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CHAPTER ONE

ROADSIDE ASSISTANCE
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When the alarm sounds at 4:00 a.m., the Austin temperature is seventy-five and the humidity, 91%. It’s the kind of morning when my Okie grandmother would say, “It’s gonna be a scorcher,” and she would be right. She was always right when she said that. It will reach a hundred or so before we get to New Mexico at the end of the day.

For the better part of three hours, we lug gear down two flights of stairs and pack the inside of the van and climb the ladder to stuff the rooftop luggage carrier. We are soaked with sweat before we’re well started. We let the air conditioning run for the last half hour before leaving so Baby Kitty, aka BK, won’t have to wait for it to cool down after we start. She’s sick, we’re going to be on the road for weeks, and we want at least this first day to go well. 

Finally, I put the van in gear, point it in the direction of Lopez Island in Puget Sound, and go.

Austin is the state capital. Politicians who dislike Austin drive in from rural areas every two years and do their cussedest to thwart the city’s progressive tendencies. Liberalism aside, Austin is defined by country music, Longhorn football, sprawl, and choking traffic.  

The van is well suited to stop-and-go driving; in such conditions, we don’t hold up the flow. But when we leave on Saturday morning, traffic on the highway out of town is light; road rage and boredom are replaced by NASCAR moves. Wannabe racecar drivers choking on backed-up testosterone tailgate at high speed and switch lanes for the fun of it. We stay on access roads as much as possible and accept red lights as our fate. 

After an hour or so, we emerge from the suburbs, and the highway narrows to a more human scale – two lanes with intermittent stretches of three lanes to accommodate passing. Between passing lanes, we push the speed, so we won’t be in the way of pickup drivers with their Second Amendment and anti-choice bumper stickers. It’s a good bet they are already boiling angry without getting held up by a classic VW van, which to them symbolizes much that’s causing America to lose its way. 

My sense of being in hostile territory notwithstanding, the surrounding countryside is welcoming in a way. Gently rolling hills are decorated with low growths of cedar, mesquite, and cactus, which do fine in the smelter-level heat. Despite parched soil and rattlesnakes and cactus, it’s a quiet, even pacific, vista. 

Passing through this country calls up my unshakeable ambivalence toward Texas. Not since I was in grade school have I been able to come down totally on one side of the love-hate divide. It’s a burden. I doubt it would be so uncomfortable to have mixed feelings about, say, Kansas or Nevada, but the life force of Texas is so strong it allows no half measures. All-or-nothing thinking is in the air Texans breathe. George Bush famously announced a foreign policy based on “you’re either for us or against us.” (I suppose we should be grateful he didn’t just abolish the State Department.)

The first town we come to is Lampasas, population 7900. The county it’s located in has twenty-five people per square mile. The next county, Mills, has seven people per square mile, and a total population of 4791. It voted 87% for Trump in 2016. We are entering a way of being far removed from Democratic Austin with its world-class university and a growth rate of 152 people a day. It’s only seventy miles behind us. 

We pass through Lometa, population 845. According to worldpopulationreview.com, it’s the 857th largest “city” in Texas. 

By now, the sun is directly overhead, and the temperature is rising to a searing August-in-Texas level. The oil-temperature gauge registers a similar increase, so to keep the engine from overheating, we turn off the air conditioning. I try not to think about having paid $2000 for an AC system we can’t use when the weather is hot. 

Ten or fifteen miles past Lometa, it’s time for a break so the engine can cool off a little and we can stretch our legs. A roadside park comes into view. It’s not much of one, though, just a patch of brown stubble surrounding a couple of concrete picnic tables under a plastic shed roof. Being out of the sun will help a little, but the breeze is hot. That’s unfortunate; as it turns out, we are there all afternoon.

As I ease onto the gravel at the edge of the road, the engine dies. I turn the key and crank the engine repeatedly. No response. It’s all too familiar; probably vapor locked like when Joe Rodriguez, the man with the chain, and Jimmy, the born-again wrecker driver, rescued me. Oh well, I’ve been to that rodeo. I can handle it. 

At some point, the vaporized fuel will turn back into liquid, the engine will start, and by driving very slowly with flashers flashing, we can make it to one of those nice air-conditioned Dairy Queens or Subways that even the smallest towns have, and we’ll slug down some iced tea and figure out what to do next. Maybe we’ll stay till sundown when even in Texas the temperature drops some and resume our trip in the dark. Back when lots of cars, even those with water-cooled engines, overheated in summer, people would cross Death Valley or the Mojave Desert at night. Or maybe we’ll check into a motel, watch some tv, have a drink or two, and start again very early the next morning. 

I keep turning the key, each time hoping and each time being disappointed. The battery is new, so I can do that for a long time without running it down. It’s still going strong when Ann and I and Baby Kitty begin to run down. 

We had sweated buckets while loading, and excited to get the adventure started, we forgot to camel up before starting. We haven’t even brought much water with us. We would have gotten some in Lampasas, if we had stopped to pee, but we were too dried out to have the urge. When the engine quit, we were drinking the last few swallows we had. 

We saved enough to fill Baby Kitty’s bowl, but she won’t drink. That is her way when traveling; she won’t eat or drink or use her litter box. When flying or taking long trips, we welcome that. Not in this case, though. Her kidneys are failing; it’s a bad time for her to refuse water. 

She lies on the floor, her mouth open a little, breathing rapidly. We leave the side door open and point a small battery-powered fan in her direction. It blows hot air. Her ribs show noticeably. She’s skinnier than we had realized. Is this trip going to ask too much of her? We had thought about that beforehand, but just when she didn’t seem up to it, she would play and carry on the same as always. Every morning when I took Ann wake-up coffee, she would follow me into the bedroom, jump onto the bed, make herself comfortable on Ann’s breast, and look “Good Morning” into her eyes. Right up till shortly before starting, lab tests showed her to be holding up well. Statistically, her chances of living longer than the trip would take were excellent. But lying on the floor of the van, Ann beside her and petting her while the temperature continues to rise, she looks like we might have made a dreadful mistake. 

Before long, Ann and I get so thirsty we realize we’re going to be in trouble if we go much longer without water. How could we have been so reckless? We knew what Texas summer is like. Water is essential if you’re traveling in remote areas. I’m not even sure exactly where we are. 

I go as far out on the road as I dare and stick out my thumb. There is little traffic, and for a while, what few cars and trucks there are whoosh by without slowing down. 

Eventually, one turns around and comes back. Its hood is partly open, and its engine is coughing and sputtering. The driver is sweating heavily, the car’s air conditioning obviously not working.

“Hello. Could you give me a ride to the next town so I can get some water? My van has broken down, and we’ve run out.”

Without saying anything, she swings her right arm over to the passenger side in the movement everybody’s mother used before there were seat belts to keep a child in place when suddenly braking. She brings it back with a one-gallon plastic jug of water in her hand. There are several more on the seat. 

“I’ll stay with you until you get help.”  

I can’t say for sure how old she is. In her thirties, I guess. She’s wearing tattered flannel pajamas with a good-sized hole in one knee. She follows me over to the van and says hello to Ann and strokes BK and talks kitty talk to her. 

Her name is Cindy. She keeps several gallons of water on the seat by her so she can fill the boiling-over radiator of the Pontiac, which she bought for $300. Her husband knows how to fix it, but he never gets around to it. She seems to accept that in him. She’s on her way to a town up the road called Mullin, population178, for a weekend visit with her young daughter who lives there with Cindy’s mother and sister. 

“Do you believe in angels?” I ask. 

“Sure,” she says.

“Me too,” I say.

“Me too,” Ann says.

That settles the question of who she is and why she has showed up with water. But in worn flannel pajamas in August in a broken-down wreck of a car? 

Thinking about it later, I recall what I heard Presbyterian preachers say  on just about every Sunday of my boyhood. “The Lord moves in mysterious ways, His wonders to perform.” It hadn’t meant much to me at the time.
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CHAPTER TWO

BEEN THERE, DONE THAT – SORT OF
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This attempt at a long, carefree drive out west was beginning to seem too much like an earlier adventure with an unreliable vehicle. 

In the late 1960s, I was one of twenty American lecturers at the University of Baghdad. We were employees of the University of Texas, which had been contracted to manage the Fulbright program for Iraq. I would not have been part of the program except that Austin badly wanted my then wife to be onsite administrator, and to get her meant taking me (a graduate student with a spotty academic record) and our five-year-old son. As part of our compensation, we got a 1967 Chevrolet station wagon complete with Texas license plates, air conditioning, a triptyque that allowed us to cross international borders without incurring customs charges, and after a time, a driver. It was a perk of mixed benefits. 

The station wagon ran faultlessly when I drove the 935 miles from the dealership in Beirut over the Lebanese mountains through Damascus and across the Iraqi desert, but soon after arriving in Baghdad, an electrical problem began a nasty habit of eating the battery. Sometimes it was too weak to start the engine. Sometimes the lights would go out – while we were driving. On its face, that would seem easy to remedy: just replace the alternator, check wiring all around, that sort of thing. But I never got closer to proper repair than a shrug and a theory that the six-cylinder engine was not powerful enough to support air conditioning. (At the time, air-conditioned cars were unusual in Iraq,) We didn’t use the air conditioning for a while. Not surprisingly, it affected nothing. But we just kept driving it and accepting the inconvenience of breakdowns until I sold it two years later. 

One breakdown was more than inconvenient, it was life-threatening. On a holiday trip, we were ascending in  the dark the pass through the ten-thousand-foot mountains between Damascus and Beirut, when light snow turned blindingly heavy. At the same time, headlights and dash lights  failed. Even when the headlights were still working, it was hard to see either the center line or the guard rail on the right; without lights, they were invisible. Beyond the guard rail, the ground fell away steeply to a depth known only to Allah. 

There was little traffic other than the occasional heavy truck, but even so, stopping seemed more dangerous than slowly continuing. A friend who was with us stuck his head out of the passenger window and did his best to warn me when I got close to the guard rail. When trucks came up behind us, we held our breath but were grateful for the brief help of their headlights. Eventually, we reached the crest and made our way down to the border crossing where we got help. 

Problems with the station wagon were not limited to mechanical issues. His first day on the job, Abbas, a driver employed by the program, hit a blind man. I was at home grading papers, when he arrived with the victim and the boy who served as his eyes in the back seat. The man was unhurt, and if Iraq had tort lawyers, they didn’t get involved, so nothing further came of the incident. 

Abbas did have one moment of notable valor. It probably saved my life. 

When the Six Day War was starting in early June, 1967, angry mobs filled the streets. In the minds of many Iraqis, the Israeli enemy and the United States were one, and as tensions grew, a mob stormed down the street in front of our house on their way to burn the American library a few blocks away. 

That evening, I had to run an errand. I’ve forgotten what, but it must have been important. On the way, Abbas inadvertently drove the bright white Chevrolet station wagon with Texas license plates into the outer perimeter of a raging mob. He yelled at me to get down on the floor in the back and make myself as small as possible, instruction I didn’t need. He made a tire-squealing U-turn and got me home safely.

The next day, all “unofficial Americans” (there were many in addition to the professors in the Texas program) were advised to assemble at the embassy for safe conduct to Iran, which at the time, was an American ally. Diplomatic relations between Iraq and the United States were being severed, civil unrest was growing, and there was fear of attack by the Israelis. We were not required to evacuate, but to stay in Iraq after the embassy was shuttered was a risk we were not ready to take.

We spent the day anxiously packing and saying goodbye to University colleagues who came by and braved the security police in front of our house. When the time came, we got in the heavily loaded Chevrolet and drove through the city and over the Tigris River to the embassy. Abbas declined to drive us, but another Iraqi who worked for the Texas program rode along and directed us through quiet back streets. He stayed with us until it became likely he would be seen in the Americans’ big car. As it turned out, he was arrested after we evacuated and charged with being a jasus (spy) because he had worked for us. 

While waiting for the evacuation to start, the embassy staff who weren’t busy destroying documents took names and gave directions. After a bit, an official called us to order and made some announcements. Then the Belgian ambassador, who was going to manage Iraqi-American affairs going forward, was introduced. He told a moving story that brought many of us to tears. He had been a young boy in occupied Belgium during World War II, when one ordinary war-shaped day, he watched the sky fill with American paratroopers. He was deeply grateful for this opportunity to help us out. He said – more likely, I heard it later – that the American government had asked Tunisia and Switzerland to take over management of American interests, but both had declined. The Belgian had accepted without bothering to consult Brussels. 

Buses were provided for those who needed transportation, and at around midnight a long line of vehicles left the embassy under the protection of a heavily armed military escort. 

The sun was coming up as we arrived at  the international border. On the Iranian side, an American official greeted us. Somewhat farther on, we stopped at an Iranian Air Force base where we were put up in a sort of dormitory for bachelor officers, which was oddly unoccupied. We rested there until the following morning. In Tehran, we were led to a reception facility at the American embassy (the one which would be taken over by militants twelve years later) and given food and aid as needed. 

In Baghdad, we had felt a strong sense of purpose and took pleasure in our work. And though diplomatic relations between the United States and Iraq had been severed, actual fighting had not come to Iraq. So, my family and I waited in Tehran for most of the summer, hoping for permission to return. It was not to be.

We had enough money to drive to somewhere in Europe, and for reasons I can’t remember, we thought Rome would be a good place to stop and figure out what to do with our lives and the station wagon. We were young, imprudent, foolish, brash, adventuresome, and naive; the long trip there in an unreliable vehicle didn’t figure in our thinking. 

Northwest of Tehran, we crossed a desert where there was no road, only numerous tracks on hard-packed sand. We didn’t have a compass, but now and then, a long-haul truck driver working the route between India and Europe would wave to us to follow him. The electrical system held up through the crossing, but the station wagon did develop an alarming clunking sound when going over a bump. 

After a night in a sleazy hostel in Tabriz, we entered Turkey. We stopped for lunch in a small town, and before parking on the street, I looked around for someone I could hire to keep an eye on the station wagon and the gear on the luggage rack. A young boy who had learned some English from a Peace Corps teacher accepted eagerly. I gave him some money, but I think he might have done it for nothing. 

After lunch, the car would not start, and the boy continued to help us. He found a garage to work on the car, then took us to his uncle’s hazelnut farm to wait. We spent the afternoon drinking tea with the family and being taught how to play backgammon. 

The garage got the car started but was unable to fix the clunking sound. It was diagnosed as a cracked chassis, and that was beyond their capability. I tried to get it fixed later in Istanbul and other places, but I never found anyone who could do it. Every time the clunk sounded, it alarmed me, but no serious harm ever came from it. 

We drove on across Turkey and Greece and almost into Italy before we had another problem. When the ferry docked at Brindisi and the ramp went down, the battery was dead. We were near the front of a long line, and the ferry was huge. A deafening amount of honking and yelling rose up behind us. Seeing the Texas license plates, an Italian guy who had lived in Houston emerged from back in the line and took control. He got another car to push the station wagon off the ferry and get us going fast enough so that I could start the engine by slipping the clutch with it in gear. It was one of several times I was glad the dealer did not have a car with an automatic transmission. Another breakdown and another temporary reprieve occurred before we got to Rome.

During the evacuation, when we crossed the border into Iran, the American official who greeted us handed us some walking-around money in Iranian rials, no questions asked, no papers signed. I can’t remember how much. It was a peculiarly American way to be a refugee. So was the refugee camp where some of us stayed – the Tehran Hilton. 

In addition, the official covered the first page of our passports with a large stamp that read “NOT VALID FOR TRAVEL TO IRAQ” and other Muslim countries. That did not lessen  our desire to go back, and we were still thinking of returning when we got to Rome in August. Our fear of being in Iraq with no embassy to rely on had lessened in the time since we had evacuated, so I went to the Iraqi Embassy and asked for a visa. The stamp in my passport meant nothing to the Iraqi clerk nor to me, and I was soon on a plane back. My wife, son, and the Chevrolet remained in Rome until I could see how it was in Baghdad. 

The house we had lived in was still leased to the Texas program and a caretaker had looked after it in our absence. Word of my presence traveled fast. In the short time between getting off the plane and taking a taxi to the house, a number of Iraqis gathered there. They were mostly domestic workers who had been employed by Americans. They thought my return meant that all the Americans were coming back, or if not that, perhaps I would hire them. They were wrong.

To my knowledge there were only two other Americans in the country at the time – a man who worked for a nongovernmental organization, and an administrative officer from the embassy staff. He had remained behind to keep an eye on the building, including the contents of its commissary. He was glad to have my company, and we spent a few weeks palling around under the watchful eye of security police, enjoying U.S. government steaks and whisky. 

I took it upon myself to approach the president of the University and ask if he would like to resume the Texas program. Of course, he did. Twenty professors at no cost was a swell gift, never mind diplomatic niceties. He did not have the authority to authorize it, though, so he picked up his phone and called the Prime Minister. After a short conversation, he told me the program could resume. 

I was proud of myself, real proud. This diplomacy business was easier than the foreign service would have people believe. The Texas program was back in business, and it was because I had taken direct action and like a good salesman, asked for the order. I soon learned, however, that the State Department would have to agree to it, even though it was nominally a University of Texas program. I went to work on it, with a twenty-eight-year old’s zeal.

I was allowed to communicate with Austin by cable from the former American ambassador’s residence, which then was occupied by an aristocratic young Belgian named Vilan XIV and his bikini-clad girlfriend who seemed always to be lolling by the pool. 

I sent repeated cables to the University of Texas representative who was trying to persuade Washington to go along with the agreement the young professor had so deftly negotiated. The State Department would not hear of it. 

I did get a sort of consolation prize for my efforts – a teaching position in Amman at the University of Jordan. During the year we were there, I had the Chevrolet shipped from Rome. I drove it around town and sightseeing in surrounding areas, dealing with the continuing electrical problem, always administering temporary fixes, never finding the cause, and never getting the alarming clunk fixed. 

In addition, I added body work by t-boning the personal car of the Amman Chief of Police. No one was hurt, and the damage was not extreme, but the Chief was angry. Showing insurance, license, and title was insufficient to keep us from being taken to the police station. We were not mistreated, though, and the American consul showed up after a bit, said whatever it is consuls say in such situations, and we were released. 

Near the end of the academic year, I sold the station wagon to an American who worked for AID. I must have given him an excellent price because I made no secret of the vehicle’s shortcomings. I lost touch of the guy afterward, and I’ve wondered from time to time what became of the car. Maybe it’s better not to know. In any case, its revenant shows up on the side of the Texas road between Lometa and Mullin while we wait for help.

* * * *
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Eventually, it becomes clear that the van is not going to revive anytime soon. We call AAA, and with that, Cindy feels free to leave us. We embrace, and she chugs off in her dying Pontiac.

While waiting for the wrecker, a man in a car with Colorado plates stops to check on us. Then another man in a heavy-duty pickup pulling a livestock trailer stops. Neither of them can help in a practical way. They do reinforce what Cindy has given us – the sense that we aren’t alone in the world.

At 4:00, a wrecker operated by a man named Billy Murphy arrives from his home about thirty miles away. We climb up into the cab of the Kenworth, and he drives Ann, BK, me, and the van back to Austin. BK revives quickly riding on Ann’s lap in front of a working air-conditioning vent. 

We chat during the two-hour drive but take care to avoid any subject that is even borderline political. Chances are we would disagree, perhaps angrily. 

Billy is tired. He works 24/7, and he’s been answering distress calls since before daylight. Nevertheless, when we get to Motormania, the Austin garage, it’s closed, and he, like Cindy, won’t leave us till someone comes to take us the remaining fifteen or so miles to our condo. 

After an hour or so, a taxi driven by a man with the angel’s name, Uriel, arrives. His lovely fourth-grade daughter, Sophia, is with him. Uriel is proprietor of a one-taxi company. Like Billy, he works all the time, including this Saturday night. He is a first-generation Mexican-American. I ask him what he thinks about Donald Trump’s braying that the country is being overrun by Mexicans who are drug dealers and rapists. He says quietly that most are good people, but some are not.

Turning into the condo parking lot, we are relieved that the day’s trials are behind us. The feeling doesn’t last long; our only door key is on the ring I had put into the drop box at Motormania. Uriel and Sophia wait while we sort things out. 

I had left a spare key with my son, Murph, but he’s out of town. I reach him by phone and learn that the key on his desk at the bakery/restaurant he owns. Uriel takes me to get it, then at 10:00 or so, he and Sophia start the long drive to their home out past Motormania.

I fall asleep with my ambivalence about life in Texas tipped in favor of the positive and with my faith quickened.
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CHAPTER THREE

ONCE UPON A TIME
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The first explicit indication of the van trip appears in my diary two years before we lock the door of the Austin condo and drive west. But vague hints had danced around much earlier while sitting on the porch of the former Carmelite monastery where we lived. If my diary extended back far enough, foreshadowing would have appeared in my teens. And its basis was formed in childhood. Maybe I was born with it. I think that’s how it was with Ann, too.

* * * *
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During World War II, my pipefitter father got defense work at an oil refinery in Persia (present-day Iran). I could barely see over the side of the steamer trunk he was filling with work boots and khakis and everything else he would need for the year he would be gone. Or maybe it was eighteen months. I’m not sure. Much of the time before leaving, he was a little sick from inoculations, especially in his telling the one for yellow fever. I don’t recall the goodbye moment.

My mother, my brother Bob, and I moved a thousand miles to live with my maternal grandparents in Muskogee.

Mother got one of the two existing bedrooms. Bob and I sort of camped in a small room with a shed roof that they had slapped together for us off the kitchen. It felt like a boys’ lean-to clubhouse. I was five. He was ten,  

The double bed we shared was up against a kitchen window that had opened to the outdoors before the bedroom was built. Wonder Bread was kept on a table just inside the window, and Bob could reach it without getting up. He did that so often the dentist blamed it for a run of cavities he was having. 

I didn’t have Bob’s bread lust, but young as I was, I loved coffee. For me, the smell of coffee brewing was a surpassing pleasure. When I got old enough to think about what preachers mean by “the peace that passeth all understanding,” it occurred to me that it might be something like what I felt when that aroma drifted over our bed, and outside the screen door along the length of the yard next to the hog wire fence were tomatoes, okra, melons, squash, turnips, bell peppers, radishes, carrots, and collard greens, and nightcrawlers made slimy trails across the dew-covered grass, and blue jays screamed wake-up calls like roosters. 

My Grandfather (Big Daddy) was a butcher. My Grandmother (Pell – a child's version of Pearl) was a clerk in the town department store. Pell’s parents, Pappy and Big Mama, lived about twenty miles south near Warner. They had chickens and guinea fowls, a cow or two, a garden, an outhouse, a storm cellar, and a well. The only running water in the house came out of a hand pump in the kitchen sink. 

Big Daddy’s parents, Grampaw Jim and Gramaw Molly, lived in a good-sized, two-story house in Webber’s Falls
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