ASPHALT SATORI


The sun has fallen far behind the western hills, collapsing into the darkness of the night.  The heaadlamp of the steel horse lights the concrete slab, the neverending highway leading to a never obtained destination of dreams.  Owls hoot in the trees above as I pass by, heralding the arrival of night.


I gear down, slow the bike to a crawl and putt off the side of the road and into the woods, steering around oak and maple, pine and birch; dead, dry leaves are crushed beneath the rubber tread.  Crickets stop chirping and an owl takes to flight, frightened by the rumbling of the chromed pipes.  I feel the loneliness creep up my spine.


I ride alone.  I fly no colors and wear no badges.  My only companion is the iron horse and my only comfort the warm beer of roadside taverns.


I stop the bike, kill the engine and drop the kickstand on a firm spot of ground.  I spread my bedroll atop the damp brown leaves between two dark trees and lie on it, kicking off my boots as my head drops to the coth.


Brothers of the road ride in packs for protection and companionship. In the night they crack open a bottle of whiskey or many cans of beer and speak of the ride of the day.  The are eagles of a feather who bond together the way they bonded with the wind and the road when the sun hung high.  These have others with whom they can share the day, share the ride, and share the night.


I ride alone.  The steed of metal and chrome carries through the wind as far as the next stop, where it stands vigil, not speaking or listening to the tales I have to tell.  In the dark it only reflects the moonlight abd awaits the time to ride again.


I lie on the cold, damp ground, staring past the tops of the trees and into the night sky.  The stars wink and the moon casts its meager light down on me.  To my right a new star blinks into existence.  Where there was only black night sky now shines an infant in the heavens.  The star stares back at me and we examine one another for hours, until the sun breaks past the eastern plains and obscures our view of one another.


In the dim early morning light I stand to watch the sun rise, and I remember why I ride alone.


I cut through the wind still heavy with the dew of the night; the mountains are merely spots on the horizon.  As I shift into fifth the bike lurches like a dog at a bone.  There is no echo here; I left the tree-lined two-lane five miles back and the road here is open on both sides to hot, flat earth.  Sparse spots of brown grass litter the landscape.


The sky is a clear blue ocean running the length of my sight and falling beyond, unmarred by buildings begging to scrape the celestial spheres of Aristotilian cosmology. The only evidence of humanity's presence is the concrete passing beneath the rubber tread of the bike, a path built many yeas ago for those who wished to travel from one ocean to another.


I ignore the mountains before me; they are not my goal.


My journey began in a small minded place many years and many thousands of miles ago.  Since that time and that place I have passed through valleys and over mountains, crossed plains and climbed plateaus.  Each landmark became a destination to be reached, a trophy to be won from whatever contested me.  The heat of the sun has burned my skin to blisters and the chill of the rain and snow has frozen me.  Through all this I have known that the goal would be worth the hardship, but with the attainment of each reward I was left full of desire for what I had not acheived rather than satisfaction for what I had found.


I glance in the rearview mirror and see a lone headlight in the distance.  It approacches me slowly, almost cautiously. As it nears I see the machine and the man guiding it.  The bike is an earlier version of my own, and the gray of the man's beard tells his age.  We are as much alike as the two machines yet as different as the destinations of my past.


He slows to match my speed and follows me toward the horizon.  Ahead of us a small animal lies dead in the road.  The smell of decaying flesh flashes into my nostrils.  I see the fur and flesh matted to the concrete and guide my bike to the right side of the lane.  My left hand drops from the grip to point it out to my companion.  He follows my path and avoids the carcass.


We pass the next half hour with nothing in sight but the horizon, no smell but that of dry soil and no sound but the rumbling of the chrome pipes and the wind in our ears as we pass white line after white line.


A building stands in the distance.  As we near the small structure two gas pumps and a flashing Coca-Cola sign comes into view.  I hear my companion gear down and twist the throttle;  I watch him pass and pull back into the lane in front of me.


His face has been wrinkled by the sun and wind and the gray of his moustache and beard around his mouth has been yellowed  by years of tobacco.  A large club patch is centered on the back of his leather vest, the preen of his second family.  Surrounding this in a square are badges of American and motorcycle pride: the stars and stripes, Harley Davidson, "Ride Free," POW-MIA, "the right to keep and bear arms."  My own vest is also black leather but has not endured as many years of the road and is devoid of these icons.


We approach the building, he slows, and I follow him as he glides to the pumps.  We speak little while filling the tanks.  We exchange names and origins; he tells me he is on his way to Nevada, where a friend needs a hand.  He asks where I am going and I look toward the horizon.  "Just riding," is my only answer.


We pull back onto the highway and ride together for a few more miles, the graybeard leading the way.  When he turns off he waves over his shoulder as I continue down the road.  I wave back and wonder if he will reach his destination safely; the road is long and the solitary nomad must face the wind and weather alone.  That is the way it is, the way it has to be.


The differences between he and I are only superficial, we have one deeper common trait.  We live in the spirit of those who left the jungles to explore the savannahs millions of years ago, of those who crossed the Bering Strait thousands of years ago, and those who will travel to the stars tomorrow.  We ride for the sake of the road, seeking to escape the Platonic caves of our childhoods.  We each ride alone, for when we find that for which we search we will not be able to explain it to another, not even one of our own.  When we find our place in the circle it will be known only to the one.


We all search for the one thing we do not understand in terms of conventional reason, can not understand; we search for the place where the wind begins an the rainbow ends, search for the pot of gold that is worthless to anyone but ourselves.  The object of our search cannot be traded for goods like bullion or paper cash; it progresses beyond the realm of exploration for the sake of material gain.  Those who search are as different as their paths, but all goals are the same.  "Every path leads to the top of the same mountain."


The heat of the sun on my face is cooled by my ride through the still air.  The passing wind whistling in my ears, the vibration of the engine, and the rumbling of the exhaust lulls me deep into my soul, and my soul rises to meet the Spirit.  I become the wind and the sun and travel beyond the road, the Earth, and the crystal sky and all desire for my destination is lost.

