirty wolves and 385 moose in the park. Then the wolf population started to thin due to inbreeding, since climate change meant that ice bridges formed less often, so new wolves couldn’t get to Isle Royale to replenish the gene pool. By 2017 there were only two wolves left on the main island—and there were 1,600 moose. The moose, as TB so aptly put it, were running amok.

The big question became: should the National Park Service, as stewards of Isle Royale, act to replenish the wolf population? According to the Wilderness Act of 1964—and Isle Royale is a federally designated wilderness area—the guiding principle is not to intervene. But, according to a New York Times op-ed written by the three scientists in charge of deciding whether or not to reintroduce wolves to the park, it’s disingenuous to hold nonintervention above all, because humans have already intervened in even the wildest parts of the planet, through climate change. Ultimately they decided to send the wolves. And so, just like me, in 2019 twelve wolves were about to take an unforeseen trip to Isle Royale National Park.

I LOOKED INTO ferry schedules and decided to make a day trip of it: I’d camp on the remote tip of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, take a three-hour-ish ferry ride over to Isle Royale early in the morning, and ride back later that afternoon. The man who answered the ferry company’s phone told me that day-trip tickets were still available and asked me where I would be staying. Instinctively—wary of letting these ferry perverts learn where I was camping so they could come kill me in my sleep—I lied.

“At . . . my . . . stepdad’s house,” I said.

“Okay,” the man from the ferry company said. “Check-in is at seven a.m.” Of course they wanted to know I’d be staying in close enough proximity to make it to the early-morning ferry. This guy doesn’t want to murder you, I realized. Don’t flatter yourself.

THE FIRST LEG of my trip saw me driving due north, but because of the fluke of geography that is the Upper Peninsula, I would be reentering the Eastern Time Zone. All borders are violent and colonialist and arbitrary, but it seems particularly arbitrary to me that the UP belongs to Michigan and not to Wisconsin. It touches exactly one of these states, and, surprise: it’s not Michigan. But I am alone on this hill, and, in fact, it is not a hill anyone considers an interesting topic of conversation. So I thought about it silently while driving on deserted back roads through pine forests in upper Wisconsin, trying to make it to Isle Royale’s mainland visitor center in Houghton by six p.m. Eastern Time.

And despite losing an hour just because some 183-year-old treaty said I was “in Michigan” (sure), I did make it to the visitor center in time. I grabbed my Junior Ranger booklet and sat in my car looking at every app I had so studiously ignored in the sixty minutes since I had last stopped to pee. “You’re about to go into some real pretty roads,” texted a friend who had spent some time in Copper Harbor, where I’d be catching the ferry the next day. He was right: the final hour of my drive, into less and less populated land, was like driving through a painting in my dad’s living room. The road gently curved through thick birch forests until all of a sudden it ended at the shore of Lake Superior.

I drove up the local “mountain” (big hill) to get a better view: evergreens as far as the eye could see, on the mainland and on a couple small islands running parallel to the shore. It was charming to a level that was, frankly, psychotic.

I WAS AT the ferry dock by seven a.m. the next morning, and yes, that is a brag. My time between waking up and driving to the dock was expedited by the fact that the night before, as I tried to set up my idyllic little campsite, I discovered that the tent TB had loaned me was fully inoperable, missing poles and ripped. After calling TB to get his permission to throw out the “tent,” I instead spent my first night alone on the road curled up in the passenger seat of the Prius. Being five-foot-two: it’s a hack.

I checked in for the Isle Royale ferry and headed over to a picnic table to, in a long tradition of people with nothing else to do, stare at the water and think about my life until the ferry started to board. Leading the boarding process, I am sorry to tell you, was a man who looked like Steve Bannon, if Steve Bannon were 50 percent healthier and also hanging out in Michigan’s UP instead of making tiny baby Hitlers all over Europe. “Before we begin, here’s a factoid,” Healthy Bannon said. He gestured to the ferry and a four-foot-tall staircase we had to climb to get to the deck. “Seven years ago, the deck was level with the dock. You just stepped off the dock onto the boat. That’s how much the water level of Lake Superior has risen.” I blinked and wondered if this man had mixed up the word factoid with the words chilling reminder of the imminent death of our planet. “Okay! Let’s board!”

Inside the ferry I sat at a table across from two women and spent the next three hours talking to them. This may sound like hell to you, as it would have sounded to me, a person who famously hates talking to strangers. But it was, instead, lovely. The women introduced themselves as Debbie and Meg, a mother and daughter from Green Bay, who were going to Isle Royale together because Debbie had gone as a young woman and had always dreamed of returning one day with her daughters. We talked about Wisconsin and Timothée Chalamet (who I, at the time, cared about because I had not yet turned thirty) and about travel. After two hours it occurred to me: “I think you are the first people who haven’t told me I’m going to get murdered on my trip.”

“Oh, you won’t get murdered,” Debbie said. “If you can survive in New York City, you’ll be fine.”

It’s true, of course, that women can get murdered in cities and on the road. This is what Adrienne Rich calls “the role of male violence in keeping all women subordinate.” If being in these places means that you as a woman are at risk, you can never be fully exuberant there; part of your attention is always being drained.

But statistically the people who should be afraid to take road trips or move to New York aren’t women: according to the United Nations, approximately 80 percent of homicide victims worldwide are men. The same is true for the United States and has been true for decades. More to the point: men are more likely to be victimized in public and by a stranger. Women are more likely to be victimized by someone they know, in the exact place we are supposed to see as our one safe option: our home or the home of someone we know. The domestic sphere might be both bereft of adventure and actually the most dangerous place for us to be, but the true-crime industrial complex and the culture at large try to convince women to stay there because, coincidentally, it’s where women can perform the unpaid labor necessary to keep our very poorly designed economy afloat.

The narratives we tell about women being unsafe on the road exacerbate the problem: when women feel unsafe going on the road, that almost certainly keeps some women from doing it, so there are fewer women walking around telling their friends about their great road trip where they weren’t murdered. Do you think people were telling Jack Kerouac not to go on the road? No, they were probably like, “By all means, be my guest, drive away for a couple months, leave me the hell alone.”

AS SOON AS I spotted the first small islands surrounding Isle Royale, my eyes filled with tears. I’d just gone on hormonal birth control a few months earlier, and now, well, everything was just too beautiful.

We disembarked, and I had no time to lose. I waved goodbye to Meg and Debbie, who were checking into Isle Royale’s Rock Harbor Lodge, and set out to find a trailhead. The day before, at the visitor center in Houghton, I had explained to the ranger on duty that I was planning to be on Isle Royale just for the afternoon and asked what he thought I should do in that time. He gave me a map and recommended a four-mile trail on a narrow peninsula, from Rock Harbor to something called Scoville Point. I had just over three hours to do it, which the ranger assured me was possible, though it had been a year since I had seriously hiked and I couldn’t remember if I was actually capable of hiking that fast. I rushed around the harbor, found a trail that seemed like the right one, and plunged into the woods.

I don’t want you to get your hopes up, so I will tell you right now: I did not see any of the 2,060 totally amok moose when I was on Isle Royale. And of course I didn’t see one of the now fourteen wolves on the island, who were busy getting used to their new home and clocking in at their “eating moose” day jobs. (As I write this, the wolf population has doubled since 2019, and the moose population roughly halved.) But it didn’t matter. I was thrilled to be hiking, dropped into a new landscape and learning about it through walking around. I was doing my absolute favorite thing, and since it was cold enough to wear a jaunty red beanie, I even got to look like a hot Steve Zissou while doing it. I hauled ass down the trail, completing my Junior Ranger activities along the way, listening to the sounds of nature and looking at plants and writing about my experience.

Everything around me was, I’m sorry, stunning! Lake Superior is slept on, or maybe it’s so far north that I had always thought of it as not worth a visit, or maybe Lake Michigan has always seemed to me “meh” at best, and “don’t touch that water, you’ll get hepatitis” at worst, and so I had assumed all the Great Lakes were the same. But I was completely unprepared for Lake Superior’s majesty. The pine forest would suddenly open to a craggy shoreline and choppy sapphire water to the horizon. Every so often I’d have to hike over planks, traversing bits of land where soil gathered in depressions of rock, where water could never fully drain, and where swampy plants like marsh marigold thrived. When I finally got to Scoville Point, I peered out toward the horizon, miles and miles of lake between me and any mainland. It made me realize, damn: I can’t believe moose swam here. Those guys are maniacs.

BACK ON THE ferry for the return trip, I settled into a seat—I had a whole four-top table to myself. And then. Halfway through the journey back, a man appeared out of nowhere and asked if he could sit with me. Anyone who suddenly needs a place to sit two hours into a boat ride is bad news, and he had a frayed energy that set off the alarms I’ve developed over years of trying not to get murdered in New York. But because I was socialized female and as such taught to be polite and accommodating, and because I did, after all, have an entire table to myself, I let him sit. He slumped onto the bench across from me and got down to the business of any man sitting next to any woman he doesn’t know: the business of annoying me.

“What are you reading?” he asked.

I showed him the cover of my book: Yes Means Yes: Visions of Sexual Power and a World Without Rape. It was the one book no man can turn into a flirt.

But, somehow, he tried. For a full hour he kept asking me question after question, as I clearly refused to engage. When it finally became clear that annoying me would not help him to achieve his goal (getting my phone number? distracting me from learning about rape culture?), he decided to devote his remaining time to making me as uncomfortable as possible. Over the last hour of the trip, he incrementally shifted his legs toward me into my space and then began to spread his legs apart, until there was nowhere left under the table for me to put my own body. And for that entire hour, I put up with it. On the Isle Royale ferry, cornered by a creepy dude’s manspread, I wondered how far into the process of murdering me someone would have to be before I asked them to please not.

We were almost back in Copper Harbor by the time I asked the man to move his legs, but when I finally did, I was weirdly proud of myself. I was strong! I was overcoming my societal programming to be deferential and standing up for my bodily autonomy! I was a woman on the road!

And then I grabbed my backpack, got off the boat, and sat next to the ferry office for thirty minutes, until I was sure the man was gone and couldn’t follow me back to my campsite.
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Somewhat Complex Flesh Machine

THE THING ABOUT SLEEPING OUTDOORS IS THAT YOU wake up very early. You can spend years carefully constructing an urban identity as an artist who goes to bed at three and sleeps until noon and still find yourself, two days into an extended camping trip, exhausted at nine p.m. and not only awake but kicking and punching and ready to hike at five-thirty in the morning. Waking up at the same time as octogenarians do, or as Ben Franklin lied and said he did, is frankly embarrassing. But I did, and then spent the entire day driving west across the Upper Peninsula and the Northwoods of Wisconsin.

By the time I made it to Duluth, Minnesota, that afternoon, it had been thirty-two hours since I had had coffee, and I was ready to commit a felony. I parked at a kitschy diner that Yelp swore up and down had good food and ordered lunch and a cold brew as big as my torso. I drove to a second location to drink more coffee, drove to a third location to eat coffee-flavored ice cream, went to Walmart to buy a tent, and spent the night at a KOA. (Kampgrounds of America, popularly known as KOA, is a privately owned chain with sites across the United States and Canada, though the fact that they spell “campground” with a “K” is so tacky that I feel certain the idea must have originated in the USA.) The sounds of young people around me having fun, and the sensation of every single stick in the forest poking me through my cheap tent, lulled me to sleep. The next morning I hit the road to Voyageurs National Park.

VOYAGEURS WAS ANOTHER park I knew almost nothing about. The only reason I was even aware something called “Voyageurs” existed was because it had been included in a national parks calendar a friend had given me a couple years before. I flipped to June and all of a sudden there was a moose standing in a lake under the word Voyagers, except spelled how it would be in the group text I’m on with a bunch of people who have British passports and multiple fur hats each, all of whom write random words in French for fun. I stared at the calendar page and the French moose. This exists in America? I thought. Now I’ve heard it all.

The park is located in remote northern Minnesota on the border with Canada, and consists of a labyrinth of connected lakes. From the late 1600s until the late 1800s, these connected lakes were used by beaver-pelt-trading, canoe-paddling French Canadian teenagers called voyageurs. These voyageurs, according to the 1971 legislation enabling the creation of the park, “contributed significantly to the opening of the northwestern United States.” It’s like they say: all it takes to change the world is a dream and a canoe.

It was chilly and raining and too early in the season to be busy when I arrived at Voyageurs. The ranger manning the desk at the Ash River Visitor Center was a woman who appeared to be in her sixties. She looked like the kind of serious-minded woman who started working for the National Park Service as a way to give back to the earth and as a way to teach young children about natural beauty. She did not look like the kind of woman who would be amused when a twenty-eight-year-old adult flew in from New York City and asked to participate in the Junior Ranger program.

ACQUIRING JUNIOR RANGER badges was the organizing principle of my trip. So what exactly are they? The Junior Ranger program is available in not only national parks but also at national monuments and other sites run by the National Park Service. Participants are given an educational workbook which, after a certain number of activities are completed, can be exchanged for a badge. These badges are made out of wood or cloth or cheap plastic, and I thirsted for them. I would do as many word searches containing names of animals endemic to the park as I needed to; I would go on as long a hike as necessary to get bingo on a grid of things I might see (“insect,” “scat”); I would attend whatever ranger program was happening that day: I was going to get my Junior Ranger badge from every park I visited. Crucially, while the program is designed and intended for children, it is open to people of all ages.

Sometimes when I ask for a booklet, rangers will tell me about just recently having given a booklet or a badge to an extremely ancient person. (Presumably they do this to make me feel better about the embarrassing thing I am doing by asking to participate in a children’s program.) When I visited Petrified Forest on a road trip around the Southwest, the ranger there told me she had just awarded a Petrified Forest Junior Ranger badge to a 103-year-old man. “He said that it was the last remaining national park Junior Ranger badge he needed to get,” she said.

“Ah,” I responded. “So now he could die.” The ranger did not laugh.

Why did I plan my trip around acquiring these badges? Well, I love to do vacation homework. Traveling only to national parks where I had not yet earned a badge seemed like a good way to visit a lot of beautiful places I hadn’t seen before. Ultimately, the most primal reason was that it gave my trip a structure; and a structure—any structure—was essential to this open-ended trip I was taking immediately after quitting my job.

I would never, in the two or three months I was giving myself to go wild, be able to see all the natural beauty America has to offer, experience all the disparate cultures, go antique shopping in all the small towns, have coffee in identical indie cafés with white subway tiles and a lot of green plants in every city across the country. But getting a Junior Ranger badge from every chosen park was within my grasp. It was a finite task made up of dozens of smaller tasks, each of which would give me the satisfaction of having really experienced something. If I got Junior Ranger badges from every park, legally I became secretary of the interior. And as an added bonus, it wasn’t difficult, because it was designed for 12-year-olds.

BOOKLET IN (ADULT) hand, I sat in the Prius at the Voyageurs Visitor Center and completed as many activities as I could, hoping to wait out the worst of the rain. One activity invited me to compare the clothing of an 1800s-era voyageur to a modern-day sixteen-year-old. Both were described as “young men”—though as you and I both know, any cis male under the age of thirty-five is not a man but a child. I drew lines from the voyageur, standing tall in his chemise and little Santa cap, to his twenty-first-century equivalent, slouching in a hoodie and trucker hat. The activity felt like a passive-aggressive own on all teens, but it also felt like a missed opportunity to imagine that, two hundred years after “the opening of the northwestern United States,” a different-looking person could experience this land. I was used to large institutions making at least a stab at performative diversity, but the Voyageurs Junior Ranger book was committed to imagining adventure only for
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