
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Travel with Joe Anderson as he heads east along Route 66, finally returning home to Indiana. After two years in the Marines and a hard tour as a combat veteran in Vietnam, Joe is ready for peace—yet the Mother Road has other plans. As he drives, Joe stumbles into strange and unpredictable mysteries: a chance meeting with the legendary TV cowboy Roy Rogers, encounters with people who should no longer be alive, and moments that blur the line between memory, fate, and the supernatural. This journey becomes a wild, heartfelt adventure—full of surprises, danger, humor, and the unexpected—where every mile brings Joe closer to home and deeper into the mysteries waiting for him along Route 66.
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, events, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, or to actual events is purely coincidental or the result of the author’s creative ingenuity. Some character names are personal friends of the author, but their use is entirely fictional and not intended to depict those individuals.
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This novel is dedicated to our sweet dog, Eddie. Eddie had been with us his entire thirteen years of life. Over the thirteen years he has always been a daily part of our lives. We would take him with us on vacations, on daily walks in the park or just a ride in the Jeep. He was such a good guy, he never ran from us, and always wanted to please us. I never realized I would miss him so much. I think there is a reason that Dog spelled backwards is GOD. We’ll see you soon Eddie.

My brother, Jim, expressed it best when they lost Archie, their best friend, and a serious member of their family:
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To help the reader with clarification, some of the characters from the novel Where Have All The Friends Gone may be mentioned in this sequel. 

Mary Margaret, often referred to as MM, is a suicide victim who, with the assistance of Joe, Joe’s brother Mitch, and  Amy, becomes an Angel. MM was introduced in the novel ‘Angels Don’t Have Wings.’

Amy Peterson. Joe’s High School girlfriend.

Jake Ellis. A new arrival in Vietnam. An extremely large young man that is a gentle giant. He becomes Joe’s close friend and they share some close encounters together, including being captured.  

Charley. A friendly Vietnamese boy who hangs out with Joe and the other Marines.

Bob Haverstick, also known as Stick. He is a fellow Hoosier who takes pleasure in making up humorous rhymes during leisure time in Vietnam.  

George O’Connor. Is Joe’s Marine friend from boot camp. George got Joe a private room on the ship USS Chicago to travel from Okinawa to Hawaii then to LA.

Reginald Javon Summerville (Ohio). Joe met Ohio on the USS Chicago. Ohio saved the life of a Marine that jumped overboard. In later life, Ohio would become a US Senator.

Sharon and Karen Billings. Twin sisters that Joe and Pam rescued  from a child abduction ring. 

Pam O’Connor. George’s sister and would become Joe’s girlfriend. She is also an LAPD Officer.

Harry Green. Owner of the Standard gas station in LA where Joe worked.

Carol Fleming, originally Miss Illinois, had planned to travel back home with Joe but ultimately decided to remain in LA to pursue her acting career

Barry O’Connor (Pam’s Uncle) and Danny O’Connor (Pam’s down syndrome younger brother). Both had died, but later visit Joe and Pam.

Tree, A dog abandoned and left tied to a tree. Tree had been used in an organized dog fighting ring that Joe and Pam had rescued. Tree was later adopted by Harry. 

Senior Chief Petty Officer Edwin Roberts (Petty Eddy). He was the lead naval MP on the ship USS Chicago. He was instrumental in helping Joe and Ohio avoid a military predicament.




Route 66 was one of the original highways in the United States. It was established on November 11, 1926, with road signs erected the following year. The highway ran from Chicago, Illinois, through Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico and Arizona before terminating in Santa Monica, California, covering a total of 2,448 miles.
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Chapter 1
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The journey begins...
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Good ole Harry—he’d done an outstanding job preparing my GTO, making sure it was in top condition. He’d installed new brakes and tires, and the car was running flawlessly.

During our initial planning, Carol and I had decided to begin our journey along Route 66, inspired by the classic TV show. Stretching from Santa Monica to Chicago, it seemed like the perfect route. But with Carol choosing not to return home, I would now be making the trip alone. Even so, I was determined to follow the original plan.

I was eager to get home and reconnect with family and friends after such a long absence. For reasons I couldn’t quite explain, a nervous feeling tugged at me, but I pushed it aside, choosing instead to take my time and enjoy the journey.

Pam’s dad, Fred, had given me a “triptik,” as he called it—an itinerary from AAA that mapped out the entire drive along Route 66 all the way to Shelbyville, Indiana. Twenty-one hundred miles. My plan for the first day was simple: make it to Flagstaff, Arizona. Pam’s friend Teri had told me there was a historic ghost town near there where they used to film western movies. She also told me about an unusual motel called the Wigwam. It’s made up of individual tee-pees. That should be fun. I only wish Pam was with me—it’s not going to be as much fun doing it alone. Even if Carol had ridden with me, at least she would’ve been someone to enjoy the trip with.

I wasn’t sure how many miles I’d traveled, but I was getting tired and hungry, and I needed gas. I rolled into a town called Barstow; I hadn’t even made it out of California yet.

Barstow is a small town in the middle of the Mojave Desert. It was easy to tell it was the desert, because it was hot.

I stopped at a small gas station and filled up, checked all the fluids and tires. I asked the attendant where I could get a good meal—it was after noon, though it felt like I’d been driving a lot longer.

Barstow is a small town in the middle of the Mojave Desert. It was easy to tell it was the desert, because it was hot.

I stopped at a small gas station and filled up, checked all the fluids and tires. I asked the attendant where I could get a good meal—it was after noon, though it felt like I’d been driving a lot longer.

I said to the attendant, “Sure is hot today.”

I wiped my forehead. “Guess it’s because we’re in the middle of the desert.”

He laughed. “You think? You must be from LA.”

“You have any recommendations on where I can eat around here?” I asked.

“Katie & Irv’s Diner. Just a couple blocks up the road. Pretty good place.”

I wiped my forehead. “Guess it’s because we’re in the middle of the desert.”

He laughed. “You think? You must be from LA.”

“You have any recommendations on where I can eat around here?” I asked.

“Katie & Irv’s Diner. Just a couple blocks up the road. Pretty good place.”

As he spoke, my eyes drifted to the next pump. A yellow ’55 Chevy station wagon sat there, sun-bleached and sagging under the weight of its load. Suitcases filled the back, more were strapped to the roof, and inside a man and woman sat shoulder-to-shoulder while two kids stared out the rear windows. They looked like they had everything they owned packed into that wagon — like the whole family was chasing a new start, or running from an old one.

“Thanks for the information, sir,” I said.

He tipped his cap and walked off, leaving me with the heat, the smell of gasoline, and that family in the Chevy who looked like the desert had swallowed them whole.

I drove the two blocks and spotted Katie & Irv’s Diner. The lot was surprisingly crowded for being past noon. As I pulled into a space, the yellow ’55 Chevy station wagon eased in beside me.

I stepped out. “Hi there. I noticed you back at the gas station. Looks like you’re going a long way.”

The man grinned. “Yeah. We heard the attendant recommend this place. These kids have bottomless pits for stomachs — always hungry.”

We all headed toward the diner together.

“I like that ’55 wagon,” I said. “Haven’t seen many Chevy station wagons.”

“Yeah, she’s great,” he said. “Burns a little oil, but runs like new. Where you headed?”

“Back home to Indiana. How about you?”

“We’re going the opposite direction — heading to LA, hoping to find work out there. You want to join us for lunch?”

“Sure,” I said.

Inside, the cool air hit us, carrying the smell of burgers, coffee, and something frying on the grill. The kids darted toward a booth, the parents followed, and for a moment it felt like I’d stepped into someone else’s story — a family chasing a dream west while I was chasing home east.

As we walked through the diner, I noticed the walls were covered with pictures of movie stars. There was Frank Sinatra and his daughter Nancy. Another showed the Route 66 stars, Martin Milner and Kent McCord, standing beside a 1964 Corvette. A few old cowboy photos, all autographed. But the one that really stood out was Roy Rogers and Dale Evans. Their signature read, “Katie and Irv’s Diner—our favorite place to dine.”

We all got a table together.

I asked, “Where you from?”

“Kentucky. I lost my job there. Heard there are a lot of jobs in LA, so we packed up everything and here we are. What about you?”

“Just got discharged from the Marines. Heading back home to Indiana.”

The two kids were lively but well-behaved. Becky and Allen—both ordered hot dogs. Jerry and his wife, Donna, looked to be in their forties.

Jerry and I ordered the Roy Rogers cheeseburger. Donna got the Dale Evans turkey burger.

“My older boy, Eric, is in Vietnam now,” Jerry said. “That’s another reason we’re going to LA. We want to be there when he gets out. Did you have to go to Vietnam?”

“Yeah. Fourteen months. I hope he makes it out okay. What’s his MOS?”

“MOS?” he repeated. “I don’t know what that means.”

“Oh—sorry. His military occupation.”

“Ah. He’s a mechanic. Says he works on pretty much everything—jeeps, tanks, whatever they hand him. We’re glad he’s not in combat.” He paused, studying me. “How about you? Were you in combat?”

I felt that familiar tightening in my chest — the one that always came when someone asked that question. There was no easy way to answer it, not without dragging pieces of myself back into the light. “Yeah, I was... Mechanic, that’s a good job, he can use that when he gets out. I think good mechanics are hard to fine.”

Suddenly, I felt a weird feeling. Something wasn’t right. It was a bad feeling. I knew that if Jerry and his family got into that wagon, they would be in a deadly car accident. I began to break out into a cold sweat. I had to excuse myself.

“Please excuse me, I need to use the head.” I got up and rushed to the bathroom. 

I splashed cold water on my face. When I looked in the mirror, I could see clearly what was going to happen. 

It was as if I was looking out a large picture window; I could distinctly see the highway as if it were right outside. 

Jerry’s station wagon was stopped on the right side of the road. I couldn’t figure out what he was doing. Then I figured it out, he was taking everything out of the back, the tire on the left rear was flat. I rubbed my face not believing what I was seeing, and what I see next gave me chills. 

There was a Brady’s Diesel tanker traveling at full speed approaching Jerry and his family. The driver was attempting to light a cigarette, it caused him to swerve to the right, not much but just enough. The whole scene felt unreal, like I was awake, inside a nightmare.

The diesel tanker plowed into the back of the station wagon. It burst into a ball of flames, it was so surreal, I could hardly watch it. No one in either vehicle would survive. 

As the vision faded, for the briefest fraction of a second, I was sure I saw the reflection of an angel in the mirror — a soft outline, a presence, something watching. Then it was gone, and all that remained was my own face staring back at me, pale and shaken, looking like I’d stepped out of a grave.

A guy walked in behind me, the door swinging shut, and the sound snapped me back into the real world.

I knew what I had to do. If I could delay them — even by a few minutes — the timing would shift. They’d miss the accident entirely. The certainty wasn’t mine; it felt placed inside me, like someone had whispered the answer straight into my bones.

So I went out, and I did exactly what I needed to do; I remembered it was the left rear tire.

When I returned to the table, the waitress was already standing there with the check in her hand, smiling politely, unaware that the world had nearly split open in the bathroom behind me.

Donna asked, “Joe you, okay? You look a little pale.”

“Oh, I’m fine. Just a little tired I guess.”

I asked the waitress, “Do you know of any ghost towns around here I could visit?”

“No, can’t say I do. But the Roy Rogers ranch is close by. They eat here sometimes, with all them kids. I don’t think you can visit, but you can drive by and see it. I think they filmed some of their TV shows there.” She sketched a few directions on a napkin.

I felt a little spark of excitement. I wasn’t about to pass up the chance to see the Double R Ranch.

We finished up, paid for our meals, and walked out together.

Jerry stopped short. “Oh, damn — son of a....”

“What is it, Daddy?” Becky asked.

“We’ve got a flat tire.”

Donna’s face tightened. “Jerry, do we have a spare?”

“Yeah... I think so. It’s buried in the back. I’ll have to take half our life out of this thing to get to it.”

“I’ll give you a hand,” I said.

We unloaded everything — suitcases, blankets, boxes, toys — the whole wagon’s worth of their life stacked on the asphalt. Sure enough, the spare was there. Together we got the left rear tire changed.

And with every minute that passed, I felt the knot in my chest loosen. The delay was enough. They’d be safe now.

As Jerry tightened the last lug nut, I said, “Hey, there’s a meat processing plant near La Puente that I heard is hiring. Starting pay’s around fourteen dollars an hour. If you can handle that kind of work, it might be a good option.”

Jerry wiped his hands on a rag. “Fourteen? That’s more than I made back home. Might be worth checking out.”

Donna smiled, relieved. The kids climbed back into the wagon, already arguing about what word game to play.

They had no idea how close they’d come to a future they’d never have.

And that was exactly how it needed to be.

“Wow Joe, that’s good pay,” Jerry said. “What’s the name the place?”

“It’s called, Louis’s Meat Processing Company. On West Third, in LA”

Donna wrote it down carefully, like it might be the first good news they’d had in a while.

“We’ll check it out, Joe. Thanks,” Jerry said.

“You’re welcome, Jerry. You all have a safe journey.”

We climbed into our cars. Before we pulled out onto the highway, the Brady’s Diesel tanker truck blasted past us — the same one from my vision, the same one that would’ve ended everything for them.

Jerry eased onto the road behind it, heading west. I turned west too, but for a different reason. I had to backtrack a few miles to reach the Roy Rogers ranch.

As I drove, I felt a strange calm settle over me — like the world had shifted a few inches in the right direction, and I’d simply been nudged into place to help it along.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Roy Rogers
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Apple Valley, CA

So back I go, on Route 66. It took about twenty miles before I finally saw the sign I was looking for: Town of Apple Valley. I turned off in that direction and followed the map the waitress had drawn on the napkin.

Before long I found myself out in the middle of nowhere — just scrub, dust, and heat shimmering off the road. For a moment I wondered if the waitress had played a trick on me. Then, a few miles farther, I saw it.

The Roy Rogers Double R Ranch.

My foot eased off the gas as I approached. A man was out front, bent over, painting the big “RR” on the gate a bright, fresh red. I figured I’d stop and talk to him — maybe he knew Roy and Dale personally.

I pulled over, stepped out, and called, “Hello there, mister.”

Without looking up he barked, “Holy crap, can’t I just paint my fence without being interrupted?”

He straightened, wiping his hands on a rag.

And my heart nearly stopped.

It was him.

Roy Rogers himself.

I felt terrible — like I’d barged into someone’s living room without knocking. My mouth went dry. All the things I thought I might say to him evaporated in the heat. “Oh, Mr. Rogers I’m terribly sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you. When I was a kid, I was such a great fan.”

He stood up, I could see the expression on his face had changed to a friendly look, and he gave me a smile. He was a lot smaller than I had imagined.

“That’s okay young man. I’m sorry, I just needed to get out of the house for a while and decided to paint this sign. How’re you?” He reached out his hand to shake, I shook it.

“This is such an honor to meet you. I’m speechless, I mean, I think I’ve seen all your TV shows and a lot of your movies.”

“That’s always good to hear, it’s getting so few people remember Dale and I. What would you say was your favorite one, I mean, of my movies?”

“Oh my, that’s a tough one. I think it has to be ‘My Pal Trigger.’ I loved Gabby Hayes and you and Dale were great in it together.” I could not believe I was standing in front of the Double RR Ranch talking to the one and only Roy Rogers, the King of the Cowboys.

“Well, you know something, that’s my favorite as well. You look military, you in the Army?”

“No sir, I just got out of the Marines. Headed back home, to Indiana.”

“You know something? I’m from Cincinnati.” He grinned, suddenly warm. “If you’ve got time, come on — let’s hop in your car and drive up to the house. You can meet Dale and the kids.” He swung the gate open like it was the most natural thing in the world.

I couldn’t believe it.

Roy Rogers riding in my car, rolling down his shaded, tree-lined driveway.

Going to his house.

To meet Dale and the kids.

It felt like I’d slipped into a dream I didn’t remember falling asleep to.

“What’s your name?” he asked as we started up the long driveway.

“Joe Anderson.”

“Did you have to go to Vietnam?”

“Yes sir, I did.”

“Joe, don’t call me sir — just Roy.” He glanced over at me. “Was it as bad as what we see on TV?”

“Yes sir— I mean, Roy. It was bad.”

“You see combat, Joe?”

“Yeah. I did.”

He didn’t push further. He didn’t have to. The silence between us said enough.

The driveway curved, and then the ranch came into view — and it took my breath away. A sprawling home with wide porches, outbuildings scattered like pieces of a movie set, and even a miniature cowboy town tucked off to the side. Horses grazed in the pastures, their tails flicking lazily in the heat.

It was the kind of place a kid would dream about.

It was the kind of place a grown man might dream about too.

We stepped inside the house, and I was hit with a wave of noise and life. Kids ran everywhere — laughing, chasing, arguing, the whole place buzzing like a beehive. I found myself wondering how many they had. It felt like dozens.

Dale sat at a sewing machine, working on the pant leg of a pair of jeans. She looked up with a warm smile, the kind that made you feel like you’d been invited, not intruding.

And in that moment, I understood something:

For all the fame, all the movies, all the legends... this was just a regular American family.

A regular family living on a multimillion-dollar cowboy ranch, sure — but still a family. Kids, chores, noise, laundry, sewing, and a husband sneaking outside to paint a sign just to get a little peace.

I stood there taking it all in, still half convinced I’d wake up back in my car on Route 66.

Roy said, “Hey Dale, do you recognize who this is?” 

No, Roy, I don’t,” she said, irritation slipping into her voice.

Roy didn’t miss a beat. “This is Joe Anderson. Remember the missing kids over in Chatsworth? Joe here is the one who found them. He saved several kids.”

Dale’s expression softened instantly. “Oh yes, I sure do. That was you? Well, my goodness, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Joe.”

I was stunned. Roy had blindsided me. I had no idea he even knew who I was — let alone remembered the missing girls.

Roy smiled at me. “Joe, you didn’t think I’d recognize you. I’m glad you stopped by. That was an amazing thing you and that police girl did.”

“Thank you, Mr. Rogers. Mrs. Rogers, I’m so honored to meet you. I told Mr. Rogers how I’ve watched most all your TV shows and a lot of your movies. I feel like I’ve grown up with you.”

Dale raised her voice over the chaos. “You kids quiet down, we can’t even talk over all your noise.”

The room fell still for a moment — a miracle in itself.

“Joe, please just call us Dale and Roy.”

Roy leaned back, thoughtful. “You know, Joe, I’ve never accomplished anything comparable to what you’ve done — you know—fighting in Vietnam. Sure, I’ve been in plenty of shows, but all I do is recite the lines they give me and sing the songs they choose. I don’t feel like I’ve truly contributed anything close to your accomplishments.”

His words hit me harder than I expected. I felt embarrassed, unsure how to respond. Once again, Roy had surprised me.

“You’ve provided immense pleasure and entertainment to me and millions of others,” I said. “When I visited Chatsworth, I imagined all those cowboy shows I watched growing up. I pictured being there with you, or the Lone Ranger, or The Rifleman. It’s all so fascinating to me. And to actually be here, in your home... I’m overwhelmed. Truly.”

I realized I was rambling and hoped I didn’t sound like some over-eager fan who’d lost his grip.

Dale stepped in with a gentle smile. “Joe, don’t take him too seriously. We’re both proud of what we’ve accomplished — and of the wonderful children we have. Aren’t we, Roy?”

Roy chuckled, the tension easing. “Of course, I am Dale. It’s just sometimes I feel a void. Seeing all those kids, the kids like you Joe, that watched all our shows. Now are dying needlessly. I will do all I can to fight to keep our kids out of all that hell that’s going on.” 

I said, “I must say, I have to agree with you. I was there and saw some bad things and I’m still not clear on why.”

Dale said, “Well, that’s enough of this depressing discussion. Joe, where you headed — I mean, to be way out here?”

“Headed home, back to Indiana. I wanted to travel along and explore Route 66 as I go.”

“Like the TV show?” Roy asked, grinning.

“Yeah. Guess I’m ate up with a TV affliction,” I said with a little laugh.

“Well, that sounds like fun,” Dale said. “You need to cherish your youth; your life will fly by. Especially after what you’ve been through.”

“You hungry, Joe?” Roy asked.

“Oh my, no thank you. I just had a Roy Rogers cheeseburger at Katie and Irv’s Diner. I saw your picture there.”

Dale smiled. “Yeah, well, Katie and Irv are some great people. We visit there whenever we can.”

“The kids love that place,” Roy added, glancing toward the hallway where the noise was starting to pick up again.

For a moment, everything felt strangely normal — like I’d known them for years instead of minutes. The ranch, the kids, the sewing machine humming in the corner... it all blended into a kind of warm, chaotic comfort. And yet, underneath it, I still felt that surreal hum — the sense that I was standing in the middle of a dream I hadn’t expected to have. “Look, you have been so nice to me. I can’t wait to tell all my friends; they will be so envious. But I best let you be, I need to get back on the road, thank you so much.” 

“You don’t have to rush off Joe,” said Roy. 

And boy I sure didn’t want to rush off, I would have moved in there if I could. “You’re so kind, you and Dale are everything I imagined you would be. But I want to at least get to Flagstaff to spend the night. Before I go, can I ask a favor?”

“Well of course you can, what is it?” Dale said.

“Do you mind if I get my camera and get a couple pictures of you and Roy?”

Roy said, “That would be fine, and we will give you one, like the one you saw at Katie’s if you want.”

“Oh, wow. That would be super.” I ran out to my car and retrieved my camera; I took a couple quick shots of the ranch before I went back in. 

Dale shouted, “Dodie, can you come in here and take our picture?” A teenage girl came in, she looked to be about sixteen, she looked Indian.

“Sure Mom.”

I handed Dodie my camera and gave her a quick lesson on how to use it.

Dale clapped her hands lightly. “Let’s move into the family room. Joe, you stand there in front of the fireplace. Roy, you get next to Joe, and I’ll be on the other side. Okay, Dodie — whenever you’re ready.”

The fireplace was massive, built from stones the size of watermelons. I knew these were going to be wonderful pictures. I was already thinking about sending copies to Pam. Man, I wished she’d been with me for this.

After the pictures, Roy handed me an autographed copy of the same photo I’d seen hanging in the diner — the two of them smiling like they’d never known a bad day. I held it like it was made of glass.

Dale gave me a warm hug, the kind that made you feel like you belonged there. Roy walked me out to my car.

“Roy, do you want me to drive you back to the gate?”

He shook his head. “No thanks, I need the exercise. You enjoy your trip, and stay safe.”

We shook hands — his grip firm, steady, real — and I climbed into my car. As I rolled down the long driveway, I kept glancing in the mirror, half expecting the whole scene to vanish like a dream.

When I reached the gate, I stopped, stepped out, and took a couple more pictures. I wanted to savor every moment — the red RR sign, the dusty road, the ranch stretching out behind me like something from a childhood fantasy.

It was one of those rare times in life when you know, right as it’s happening, that you’ll remember it forever.
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Chapter 3
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A journey into the Twilight Zone
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Peach Springs, AZ

I was flying high as I got back on Route 66, still replaying every moment from the Roy Rogers Ranch. I must’ve driven several miles without even realizing it — the road just slipped under me like I was riding on rails.

Eventually the needle on my gas gauge reminded me I was still in the real world. I pulled into a tiny two-pump station sitting alone in the middle of nowhere.

“Beautiful evening,” I said to the young guy working there.

“Yeah, it sure is. Couldn’t be better.”

He flashed a big smile toward a pretty blond girl standing in the doorway of the station. She smiled right back, the kind of smile that said they’d been dancing around each other for a while.

It made me think of Pam — too quickly, too sharply — so I pushed the thought aside.

“You ever heard of the Wigwam Motel?” I asked.

“Sure. Stayed there once.”

“How far you think it is?”

“Gotta be at least four hundred miles, maybe more. It’s in Holbrook, on the other side of Flagstaff.”

Four hundred miles. I let that settle in. The desert stretched out in every direction, the sky turning gold and purple as the sun dropped. It felt like the whole world was slowing down except for me — still riding the high of meeting Roy and Dale, still feeling like the universe had cracked open just enough to let me peek behind the curtain.

The evening cooled as the sun slid toward the horizon, painting the road in soft amber. I continued east on Route 66, feeling like the highway belonged to me alone. I knew I’d never make the Wigwam, so I started thinking about a plan B — someplace to land for the night.

A small roadside restaurant appeared like a mirage. I went in and ordered a carry-out meatloaf sandwich, a salad, and a Coke. A few miles later I spotted a picnic table tucked beside a beautiful sheep farm and pulled off. Several sheep grazed lazily in the fading light, tails swishing, ears flicking. I sat there eating, watching them watch me.

A couple wandered over, curious.

“How you doin’, guys?” I said, walking toward them. I fed them the carrots out of my salad. Their warm breath puffed against my hands, and for a moment I felt like I could stretch out on that picnic table and sleep under the stars with them standing guard. But the sun was still too high, and the road kept calling.

Back behind the wheel, I twisted the radio dial trying to catch a station. I’d get lucky for twenty-five miles, then the music would fade into static. Eventually I gave up. The boredom crept in, the tiredness too — that strange in-between hour when it’s not late enough to stop, but you’re ready to be done.

Then I saw it.

I hadn’t even made it to Flagstaff, but I was close. A sign appeared: Enchanted Cottages. And the place lived up to the name. Dozens of little cottages were scattered around the property, each with two units, tucked among towering trees and huge blooming flower gardens. Behind them, I could see the outline of a petting zoo. The whole place looked like something Walt Disney might’ve dreamed up on a quiet afternoon. It stuck out like a wonderland in the middle of the desert. 

Out front sat a restaurant and the office. I parked and stepped inside.

An older gentleman stood behind the desk.

“Good evening, young man. How may I help you?”

“I’d like a room for the night. Do you have anything available?”

“Well, we have a group coming in... let me look.”

He opened a thick ledger and studied it. “Yes, we’ll have two left. One is back by the petting zoo, the other is on the lake side. Would you like one of those?”

“Sure, I’ll take the one by the zoo.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about being that close to the animals, but I liked them well enough. “This sure is a neat motel. Really unique.”

“Yes sir. Been here since 1932. My parents started it, and I’m carrying it on. Here — please fill out this card. You’ll be in Cottage 10.”  

I completed the process of checking in. There was a postcard display rack on the counter. I grabbed one, it had a beautiful picture of the Enchanted Cottages. I thought I would fill it out later and send it to Pam.

I moved my car over near Cottage Number 10 and went in. It was bigger on the inside than it looked from the outside. Everything was neat and clean, decorated in a 1930s motif. I felt like I’d stepped into an old Bugs Bunny cartoon—enchanted, surreal—almost like wandering into a Twilight Zone episode.

I unloaded my seabag and washed up. I then walked over to the connected restaurant and sat in a booth next to a window. I ordered a coke from the friendly waitress and I started studying the menu.    

I ordered the special of the day which was chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes and green beans. As I waited for my meal a miniature school bus pulled into the parking lot; written on the side was ‘Route 66 Tours.’  I watched as several senior citizens climbed out. They all went into the office. 

I felt I got there just in time to miss the crowd and a long wait. There were ten of them all loud and talking at the same time as they made their way into the restaurant. It was fun to listen to them. 

There were several different conversations going on, on a lot of different topics. Four of them were sitting in the booth behind me, which gave me a good vantage point to listen to everything they were saying. 

One guy said, “You remember the earthquake in 06? Man, that was a bad one.” 

“Oh, hell yeah, I remember it. We felt it; we were in Salinas at the time.” 

I leaned back in my booth, pretending to study the menu again, but really I was listening. The four behind me were in full swing.

“How many died, do you remember?” the first guy asked.

A woman answered before anyone else could. “Over three thousand. Maybe more. Depends on who you ask. Buildings pancaked like they were made of cardboard.”

Another voice chimed in, gravelly and proud. “My grandfather was in San Francisco when it hit. Said the ground rolled like ocean waves. Horses were screaming. People running everywhere.”

“Oh, I heard that,” the first man said. “And the fires afterward—that’s what did most of the damage.”

“Yep. Fire and dynamite. They blew up whole blocks tryin’ to stop the flames.”

Someone else laughed. “And now look at us. Riding around in a miniature school bus taking pictures of neon signs and old motels. The world sure changes.”

Their laughter filled the place—big, warm, overlapping. The kind of laughter that comes from people who’ve lived long enough to have earned it.

My chicken fried steak arrived, steaming and perfect. The mashed potatoes had that little crater of butter in the middle, melting slow. I took a bite and let the noise of the room wash over me. The seniors were still going, now arguing about whether the Dodgers should’ve stayed in Brooklyn.
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