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The Road You Came In On

“It’s impossible to get lost out here, Horace,” Irma said. “If you get to a dead-end, you just go back on the road you came in on. Then you backtrack to the place where you turned onto it. Simple, really.”

Horace Spurgeon gave Irma a thin smile and focused on the narrow road he was driving along. He didn’t always agree with his wife of ten years, but they shared a love of exploring back roads. More than a love of it... he and she couldn’t think of much they’d prefer to do.

For his part, Horace adored driving the Silverado pickup down roads he’d never been on, knowing that if they ran out of daylight, there would always be somewhere to stop and rest. If they had a flat place to park, they’d fix themselves a nice dinner and sleep comfortably in the truck’s cab-over camper. The next morning, they’d have the fun of waking in a new place, in new and different morning light. On that point, he and Irma were in firm agreement.

Their differences were a matter of style. Horace was a gambler — a methodical man who studied racing forms and bet on horses. His meticulous research and preparation served him well and he made a good living. When they traveled, exploring off the beaten track, he preferred to know they had a refrigerator full of food (and beer). 

Before he turned off the main road, he wanted to have at least half a tank of gas in addition to the jerry can with another five gallons he had strapped to the back of the camper.

He had the truck serviced regularly.

Irma, who took short-term jobs as a traveling ER nurse, had a more impulsive nature. Without him, Horace firmly believed, she would have been stranded dozens of times — out of gas in the middle of nowhere, or with a breakdown and no battery in her cell phone.

That was his Irma.

She delighted in turning down unmarked two-lane roads, following them as they wound through pastures and forests, hills and deserts. 

And it was Irma who did the navigation.

Irma didn’t care much for maps other than for general reference. She had a good spatial sense, however, and a great memory for landmarks. Once she saw the way a mountain or unusual building looked from the road, she never forgot it. 

Whenever they passed one, or when they took an unmarked fork in the road, she would turn around and take a hard look back.

“Memorizing the way it looks, so I’ll know it if we come back this way and see it from the other direction,” she said. 

That way, she knew when the road simply looped around. You see, going in circles did not appeal to his Irma, no sir. It was, she admitted, a step up from traveling long distances on major highways, however, in terms of entertainment. Going straight over well-marked routes was not exploring. It wasn’t a pleasure to point a car (or truck, for that matter) at the horizon and just drive. 

That did not suit Irma, and not Horace, either. They sought out the unknown roads that twisted and turned and took them to new places.

Over the years, they’d managed to discover where every off-ramp from the freeway within a hundred miles of their house led — or didn’t lead, in the case of many of them. They lived in the southwest, in New Mexico, and many of the well-paved offramps served a ranch or small village and ended there. 

Knowing that, they also knew which roads did go somewhere, and they learned most of the somewheres the roads actually went once you followed every option they offered. 

With that information, once they had followed every road bigger than a trail, mapping the visual details in Irma’s head, she could interconnect them, create spidery trails that led east and west with lovely north and south excursions. That meant Horace and Irma could travel long, joyful distances without seeing a freeway or major highway. 

But the real passion was for the unknown paths. Thus, their hobby, or perhaps passion is a better word, for their obsession with always taking new routes continually expanded that knowledge base, adding mile after asphalt and dirt mile. 

This took time, but they couldn’t imagine a better way to spend it.  

In this effort, and in most things in life, Irma and Horace made a good team. At times, they frustrated each other, as couples will, but that always happened in minor ways and their conflicts arose totally because of differences in temperament. 

Horace, the cautious explorer, and Irma, the impetuous one, would inevitably have minor collisions of will. But they wanted the same thing and shared the same spirit. Disagreements were simply potholes on the road they followed. Nothing more. And the best routes often included a fair share of bumpy roads.

Whenever they were at home, or Irma was working at a hospital, Horace maintained the truck and camper in his thorough, meticulous way and ensured it was always fully provisioned. He kept the propane bottles stocked, the cupboards filled with food that they liked to fix, the sheets and towels washed and clean, and, of course, kept the gas tank full. The truck was at the ready.

Whenever they both had time off (or just took it), Horace’s preparation meant they could leave in a day. Horace would put on his favorite white T-shirt, jeans, soft shoes, fingerless driving gloves, and a special pair of driving sunglasses. He would get behind the wheel and adjust the mirrors, the seat (although he always drove, and it was always the same), and his lumbar pillow. 

Irma would put on shorts and a blue sweatshirt that said “Full Speed Ahead” in big gold letters, and her comfy trainers. Then she’d fill her giant travel mug with iced tea, slip into the passenger seat, and point. 

“South,” she might say. “Start off heading toward Lordsburg.” Or sometimes, “Just drive, Mr. Spurgeon. You have the helm.”

Whatever she said, he would start the truck and head out, content to feel the rhythms of the road while his wife let her soft blue eyes dance over whatever landscape they passed, drinking it in. 

At some point, they might get to a road she was thinking of, or she might spot a road she’d never noticed before (increasingly rare), and point. 

“That way, Horace,” she would say.

And off they went. Going that way, of course.

They would be exploring again. 

Now, these two nomadic people were in no way tourists. Neither of them took photos, not even of grand monuments or themselves with a particularly fine view of a large canyon or a particularly impressive stalactite. Even when they stopped at the best-known places (arriving by the most roundabout route Irma could find) they never bought souvenirs. Not even a T-shirt. After all, Horace loved his plain white T-shirts and he did have a ball cap that said: “Route 66” on it. But Irma had bought him that in Gallup, New Mexico as a joke. But the trip was the thing and the features that made the destinations “destinations” didn’t interest them at all.

“We travel for the fun of it,” Irma told their curious neighbors one day.

“Where do you go?” Rosa, their neighbor asked.

“Doesn’t matter. It’s the journey,” Horace said.

“But where are you going this time?” 

“No idea until we get there,” Irma said. 

Naturally, Rosa thought her neighbors were, in her words, totally bonkers. But saying it out loud that way reinforced the idea that it was the randomness of the experience they chased (always subject to Horace’s meticulous preparations) that gave them joy. 

At this point, it should be said that, while Horace’s preparations were thorough, they were also quite generic. He never acted as some outfitter but simply prepared them for going almost anywhere that Irma could point to — without the troubles that so often plagued unprepared travelers.

In this manner, several times a year, typically for a week, sometimes two (they tried not to impose a strict time frame on their trips) they would head out. Once they got so far into the backwoods of a place that Horace missed three of the opening race days of the season. But he didn’t care and in fact, he came back in such a good mood that Lady Luck gave him a big, sloppy wet kiss, in the form of letting him win a trifecta the first time out.

Yes, he and Irma lived a charmed, if rather unusual experience.

“We leave ourselves open to opportunities to experience weirdness,” Irma declared.

Despite the awkwardness of the phrase, Horace agreed with the sentiment. Camping in some new place — a field, a rest stop, an actual campground, a Walmart parking lot — they saw and heard things. Odd things. Some of them were just people things, nothing more than weird people being weird; crazy people being crazy. Some of them were oddball animal things, like the time raccoons tried to pry open the skylight on the camper when Irma was baking cookies, or birds flying through the open windows of the cab.

Some things were the wonder of nature — gorgeous skies that seemed to sparkle, or early morning air so fresh it almost hurt to inhale, or the gurgling sound of a river starting to rise as it swells with water from a thunderstorm up on the mountain above you.

There was magic in that.

Even more, was the magic of the roads themselves. Nondescript roads that no one would think went anywhere at all could lead to a waterfall where there was no one at all. A dirt road that bounced the truck around unmercifully as you went over potholes and poorly maintained cattle guards led to a small hamlet where there was a café that served an incredible rhubarb pie and rich coffee. A four-lane road would drop to two lanes for no apparent reason and then end abruptly.

But, as Irma said, when that happened, they simply turned around and followed the road they’d come in on back out to known territory. Unless, of course, Irma spotted a road they hadn’t been on yet, a new path to follow.

It wasn’t Lewis and Clark, but it was exploring.

Irma and Horace egged each other on. True, Horace constantly kept an eagle eye on the gas gauge and would begin suggesting detours through a town that might have a gas station, or to swing closer to a freeway whenever the red needle dipped below his threshold of anxiety (a level rather higher than you might expect for an explorer). And Irma would be reluctant to abandon any new route for the foolish reason that going further might get them stranded.

But overall, they were completely in accord.

They shared the same goal.

Although her mantra involved the impossibility of















































































































[image: ]



d2d_images/cover.jpg
Author of the Southwest Surreal Series

LD TEJA

A Southwest 5igrreal Short





d2d_images/image000.jpg
Floatstreet Press





d2d_images/scene_break.png





