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To David Welch. A remarkable father.



Author’s Note



Dear reader,

This is my third and final book about the man you’ve come to know as Charles James and his walk across the famous Route 66. Perhaps more interesting than his literal walk is his walk from his previous self. It’s like they say: it’s not the road that changes, it’s the traveler.

It was during this phase of his journey that I met him at the Wagon Wheel Restaurant in the blistering heat of Needles, California. At that point neither of us knew how his story would end. Now I do. Truth is more incredible than fiction.

This final volume begins in Amarillo, Texas, about halfway along Route 66. Again, per our agreement, I’ve allowed him to tell his story in his own words. What you choose to believe is up to you.



Chapter One

I’ve come to believe that direction is more important than destination. It’s better to be in hell looking up toward heaven than it is the other way around.

CHARLES JAMES’S DIARY



FROM CHARLES JAMES

When I was eight years old, about five years before I dismissed God from my life, I asked the priest at church if God made the Garden of Eden.

“God made everything,” he replied.

“Did he make the snake, too?”

Even though my question was an honest one, the priest shook his head angrily and called me a naysayer. At that age I had no idea what that meant, but from his tone, I was sure it was something sinful.

More than twenty years later I still haven’t stopped thinking about that question. Perhaps the truth is that it’s impossible to build an Eden without snakes, because there’s a snake inside all of us.

Likewise, I’ve come to believe that you can’t have order without chaos. That doesn’t mean that chaos is desirable or on equal terms with order. The nature and goal of civilization is to bring order to chaos (hence the word “civil”). But I don’t see how you can have one without the other. Even anarchy follows rules.

My life right now is the perfect example of that conundrum. I’m living on the street with my future unknown, my business closed down, walking to a woman who not only believes I’m dead but might also not even be upset that I am. My life is the epitome of chaos. So why does my life feel more in order than it has in a decade? Maybe because, in the end, where we are is less important than where we’re going.



Chapter Two

On the road again. Blisters and fatigue. Willie Nelson made it sound much nicer.

CHARLES JAMES’S DIARY



One thousand eighty-nine miles, give or take a few steps. That’s how much farther it was to the end of Route 66. That’s three and a half states: Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California.

I started my walk eighty-two days ago. The reason that had initially driven my walk, at least in part, was now gone. I was taking my self-imposed walk of shame back to my ex-wife, Monica, hoping to win her back. Yesterday I learned that she’s getting married. I have lost her twice.

I suppose “lost” isn’t really the right word. I had given her away. It was one of a million mistakes in my life, but also by far the biggest. I wondered who the lucky man was. I hoped that he was better than me. She deserved that.

In the meantime, I still had 1,100 miles to walk. At least I had time to think. Few things clear the mind like walking. And I still had a lot of mind clearing to do.

I got up early the next morning. The respite with Amanda had been nice, especially after the time I’d spent working the fields with the migrant workers, but I was ready to get back on the road. While my journey remained the same, my destination had changed. I thought (or hoped) I might be settling in Santa Monica. Now Santa Monica was nothing more than a finish line, the mountain’s pinnacle; and once I reached the summit, there would be nothing to do but go back down. Back home. Wherever that was these days.
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I ate breakfast in the Marriott hotel’s restaurant, then slung on my pack and walked back out into the warm Texas air. The walking was pleasant, or at least it would have been had my heart not ached so much.

It was nearly two hours before I reached the outskirts of Amarillo. A long strip of road laid claim to Route 66—although the road itself took on several different names—and the street was lined with signs, route-themed stores, and more Route 66 markers than I’d seen during my whole time in Texas. The last name the street took was West Amarillo Boulevard, where I got back onto the interstate and exited the Amarillo city limits.

I took a slight detour off 66 to see one of the most famous stops on the route—the notorious Cadillac Ranch, a peculiar landmark consisting of ten vintage Cadillacs buried nose-first in the ground in a rutted cow pasture, their tails in the air like posturing stink bugs.

The Cadillacs, ever changing from visitors’ participation (and spray cans), are brightly colored with layers of graffiti so thick that the cars’ surfaces almost feel plastic. The site’s architects had called their work an “interactive monument,” though I don’t know if it had started that way or if they had, through time, succumbed to the inevitable.

Since the monument’s unveiling, the cars had been painted about every color in a crayon box, including all pink—to honor the financer’s wife’s birthday—and all black, to mark the death of the artist. The cars were even once restored to their original painted colors by a national hotel chain as part of a Route 66 landmark restoration project. Predictably, the restored cars, and even the plaque that honored the event, went less than twenty-four hours before both were covered with graffiti.

The pasture was fenced off in either direction as far as I could see, with a single, well-established opening a little north of the cars. There was a sign hanging on the fence that read,

THIS IS NOT A STATE PARK.

NO LITTERING.

(Which begs the question, does that mean that you’re expected to litter at state parks?)

In spite of the sign, there was litter everywhere, and the predominant features of the landmark, apart from the Cadillacs themselves, were the piles of emptied spray-paint cans that surrounded the cars.

There were only half a dozen people at the site, including a man parked along the road selling Route 66 souvenirs and Cadillac Ranch bumper stickers.

There was a strangely decorated car parked about ten yards west of the fenced entryway. It was a Ford Bronco that had been accessorized with strings of lights, plastic skeleton figurines, and thousands of rhinestones. Its grille was adorned with a winged skeleton wearing a tiara, and the hood was covered with rhinestones in the shape of a skull encircled by black rubber mice. On the roof of the car was a skeleton village with at least a hundred small plastic skeletons surrounded by painted lace and more rhinestones, all of it intertwined with LED lights.

Standing next to the car was a woman I guessed to be its owner. She was as flamboyant as the vehicle. Her hot-pink hair was adorned with a saucer-sized white silk flower, and tattoos covered nearly all visible flesh.

Next to her was another woman similarly inked but differently adorned, wearing a Stetson hat and a sheer, white-lace sundress with a red silk cummerbund. She was cradling a small, fluffy white dog.

“Nice car,” I said. I assumed that anyone who went to that much work clearly wanted her car to be noticed.

The woman smiled. “Thank you.”

“Did you do this yourself?”

She nodded. “It’s how I roll,” she said, relishing the pun. “I’m a cartist.”

“Cartist,” I repeated. “Clever.”

“Our cars are our canvases. This is my third art car.”

I looked out over the painted Cadillacs in the field. I supposed they were art cars, too. “Like the Cadillacs.”

“Except ours still run.”

I shouldn’t have been too surprised that someone had taken automotive self-expression to this limit. Americans have always expressed themselves through their automobiles—from the macho signaling of muscle cars to the snooty elitism of Rolls-Royces.

“Where are you from?”

“Toronto.”

“You drove all the way from Toronto to see this?”

“No. We came down for an art car show in Houston. It’s a big art-car town.”

“There are other . . . cartists?” I asked.

“There are thousands of us. There’s even a school for it.”

“We have a newsletter,” the red-sashed woman proudly interjected. “It’s a society. Last month we went to a show near Durango, Colorado. The prisoners decorated three cars. We drove our cars outside the fences so the inmates could see. It was quite a parade.”

“I can only imagine,” I said, which was true. “Good luck. I hope you don’t lose any of your skeletons on the way.”

“I’ve got more.”

“Boxes of them,” the cummerbund woman mumbled.

The Cadillacs were about a hundred yards from the road. Besides me, there were now just two other people: a foreign couple taking pictures of each other. The man was tall and lanky with blond hair, the woman tall and voluptuous. They kept switching positions as they took their pictures, speaking in a language I didn’t recognize.

“Would you like me to take your picture?” I asked.

The man turned to me, then said in a thick accent, “Yes. Thank you much.” He handed me his phone, then walked back and put his arm around the woman. I took about a dozen pictures and handed their phone back.

“Tak,” he said, which I assumed meant thank you, or some variant of it.

I walked down the row of cars. There were ten in all, buried, I read, at the same angle as the Pyramids of Giza.

Initially the monument had started as a display of the evolution of automobile tail fins, starting with the 1949 Caddie and going up to 1963—the fins of the late fifties being the most dramatic of the collection before diminishing into nothing.

I sorted through a pile of discarded paint cans before I found one that still had something left in it—a can of neon orange paint. I shook the can, then walked up to the last car and wrote in large letters,

CHARLES JAMES LIVES

I tossed the can back on the ground with the rest of its family. I wondered if anyone would notice or consider what I wrote before spraying over it with their own message.

I walked back out to the road. The skeleton-mobile was gone.



Chapter Three

Abandoned buildings along an abandoned road stand (barely) as a testament to the truth that nothing this side of heaven lasts forever.

CHARLES JAMES’S DIARY



Less than a mile from Cadillac Ranch I passed a hand-painted sign that read:

BATES MOTEL

Each room with a shower

and knife sharpener.

I wasn’t sure if the motel existed or not, and I made a mental note to check into it the next time I had Internet, but I never did. I got back on the southern frontage road, stepping over a dead rattlesnake as I crossed. On both sides of me were windmills and oil wells suckling from mother earth.

About a dozen miles into the day I came to a street sign pointing to an original section of Route 66. I crossed north under Interstate 40 to the frontage road and onto 66, where the Route’s shield was painted on the asphalt.

Late that afternoon I reached the town of Wildorado. It stunk. Literally. It wasn’t until I had walked through a dozen cities that it occurred to me that towns have smells as distinct as humans do. I could tell you if I were in New York or Chicago by the smell. But this town’s odor was more than a curiosity; it was an unbearable stench. If I’d had a window, I would have rolled it up and turned off the air conditioner. The place smelled like a stockyard, which it was. I don’t mean this as an insult to Wildorado’s few but hardy residents. Sympathy, really. Sympathy bordering on admiration. It would take a strong human to live in such a place. Or at least someone who was olfactorily challenged. (Nose blind? Nose deaf? Is there a word describing the malfunction of this sensory organ?) I tied my shirt around my lower face like a bank robber.

Near the stockyard was a café appropriately named

The Windy Cow Café

Not surprisingly, it was out of business. Next to it was an old, weathered billboard that read

WHEN TROUBLE CALLS ON YOU, CALL ON GOD

I spotted a motel sign in the distance, which I was glad for because I was ready to stop for the day. As I neared the sign, I saw that the motel was, like the café, out of business. The asphalt parking lot was as cracked as a dropped platter, with two- to three-foot saplings eagerly pushing up out of the crevices.

The building itself was white bricked with dusty blue doorjambs and red posts holding an overhanging roof, which, in spite of the supports, sagged in places.

As I walked around the motel, I found that many of the windows were still intact. In fact, some of the rooms were in unexpectedly good condition, with clean hardwood floors, doormats, and framed pictures still on the walls.

The beds had been removed, but even the bathrooms were in fair condition. I flushed a toilet and it worked, which I considered a luxury. The door on the first room I chose wouldn’t close, so I went to the next. There were an air conditioner and wall-mounted light fixtures but no power.

Hanging on the wall was a wood-framed picture of a red barn—the kind of art one finds in the back aisle of a dollar store. On the ground beneath it was a lacy pink bra and a water-damaged phone book.

I sat on the floor and ate a dinner of two cans of cold SpaghettiOs, turkey jerky, an apple, and half a round of hard-crusted bread. I laid out my cushion and sleeping bag in the middle of the room, then drew the drapes and locked the door. I couldn’t smell the stockyard, just the pungent smell of mildewed drywall. I fell asleep quickly.

I had a strange dream that night. I dreamt that I woke and there was a young boy standing in the doorway looking at me. It shook me up. I hope it was a dream.



Chapter Four

Today I reached the halfway point of my journey. Still 1,139 miles to go. A million more miles in my heart.

CHARLES JAMES’S DIARY



Dream aside, I slept well. I packed up at sunrise and continued my walk along the south side of I-40. Walking was flat and easy with the oncoming traffic to my right. I had started early, as I wanted to reach the town of Adrian before it closed—which I was getting used to in these small towns. Adrian was widely accepted as the halfway mark on Route 66.

Outside of the freeway traffic, I passed hardly anyone that morning besides a man cutting weeds along the side of the road with a mower attached to the back of a John Deere tractor. It reminded me of a story my grandfather had told me when I was young. The bale trailer he dragged behind the John Deere he drove (none of my family ever owned the big equipment they used) was named by its inventor the Harobed—a peculiar name that was later revealed to be the inventor’s daughter’s name, Deborah, spelled backward. The inventor actually had two daughters, the second being named Lana, whose name, for obvious reasons, wouldn’t have worked as well.

In midmorning I reached the town of Vega, passing a rusted-out, antique Ford truck strategically placed next to a pristine Old Route 66 sign. Vega was one of the towns that had also laid claim to be the halfway mark on Route 66, but, from all accounts, it hadn’t taken. That’s not to say that Vega wasn’t halfway. It likely was. The real question was, halfway on which version of Route 66? The road had changed so much over the years that several towns could legitimately claim the title.

Vega was a thriving town with a football field and working granaries. Not far past the city sign, I stopped at the Hickory Inn Café to eat breakfast. All the vehicles in the parking lot were trucks.

That afternoon, I walked past miles of wind farms, the stark white towers rising against the horizon like silent, swatting giants. Every town I passed that day had two things: granary silos and wind turbines.

A little after noon I reached the town of Landergin. There was nothing there of note—a modern ghost town. I walked on at a faster pace, driven to reach the first real milestone of my journey.

I reached Adrian at half past one, the landmark heralded by a large sign on the north side of the road that read Midpoint, with a two-pointed arrow, one end pointing toward Los Angeles—1,139 miles—the other east toward Chicago, with the same figure.

I stood in front of the sign for a few minutes and let it sink in.

ADRIAN, TEXAS

MIDPOINT

LOS ANGELES       CHICAGO

1139 MILES [image: Image] 1139 MILES

On the opposite side of the road was the Midpoint Café. I crossed the street to it. The sign on the door said that the café was only open until two, and it was already 1:45. I walked inside hoping they would still serve me, or at least sell me something to take out.

The diner was a colorful, retro-styled eatery reminiscent of the Route’s heyday, with painted white cinder-block walls and neon signage, an old Coca-Cola dispenser and a matching chest refrigerator, vintage advertisements, and a neon-tubed jukebox. The wall was lined with booths with black vinyl seats with red piping like the original Batmobile.

Above the dining room were slow-turning ceiling fans, and the entryway floor was tiled in black-and-white squares like a large checkerboard. There was a narrow soda counter next to the kitchen with vinyl and chrome bar stools and a whiteboard above it advertising, in handwritten scrawl, a selection of pies and soups du jour. There were maybe a dozen other diners in the room.

A pleasant-looking woman in her early forties walked out to greet me. She wore a Route 66 T-shirt and a badge that read CARRIE.

“Just one?” she asked.

“Just me.”

She led me over to a booth in the corner. “How’s this?”

“Perfect,” I said. “I’m not too late?”

“We’re easy. We pretty much stay open as long as we have customers. Unless the cook has something important.” She grinned. “And he never has anything important.” She handed me a menu. “Would you like something to drink?”

“I’ll have one of those Route 66 sodas,” I said. “To celebrate midpoint. The blue one.”

“Blu Razzberri,” she said. “I like those.”

“And some water. Lots of water.”

“I’ll bring you a pitcher.” She turned and walked back to the kitchen. I surveyed the room’s occupants, which appeared to be as geographically eclectic as the international terminal at O’Hare. The couple next to me was speaking Italian, some of which I understood. (I dated a model from Milan for a few years.) The woman was flirting and teasing the man about his naso grande. On the west side of the dining room was an opening to a gift shop.

My waitress returned with my beverages. “Do you know what you’d like to eat?”

I set down the menu. “What do you like to eat?”

“Since you asked, the best thing I’ve had lately isn’t on the menu. I had a grilled cheese and green chili sandwich with a cup of tomato soup.”

“That sounds good,” I said. “Only make it two sandwiches and a bowl.”

“You’ve got a healthy appetite for someone so thin.”

“I need the calories,” I said. “I’m walking Route 66.”

“That would do it,” she said. “That’s a lot of calories.”

I glanced around. “How many of your diners are traveling the Route?”

“Probably three-fourths. But in all my years here, I’ve only met three people walking. One of them had a goat with him.”

“I’ve heard of the goat walker.”

“He was carrying his goat in a wagon.”

“I heard that, too.”

“Go figure,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ll put your order in.”

Less than ten minutes later she returned with the grilled cheddar with chilis.

“How long have you worked here?” I asked.

“About five years. But we bought the place two years ago. My mother, my sister, and me.”

“So you’re the owner.”

“One of them.”

“That’s why you don’t close when there’s still business to be had,” I said. “And how is business?”

“It’s been good. I meet a lot of interesting people. That guy, William . . .” she stopped. “The guy who played Captain Kirk on Star Trek . . . he does travel commercials now.”

“William Shatner,” I said.

“Right, Shatner. He ate here once.”

“What did he eat?”

“I don’t remember. I just remember he loved my mother’s pie. He made a big fuss about it. Left my mom a hundred-dollar tip.”

“That must have been some pie.”

“My mom’s famous for her Ugly Pie.”

“What’s Ugly Pie?”

“It’s something we inherited. Our pies were originally called Midpoint Ugly Crust Pies, but it was eventually just abbreviated to Ugly Pies.”

“What’s the favorite flavor?”

“Believe it or not, it’s Elvis’s Chocolate-Peanut-Butter-Banana Pie.”

“Sounds a little disgusting,” I said. “But it is Elvis.”

“Everyone loves Elvis,” she agreed.

“I’ll try a piece with some coffee and milk.”

“You got it.” She walked away, returning a few minutes later with a large piece of pie.

“Is the Fabulous 40 motel next door open?” I asked.

“They were this morning.”

“Do they have room service?”

“No. They have a café, but it’s closed for remodeling.”

“Is there anywhere else to eat? A grocery store?”

“Not in Adrian.”

“Then I’d better get something for dinner. What pies do you have left?”

“Just about everything. I’d recommend the apple or whiskey pecan.”

“How about one of each and a chopped brisket sandwich to go?”

“We’re out of the brisket, but our pulled pork is good. Personally, I think it’s better.”

“Then I’ll have that. And some of your chicken noodle soup.”

She took out a pad and wrote down my order. “I’m pretty sure they have a microwave at the hotel,” she said. “If not, Sheila will warm it up for you.”

“Thank you.”

By the time I finished eating my lunch I was the last one in the café. Carrie had taken off her apron and brought over a large sack with my dinner. “I put in a chicken salad sandwich, too,” she said. “Someone ordered one a half hour ago and then changed their mind.”

I paid the bill, leaving her a twenty-dollar tip, then walked over to the Fabulous 40 motel, which had changed its name after Route 66 was replaced by I-40. It was a nondescript building, clean and hospitable. The motel sign was a Route 66 classic, but the neon was in bad condition. Apparently there had been a hailstorm that had damaged the sign’s tubing.

Their diner, which was closed, was called the Bent Door because the entryway door and door frame were, in fact, bent forward at a 140-degree angle.
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That night, as I lay in bed, the reality of where I was hit me. I was halfway through my walk. In a sense, there was no turning back. Not that I was considering it, but at least now there was no point to it. It’s like the story of the man who swam halfway across the English Channel before deciding he couldn’t make it and swam back.

A lot had changed since I left Chicago, but most of all was myself. I felt different about myself. Ironically, I think I felt better about myself because I felt worse about myself. I know that might not seem to make any sense, but it does. Especially for a narcissist.

I can admit now that I was, maybe still am, a narcissist. I once believed, like my fellow narcissists, that I was not insecure, when the opposite was glaringly true. During one of our therapy sessions in Chicago, my therapist, Jennifer, told me that everyone has, to some degree, a subconscious belief in their own worthlessness. Narcissists have the same feelings, but instead of acknowledging them, they cover them up with a delusional denial of all wrongdoing. That was me. That was the core of my mantra, “There is no God but me.”

But now I was exhausted from the constant mental acrobatics required to make myself believe I was “God,” or even “good.” It was incredibly liberating to finally admit that I was seriously flawed, and that I, like the rest of humanity, was a sinner.

That night, I took a long bath and then ate my pie, my sandwiches, and my soup, in that order. Then I lay back, watched some TV, and went to sleep.



Chapter Five

Today I reached New Mexico. Nothing to see, and all day to see it.

CHARLES JAMES’S DIARY



I woke the next morning thinking of my family. I’m not sure why they’d suddenly emerged in my consciousness. Maybe they were always there, just below surface like groundwater. The truth was, I had relegated that part of my life to the past—like reruns on television—when the actors in that drama had, no doubt, moved on to play new roles.

It had been years since I’d seen any of them. My father was the last one I’d seen, and my visit with him had been horrific. Considering his perpetual bitterness and anger, I wasn’t surprised at the trajectory his life had taken. He was broken both physically and emotionally.

I had learned then that my mother had divorced him. I was neither surprised nor disappointed by this. But their divorce wasn’t only an end, it was also a beginning. Where was my mother now? Had she left Utah? Had she remarried? Did she follow me online, or was I dead to her before I died on that flight?

And then there was my younger brother, Mike. Thinking of him always brought a twang of guilt. He was a teenager when I left. He had begged me not to leave, but I did anyway. He was a man now. For all I knew, he could be married. Does he hate me? I wondered what he would have to say when I saw him again. I wondered if I ever would see him again.

Maybe I had thought of them because I’d reached a pivotal point in my walk where the end was foreseeable. As I rebuilt my life, I sensed that they, too, would play a part in that process.

I ate breakfast at the Midpoint Café. Carrie was again working and, like the day before, was pleasant, but we didn’t talk as much, as the place was slammed and she was running from booth to booth like a baseball player caught in a hot box. I was glad they were busy. I wanted the café to do well. I wanted Carrie to do well.

I had coffee, biscuits with sausage gravy, and two Texas-sized pancakes with enough butter to clog a drainpipe, or at least my arteries. I wasn’t in any great hurry, and I enjoyed the meal. I drank a refill of coffee, thanked Carrie, who wished me well, and then went back to the road.

Other than the wind farms, there was nothing to see for the next ten miles. I felt like I was living in one of those cartoons where the landscape just keeps repeating itself. When I reached the oddly named Deaf Smith County, the original Route 66 road appeared again, but it ended only a mile later.

By late afternoon I reached the town of Glenrio, a town divided by state borders. It was another Route 66 locale that had been killed by the construction of the new interstate. Ahead of me was the enthusiastic state sign:

NEW MEXICO!

“LAND OF ENCHANTMENT”

(I’ve always been a little suspect of states that put exclamation points after their name. An English teacher once told me to never use exclamation points. “If you have to use one,” she said, “what you’re writing doesn’t deserve one.”)

Three more states to go. Just a few miles past the border was Russell’s Truck and Travel Center. It was a large and solitary compound—an oasis in the desert. It had everything I needed: a store well stocked with supplies and sundries, a restaurant, a coin laundry, hot showers, and a lounge with television.

The best part of the travel center was the free car museum, which had some of the most beautiful restored cars I had ever seen, including a pink 1957 T-bird convertible. The sign in front of it read:

A CLASSIC CAR

IS LIKE A MAN’S WIFE—

LOOK BUT DON’T TOUCH

THANK YOU

Vintage automobiles were not the only collectibles on display. There was a collection featuring the evolution of Coca-Cola vending machines, a large case of authentic cowboy spurs, and even a Big Boy figurine from the restaurant chain.

I spent an hour in the museum. There were definitely some cars I would love to add to my collection if I ever got back into that kind of thing.

I ate dinner at the center’s Route 66 Diner—an all-you-can-eat catfish platter with grilled shrimp in crawfish creole sauce. Then I took a long shower in their hospitality center.

I put my clothes in the washer, then, with the manager’s permission, set up my tent near their RV lot. I then went back inside and watched television until my clothes were dried and it was time for bed.

I woke early the next morning to the sound of diesel trucks starting their engines. The heavy, synchronized roar sounded like the start of the Daytona 500.

The sun had just emerged over the eastern horizon, and I could hear the sound of truckers speaking to each other in their cultish language.

What a haul, started in Queen City and there was nothing but dragonflies and brown wrappers with Kodaks, hardly doin’ double nickels. Wouldn’t have made it to this choke-and-puke if it weren’t for a rookie bear bait, ice breakin’ for me clean to Big A.

I packed up my things and went back inside the travel center and ate a large breakfast—the Trucker’s Big Steak Omelet, coffee, and apple juice—then filled my pack with supplies and started back out again.

Besides a stop in the small town of San Jon for water, there wasn’t much of anything except road in this stretch of New Mexico. The skies grew increasingly threatening, and around two I felt some drops of rain, which started to increase. The only shelter in sight was an abandoned filling station, and I hurried to it. The door was locked, but the glass had been broken out of it. I climbed in through the open frame.

The room smelled moldy but was not entirely unwelcoming. I laid out my tent on the floor and lay back on it, resting my head on my pack, waiting for the rain to stop. It didn’t. I had a simple dinner of salami, rolls, and a beer from the travel center, then lay back and fell asleep to the sound of water dripping around me.



Chapter Six

Churchill said, “If you’re walking through hell, keep walking.” I say, “Drink a lot of water and run like hell.”

CHARLES JAMES’S DIARY



The sky was clear the next morning but the ground was muddy. I ate some jerky and dried banana chips and apricots for breakfast, then went back out, walking only on asphalt. Of all the places I’d walked, this stretch was perhaps the most barren, which is really saying something. The only structures I encountered had long been abandoned and then reclaimed by wilderness.I

My next destination was the town of Tucumcari, about twenty miles from where I’d spent the night. I passed more than a few hotels, including the unoriginally named Route 66 Hotel, with an airplane parked out front, but I had already decided on the hotel I wanted to stay at—a Route 66 classic called the Blue Swallow Motel, which boasted one of the most recognized road signs on the Route.

Tucumcari was a curious town. It was like it had never gotten the memo that 66 had died. Nor had its myriad visitors. On the way to the hotel I had passed the La Cita Mexican restaurant, another well-known Route attraction. I checked into my room, then abandoned my pack and walked back to the restaurant.

La Cita was an L-shaped baby-blue structure with a twelve-foot plaster sombrero towering above its entry. My waitress was as authentically Mexican as the food.

I ordered chili relleno New Mexico–style, Caldo de Pecado—a fish soup—and fried ice cream. I suspect it’s as difficult to get bad Mexican food in New Mexico as it is in Mexico. I walked back to the Blue Swallow and fell asleep on top of the bed.

The next three days I walked through Montoya (walking through town, all I could think of were the lines from The Princess Bride: Hello. My name is Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. Prepare to die), Newkirk, and Cuerro, finally ending up in Santa Rosa, an attractive little town with all the amenities of home. The original Route 66 went right through the town, which proudly claimed its heritage.

I rented a room at the Comfort Inn, then ate dinner at a Mexican restaurant called the Silver Moon.



I. I’m surprised at how quickly the wilderness reclaims itself. When the entire town of Chernobyl, Ukraine, was evacuated, we got an idea of how long things lasted. Within just a few decades, the roads were destroyed, buildings had collapsed, and packs of wild dogs roamed the streets like in an apocalyptic nightmare.
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