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Lament for another century

THE FIRST TIME I RODE through, it was mid-morning, and I was just past the Texas line. I had been riding U.S. 54 all night. It’s something I never do any more on that route. Chalk it up to age and knowing better. I was so fatigued I could barely keep my eyes open. I was chilled, too, thanks to riding through the cool night air.

A tired railroad line paralleled the highway. The town had to be an old cow town, as evidenced by the loading pens on the north side of the road. That must have been a long time ago. The wood was turned black by too much sun. The pens were grown over now, forlorn and useless. It looked like they hadn’t been used in forever.

I knew by the tired rusted sign hanging over the entrance to Ira’s Bar on the opposite side of the highway that it would never be a viable option. Hell, tired as I was, even I could figure out the rusted and broken neon hanging from the wall was long past its best-before date. I recall thinking the place must have had stories to tell at one time, and rode on by.

Just a little farther and I crossed paths with a blue and white café sign sticking up above the flat horizon on a tall metal post. I slowed and pulled off the 54 onto an empty gravel parking lot. I pushed back against a steel hitching post. A motorcycle or a tied-up horse would be safe at the railing in the former cow town.

The building had definitely seen better days, and not recently. The low exterior cement-block walls were painted a dull gray. A low flat roof supported two or three swamp coolers, probably a necessity, given the propensity for the region’s hot summers.

Thankfully, I didn’t see a window sign advertising the name of the joint as Mom’s. One of my road rules dictates that I never eat at a place called Mom’s. Faded blue and red lettering in the window only said CAFE in huge letters. At the very least, the nameless café would be a safe bet for a bit of grub and a quick coffee to fight the fatigue and cold.

I’d be back on the road in no time. Now that it was daylight, I didn’t want to burn any more of it than I had to on my run south.

I entered through the corner door and took a couple of steps down onto a cement floor—thus the reason for the low roof-line. A couple of small tables lined the wall beneath the windows. I headed for the low counter and took up a short chrome stool covered in beat-up, worn-out, thick plastic a couple down from the cash register. If nothing else, I could carry on a little conversation with the woman behind the counter while I drank coffee and warmed my hands.

She poured the coffee into an old-style, over-sized china mug. It glided across the counter and halted in front of me. The mug had one of those thick, rounded handles you could get only one finger in. I nodded my thanks and she raised an eyebrow.

I shook my head and poured in a little sugar from the container in front of me on the counter. While I stirred, I investigated the surroundings, and then turned back to face the woman. She sat in front of the old cash register on the opposite side of the counter.

I took a look at what was inside the pie tray and asked if it was fresh. She said yes, and got up to go into the back. She returned holding a hot metal tray with a dish towel.

That’s fresh, I said, and in front of me she sliced a piece and dished it out. Without a word, the woman went back to the kitchen and came out bearing a giant scoop of ice cream.

I grinned, and said thanks, and she smiled and told me I was welcome.

Her smile was friendly. Nothing more.

That broke the ice, and we kibitzed back and forth, she from her chair behind the counter, and me from the stool in front. I took a better look and figured she was probably in her late twenties or early thirties, with that tired look around the eyes that comes from gaining too much life experience, too young.

Her face was framed by dark hair. Dark brown eyes reflected the light coming in from the windows. I was so stunned that I don’t recall checking out the rest of her. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her face.

I did when she started to blush. “Sorry,” I said. “I can’t help it.” Like that was some kind of an excuse. Now I was the one embarrassed.

“That’s all right,” she replied. “It happens sometimes.” She came up with the usual questions. Where was I from? Where was I headed? How long on the road this time?

This time. I noticed that. I volunteered the usual answers, but got stuck on this time.

She noticed that.

I chose to ignore her and instead turned the talking in the direction of some of the places I’d been and the people I’d seen. She not only kept up with me, but managed to get as many laughs from me as I did from her.

I’d call it about even, but not in a Mexican standoff way.

When it came time to go, I really didn’t want to, but you know how it goes.

* * *
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Over the years, I made a habit of stopping by on my way through many times. The cement block walls had been painted many times, and faded just as many. Everything else was the same. So was she. I liked that.

She would be there, sitting behind the counter. She served the coffee, brought me pie and ice cream, and smiled and laughed when the conversation eventually picked up the rhythm from where we left off.

Then I met a girl and settled.

When I unsettled, I discovered the small café closed and locked. Weeds were growing in the expansive parking lot. The café was shuttered permanently against the lonely traveler headed down life’s highways. The café and its owner turned into a fading memory.

I missed that place. Even more than that, I missed the friendly recognition and the smiles and the laughter that came along with it.
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BUTTERFLY BY CRAZY Town. I remember the first time I heard the song. I was on the road, heading north out of Mexico for Nogales. I turned off Mexico 15 for the old Hermosillo-Nogales highway at the cutoff by Aeropuerto Internacional. I’d crossed there many times.

The semis were always backed up for half a mile or more in advance of la frontera. Usually they ended up blocking and filling all the access lanes on the Mexico side heading for U.S. Customs.

I ended up winding my way around the smell of idling diesel exhaust and hot rubber and overheated brakes. That there was never a breeze in the stifling heat didn’t help. Most times, the drivers would wave me ahead and slow or come to a halt to make room so I could ride past.

When lane splitting didn’t work, I crossed over the wrong way in the southbound lanes and took it from there. The odd time a trucker wouldn’t let me in, I gave him the finger on the way by. I made sure never to come to a stop in front of one of those guys.

If you can’t imagine why, you don’t do much long distance riding.

Off on the west side of the divided highway, the campesinos rested in the shade where they could find it beneath skimpy, stunted trees and shrubs. Manned up and relaxing by their campfires, they were waiting for dark to do what they had to. In a few hours, those same trees would be abandoned and lonely. The campfires would be smoking embers, waiting for the next day’s marchers on their way to the promised land.

That would be the last rest they would get until they wormed their way on foot across la línea into the hell of the desert to the north on their way to their destination-if they even knew where that was. Unless they happened across water spotted out by someone sympathetic to their dreams of a better life, it would be a long, thirsty trek, fraught with danger. Sometimes ending in death.

Some would join family members already waiting eagerly. Others, not so fortunate, might be alone and scared while they waited for their ride once they made a successful crossing.

I was always anxious for my own turn in the lineup. Dusty and dry as dirt because my last water was done hours ago. Hungry. Tired. Road weary. Eager to get across. Even more eager to get home.

Nogales. Usually no wind, not even a light breeze if I remembered right. Hot. Stinking exhaust reeking of diesel.

For amusement while I waited my turn in line, I watched the Border Patrol literally heave the illegals back onto the Mexican side faster than I could count. Extradition, U.S.A. style.

Screw ‘em if they couldn’t take a joke.

When my time came, I pushed back my sunglasses. I wanted to look the border agent straight in the eyes. I liked to let him know I was just happy to be there. Sometimes he’d commiserate with a laugh or a smile or a knowing shake of the head as he waved me through after a perfunctory passport scan.

I crossed at Nogales a bunch of times, and it was always the same. From Nogales it was a 475 mile hop to California and home. Easy. I could do that standing on my head, but always by Valle Verde I’d be looking for cold water and fuel.

Even so, it was still a good day for a ride.

––––––––
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I didn’t see her drive in. She must have been there already. I would have noticed a woman in an old Dodge beater that was some color of brown too faded by relentless desert sun. The windows were down. No air conditioning. Maybe it stopped working sometime in the last two decades. If it ever worked. The left front was definitely low.

Maybe she was doing the same thing I was doing. Looking for a little shade and some cold water before heading off to somewhere else. I caught her out looking over my ride parked on the shady side of the building.

Maybe it was the bedroll tied onto the back that drew her attention. If she was smart, she’d notice the back seat occupied by my small duffel. Maybe it would help her figure out I was riding solo. Beyond that, I left
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