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About the Author

Route 66 doesn't just lead somewhere. 
It remembers.
Marco and Guy Dubois are realizing a dream: crossing America on Harleys, from one end of Route 66 to the other.

But from the very first miles, something was wrong.

A noise in the headphones. 
A recurring frequency for no reason. 
And a name, barely audible:
Joy.

Initially harmless, the phenomena become impossible to ignore.

Under the viaducts, the sound changes. 
In the desert, the radio picks up voices that don't exist. 
And on some nights, the road seems to breathe.
In Oatman, in the heart of a hotel steeped in history, the boundary between reality and memory begins to crack.

What they are hearing is not a bug. 
Nor an illusion.
It's a trace.

And it was waiting for them.
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​Chapter 1 — The Garage, the Call
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The garage smelled of stale gasoline and leather dampened by the sea air. The rain had stopped over Nice, but water still beaded on the gutters and trickled slowly down the windows. Marco, bent over the chain of a Triumph, turned the wheel with a precise movement. Guy wiped his hands on a gray rag, checked the oil level with a quick glance, then put the cover on with the economy of movement that speaks of experience.

The phone vibrated on the toolbox. The screen lit up: Erik — video call.

"Shall we take it?" asked Marco. 
"Go ahead," said Guy.
Erik's face appeared, sharp and clear, illuminated by a blue neon light off-screen. 
Behind him, windows dotted the Chicago night sky.
His smile came faster than his sentences.

"Hey guys! How's it going?" 
"It's going well, Erik." 
Marco entered the frame. "We're listening."
Erik tucked a quiet laugh into his voice. 
"I need you guys. My cousin just bought a hotel in a small tourist town in Arizona—postcards, rock and fossil shops, photo op gas pumps, the whole shebang. The problem is, it's pretending to be haunted... and not just for show."
"Haunted? Or haunted to sell magnets?" Marco said. 
Erik raised an eyebrow. "If it were just marketing, I wouldn't bother you at all. Guests hear footsteps upstairs when no one's there, doors close by themselves, the welcome radio starts playing CB radio on its own as if truckers were driving through the lobby. Two chambermaids have left. Yesterday, my cousin found the bar open, glasses lined up... with salt water in them. In the middle of nowhere. On-site, it's Tom, the salaried manager, who runs the place. He has power of attorney for day-to-day operations, but not for major decisions."
"Salt water..." Guy repeated. 
"Yeah. Not a pool. The sea."
The splashing of the gutters paused for a second. 
"You want us to come and see?" said Guy. 
"Yes. You separate the truth from the staged, you calm things down... and in exchange, I'll give you your dream."
Marco raised his head. "What dream?"

Erik's smile turned conspiratorial. 
"Route 66. On a Harley. From Chicago to Arizona. I've thought of everything: two Road King Special 114s with removable windshields and hard saddlebags. On one, I've put a sissy bar with a luggage rack. Intercoms for both of you, fully charged batteries. You land at O'Hare; I'll pick you up at T5, we'll stop by the Harley depot, have dinner, chat, and then the next day you're off. I'll stay here. The road is yours."
"Will you put some Johnny Hallyday in my earpiece?" asked Marco.

"Johnny Cash?"

"No. Johnny Hallyday."

The silence lasted three seconds.

"Okay," said Erik, without laughing. "Will the last twenty albums be enough?"

"Not Steppenwolf?" said Guy.

"No, I'm not really into Easy Rider," Marco replied definitively. "It's fine for movies. On the road, you need truth."

Marco's laughter escaped him, clear and distinct. 
"The Sixty-Six on a Harley..." 
He stroked the Triumph's handlebar, but you could already see, in his eyes, another handlebar, heavier, wider, and the endless road stretching out before him. 
"It's been your dream forever," Guy said. 
Marco nodded. "Since I was a kid. The motels, the signs, the sky swallowing the road." 
"For once, we're leaving ours in the garage," Guy said. "The BMW and the Triumph will stay here, safe and sound. America is done on a Harley, or it's not done at all." 
"It's not done any other way," Marco confirmed, almost solemnly.
“As for the tickets,” Erik continued, “I’m sending them to you here: Nice → Paris CDG → Chicago ORD. NCE–CDG is 1 hour 40 minutes; you have a 2-hour connection; CDG–ORD is a 9-hour flight. With the time difference, you arrive the same day around 5 p.m. local time. I’ve booked aisle seats—it’s better for your knees.”

Guy nodded. "Rain gear?" 
"Planned: overgloves, over-trousers, light capes. I've added two 30L dry bags, nets and bungee cords. If you want a Tour-Pak, we can borrow one, but your panniers should do the job."
"OK," said Marco, already far away. "Where do we sign?" 
"No need to sign—I know you," smiled Erik. "I'm just asking for the truth. If it's a fake TripAdvisor listing, you can leave. If it's something else, you work your magic."
"We'll bring out the truth," Guy said. "Sometimes it bites." 
"I know that. Oh—and one more thing: the radio repeated a first name. Three times." 
"Which one?" 
"Joy," Erik said simply.
The note remained there, neat, not overly serious, but it still stuck. 
They spent thirty seconds discussing passports, the weather, helmets. 
"I'll see you tomorrow in O'Hare. I'll give you the keys, and the road is yours," Erik concluded. 
"See you tomorrow," they said.
The screen went black. The garage caught its breath.

Marco sat down on a stool, his helmet between his knees. 
"We're going to do it, right? The Sixty-Six..." 
"We're going to do it," Guy confirmed. "And you'll be holding handlebars you'll never forget." 
"Do you believe in haunted hotels?" 
"I believe in hotels that tell stories, and stories that sell," Guy replied. "But I also believe there are places that hold onto things. Arizona... mines, cut-off roads, lives that haven't finished walking. We'll see." 
"Joy..." Marco murmured, trying out the name. 
"Joy," Guy repeated, without attaching any more meaning to it. "I hope it doesn't end like that story on the St. Lawrence."
They put away the Allen keys, wiped up a puddle the wind had blown under the door, then dimmed the fluorescent lights. In the small office window, their reflections flickered, reappearing with the rhythm of the clouds. Guy smiled in spite of himself.

"Tomorrow, we'll pack the bags," he said. "Windshields are mandatory: the mosquitoes in Illinois are the size of olives." 
"Yuck," Marco laughed. "Okay, fine. Olive mosquito."
Guy remained frozen for a second, his hand on the switch, straining to hear the phantom radio signal. A smile flickered across his lips, strained, more of a grimace than amusement, but it didn't meet his gaze, which had hardened. This was no longer mere pragmatic curiosity, but the sudden recognition of a false note, the first hook in the mystery. A clear warning that the game had just begun.

The air in the garage suddenly became colder, as if the night had drawn the heat away from the concrete. A slight static friction made the leather shiver, and Guy thought he heard a voice, a syllable that said nothing, but which unintentionally resonated with the geometry of the place.

The metal door rumbled softly as it closed. The garage fell silent, retaining the smell of oil, rubber, and that indefinable, electric quality. Outside, night reclaimed its place. Inside, the dream had already begun: Route 66, on a Harley. Marco's dream.
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​Chapter 2 — America Self-Service
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The plane gently lost altitude in a sea of amber light. Beneath the windows, Chicago was a grid of perfect rectangles in the night sky, rivers of gold flowing toward the deeper black of the lake. Marco pulled himself from his seat, his neck numb, an invisible helmet mark still imprinted on the back of his neck. Guy folded his blanket without thinking and glanced at the sky: the shadow of another aircraft was beginning its trajectory. Everything happened in orchestrated silence, a ballet of navigation lights, then the landing gear struck the runway with a dull thud.

"We're there," said Guy, without emphasis.

Inside Terminal 5, America welcomed the Dubois family in its own way: moving walkways as long as chapters, illuminated signs that spoke in icons, and a large wall of images showing people smiling at steaming cups of coffee. They followed the passport line. The customs officer looked at Guy, then Marco, their passports, then back at Guy, with his tired, patient face.

"Business or pleasure?"

“Pleasure” replied Guy. “And some... hotel troubleshooting.”

He stamped. Outside, the air was already different—air conditioning for victory, a sharp chill in the lungs. Marco turned up the collar of his jacket.

"Did they put the airport in a refrigerator?"

"They put the fridge in the airport," Guy corrected with a smile.

Erik was waiting for them in front of the sliding door, arm raised, a hand signal that looked like a starting flag. He went through the crowd, put his arm around each of their shoulders in turn, and hugged them.

Erik took a step forward. His hand landed on the back of Guy's neck, patted Marco's shoulder, then pulled them close, as if catching up after a long winter. He held them for a second, without hurrying, then stepped back just enough to look at them.

"The Dubois!"

"Hello, everyone! Welcome, my friends. I'm glad to see you. How are you all doing?"

Marco let himself fall against him, his shoulders suddenly relaxing, a smile in his eyes.

"It's going very well."

Erik had the build of a man who moves heavy things and the lumberjack shirt of a man who doesn't boast about it. His smile preceded his sentences, and his French flowed like an old song you never forget. He led them toward the parking lot, where shuttles could be heard groaning, rubber lips against concrete.

"I have the car nearby," he said. "We'll head to the depot, do your paperwork, and then we'll have supper. I'll bring you a real classic: an all-you-can-eat buffet. Is that alright with you?"

"That suits us," replied Guy. He turned to Marco. "You'll see, they have a... generous way of thinking about nutrition."

The shuttle dropped them off in a square wind. They crossed a multi-level parking lot and emerged onto a plaza where flags were snapping. Erik talked as he walked—about the plane tickets that had gone smoothly, the traffic jams avoided on the way there, his cousin who sent messages in all caps. He punctuated his speech with "you know" and "it's okay" like scattering crumbs on the ground to find his way back.

The Harley dealership was twenty minutes away. A red neon sign jagged the shadows, and behind the glass, you could make out the silhouettes of handlebars like tamed horns. The salesman greeted them with a beaming "How are you guys?", which made Marco smile.

"There are only two of us, but we're already 'guys'," he murmured.

"It's a local promotion," replied Guy.

They were shown the Road King Special 114s, deep black, with hard saddlebags that would swallow up a good chunk of their lives, and removable windshields already mounted. The salesman quickly explained the brakes, clutch, and key travel while Erik slid the paperwork onto a counter. There was a strange administrative moment: at the register, the amount due exceeded the displayed price. "Taxes," Erik said, raising an eyebrow in apology for this American peculiarity. "Here, they hide at the last minute."

"The labels are timid," says Marco.

"They don't dare say everything," added Guy.

"What does 114 mean?" — "114 cubic inches."

Marco frowned. "About 1900 cubic centimeters."

They signed, copied, and laminated. Erik took a clear plastic bag from his kit bag and pulled out two fully charged mesh intercoms, their mounts ready. He clicked his fingers, proving the connection with a "test test" that echoed in their headsets like a trapped voice.

"That's fine. Fill up the gas tank tomorrow morning, and you're good to go."

"Tomorrow morning," Guy repeated.

They pushed the motorcycles out of the gleaming hall and parked them against a low wall. Erik checked the dry bags and the bungee cords; Guy ran his hand over the seat, without looking, like he was taming a horse. Marco knelt down to inspect the axles, the rake, the tension. It was already a promise of the horizon.

"One last thing," said Guy, his voice calmer, almost low. "Before we have supper."

Erik turned around.

"We made a promise," Guy continued. "Quebec—we don't talk about it anymore. To anyone. Not you, not us."

Erik nodded. "I respect that, buddy." Then he suppressed a mischievous smile that won out anyway. "But I admit I've never seen anyone cook with pine needles before."

Erik burst into too much laughter, and Guy had to laugh too — a laugh that sounded like the closing of a locker: metallic, crisp.

"Heavy laughter," said Marco, still doubled over.

"That's settled," Guy concluded. "Let's have dinner."

They headed back to the car. After ten minutes, O'Hare faded into the background, replaced by those wide American thoroughfares where every exit promised a story. Erik led them to a vast rectangle of light that seemed to contain several restaurants and a gas station. In the center, the sign proclaimed: ALL YOU CAN EAT in friendly letters.

"It looks more like a concept than a restaurant," Marco sighed.

"This is the land of concepts," replied Guy.

They entered. The air conditioning enveloped them—a healthy, cleanroom-like cold that made their skin bead like invisible confetti. A waiter with a professional smile leaped toward them.

“Hi, I'm Brandon, I'll be your server tonight. How are you guys?”

Guy replied with a politeness his face knew by heart. "We're good, thanks."

Brandon placed cups of ice water on the table. The water clinked against mountains of melting ice. He explained the concept: all-you-can-eat buffet, free refills for drinks, sauce station at the back, desserts on the left, salads on the right (the word lingered for a moment, as if he knew). He asked if they wanted coffee to go at the end—"just in case."

"We're here to eat, not to move ice," Marco murmured, glancing over his shoulder.

The buffet was a continent: islands of fried food, sweets, and primary-colored sauces. The plates were stadiums; every turn was a final. We watched people, their trays, their way of organizing calories, and there was—despite the decor—a gentleness in the gestures: families served themselves, tongs were shared, and the little ones were taught to stack just the right amount.

Marco, however, could not help himself. He said it quietly, without malice, with a genuine concern that tightened his voice.

"Look... at the little ones. They... are already... just like their parents."

"I know," said Guy, softly.

Erik returned with three plates. "Come on, try this," he said, almost proudly, pointing to an object whose color wavered between amber and enigma. "Here, salad is mainly a means of transport for the ranch."

Brandon stopped to offer a drink. "Free refills on sodas, guys."

"The waiter is refilling my glass like he's refilling my phone," Marco chuckled, amused. "If I keep this up, I'm going to be completely drunk."

They laughed. Then they ate. The food was outrageous and precise at the same time—breadings that crunched like fallen leaves, sauces with a healthy dose of sugar, chicken that resembled a guitar arm. Erik talked about the plan: leave in the morning via I-41 and I-55, then get back on the old I-66 as soon as possible. He shortened distances with a Canadian “it’s not far,” which meant “it’s doable.”

"Here, you do math over dessert," said Guy. "And you leave a tip for the waiter, otherwise karma will come after you."

Brandon reappeared endlessly, as if summoned by a glance. They paid—tip included—and stepped back out into the warm air, which smelled of stored fried food and stale gasoline. In the parking lot, Erik pointed out the gas station.

"Want to fill up for tomorrow? That'll save you from the commuter line."

They drove to the pumps, where signs with frozen smiles were lined up. Guy engaged the pump, read the price per gallon, and did a mental calculation.

"The gallon: the joke that starts off well," he said. "It doesn't seem expensive until the joke becomes clear when you add up the total."

Marco watched the screen as the numbers climbed, mesmerized.

"They're putting everything on the line here. Even the element of surprise."

They filled the black tanks to the brim. A giant pickup truck pulled up alongside, gleaming like a whale fresh from the showroom. The driver waved. Erik responded with a gesture that knew the local grammar. The world spoke kilometers in its heart, but miles on the signs. You quickly learn second gear.

On the way back, Erik showed them the hotel where he had booked them. Nothing exotic: clear, cubic, efficient, an ice machine in an overly chilly corridor, staff who said "Awesome" for every magnetic key that worked on the first try.

"Tomorrow morning, I'll take you to the starting point," Erik said in the lobby. "We'll chat for five minutes about the route, I'll shake your hand, and then the road is yours."

"And what about the Oatman hotel?" asked Marco.

"My cousin texted me 'help' in all caps again," Erik replied. "Let's clear this up. Like I said: if it's marketing, you leave. If it's something else... you do your job."

"Our job," Guy repeated.

“Just so you know: the hotel is in Oatman on old Route 66. It dates back to 1902—back then, it was called the Drulin Hotel. Today they don’t offer lodging anymore; it’s mostly a bar, restaurant, and small museum. They call their official ghost “Oatie,” kind of friendly. And there’s the Clark Gable–Carole Lombard legend: they say they spent their wedding night there in 1939. It attracts people... but it also feeds the stories,” Erik explained.

Guy took him aside for a second. He fixed his eyes on his.

"Please don't talk about Quebec," he said. "We have a long way to go. We're not going to weigh it down with ghosts we already know."

Erik, by placing his hand on the back of Guy's neck, was not just welcoming a friend; he was silently testing the crack that the secret had left, an invisible scar that the promise of the trip could not quite cover.

"That's fine," said Erik, without smiling this time. "I owe you that much. And anyway... the road doesn't like being compared."

They went up to their rooms. In his, Marco tested the intercom, gazing at the city through the window. Trains sped by in the distance, below the roofline. He thought of the double tracks of the Mother Road, of the signs that announce cities before they exist, of the ribbon that unfurls when you think you have nothing left to unroll. He switched off the light.

Guy, for his part, placed his wallet on the table, took out the documents, folded them, then removed his boots as one might place a tool on a workbench. He poured himself a glass of water, felt the air conditioning place a cold hand on the back of his neck, and smiled in spite of himself. America was a country of machines: they cooled, they filled, they refilled. They loved unlimited refills.

His phone vibrated. A message from Erik: “Sleep. Tomorrow is the real music.”

Guy laid the phone flat. Through the window, a highway on-ramp curved like a shoulder. He imagined the two Road Kings lined up in the early morning, the deep rumble that presses shadows against the walls. He thought of Joy, of the word spoken in the garage, clean and simple like a name on a cup. He didn't dwell on it for long: sleep arrived like a sliding door.

In the chilly air, he dreamed of an endless ribbon and a sign that said only: OPEN.
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​Chapter 3 — First Strip of Asphalt

[image: ]


Morning crept in around the edges, a soft gray that softened the corners. Guy woke before the alarm. In the crisp silence of the room, he first heard the steady hum of the air conditioner, then, below it, the distant trail of a highway beginning its day. He stared at the ceiling for a minute, and it wasn't so much impatience as the feeling that the road was already waiting for them outside, around the corner, caps back.

He went downstairs with his helmet under his arm. Marco was waiting for him in the lobby, zipped up, gloves rolled into a ball. The automatic door swallowed and spat out the cold lobby air. In the parking lot, two deep silhouettes still lay dormant under the awning: the Road Kings, windshields mounted, saddlebags ready.

Erik arrived just after, a coffee in one hand, the other free for a pat on the back. He gave them a look that was already ticking off an invisible list.

"Good night?"

"Quite beautiful," said Guy.

"Perfect," added Marco, who had slept as fast as one closes a suitcase.

They checked the straps, tested the intercom one last time. Erik's voice crackled in their headsets, clear as a piece of glass.

"Follow my car to the starting point. After that, I'll let you go."

Suburban traffic was swelling visibly. They left the hotel grounds, took a ramp that opened like a mouth, and merged into a flow that had the politeness of a weekday morning. The suspended traffic lights traced orange punctuation marks above the intersections. The signs changed from blue to green, then to that particular brown that marks historic roads: HISTORIC 66 with the white shield, clear as a salute.

Erik was knitting in front of them, turn signals perfectly aligned, then he stopped in a gravel parking lot, at the edge of a row of old shops that looked as if they had been placed there yesterday.

He turned off his engine, got out and approached. He shook them quickly, but firmly.

"This is your route. Stay on the brown signs when possible, and return to the main road when it intersects. Don't strive for perfection: strive for enjoyment."

"Understood," said Guy.

"I promise," said Marco, and a smile escaped him.

Erik placed his hands on their shoulders for a moment, as if putting a lid on, then he stepped back.

"We'll talk again when you get close to Oatman. Ride safe, guys."

He got back in his car, gave them a wave — the kind that means good luck, good wind, and see you later — and he disappeared into traffic.

The world became simpler. The first few miles smelled of warm asphalt, honest rubber, and trees that had grown alongside trucks. Marco settled into the rhythm as if he'd been expected. Guy gazed far ahead, beyond the next traffic light, beyond the line of cars braking, beyond a slip road he already knew. He sometimes translated, without even thinking about it.

"Four-way stop. We yield in turn."

Marco signaled that he understood. At the next intersection, the light was flashing yellow above a green arrow: they let it pass, but they were watching. Everything had an immediate logic, for those willing to play by other people's rules.

They drove through a string of small towns whose names slid across whitewashed signs. In a parking lot, a giant astronaut statue watched over a hot dog stand. In a workshop window, a 1970s Cadillac rested on three tires. Telegraph poles marched across the field to their right, like an army of slender figures in retreat.

Marco called out over the intercom:

"I mean it for real: I'm driving and I don't need to imagine anymore."

"Keep a little imagination," said Guy. "Otherwise the road will get offended."

The road stretched out. They turned onto an older section, framed by two rows of trees like a wedding aisle. The tarmac was a bit worn; the joints rumbled gently under the tires. At midday, the sun became more prominent; the leather warmed their shoulders. They stopped at a diner that looked exactly like the kind you imagine: Formica counter, desserts under glass domes, slightly sticky red banquettes, the clinking of cutlery.

The waitress asked no questions. She brought two strong coffees, steaming unassumingly, and a pitcher of water without ice, which she pushed forward with her hand as if offering a clue. Guy ordered a simple sandwich, Marco a fried egg and hash browns. They ate, watching the road pass by, straight and simple, and the light casting white squares on the asphalt. The jukebox in the back swallowed a coin now and then, and the same three songs played, scratched off at the same second.

"That's what I wanted," said Marco without raising his voice. "To eat close to the motorcycle. To see the road from the table."

"So it's a success," said Guy.

They left a few bills, nodded to the cook who could be seen behind the serving hatch, and put their gloves back on without hurrying. Outside, the air had a lighter density, as if the day had finally begun in earnest.

They crossed a metal viaduct that resembled both a bridge and scaffolding. To the left, a train depot; to the right, three cylindrical tanks positioned like game pieces. As they drove under the framework, Guy felt the sound change: the Harley shifted to a deeper frequency, the world seemed to close in, and they could almost hear metal reflecting metal.

And then it was there. In the intercom, between two gusts of wind, a drone settled, exactly at the same height as the two engines. Their revs aligned without either of them touching the throttle—a mechanical coincidence, anyone would have said. Except that it wasn't so much the coincidence as the clarity with which the drone took hold, like a line drawn with a marker on a map.

"Did you hear that?" asked Marco.

"Yes."

Then, as if a small crack
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