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The Otor Odge

Carrizo Plains was designated a National Monument in one of the final acts of the Clinton administration.  There is only one lodge near the monument, and we’re headed for it.


Doug has planned on camping in the monument, but it’s beginning to look like rain. Carrizo Plains is high desert that gets only nine inches of rain a year, so Doug hasn’t packed any foul weather gear.  And, although it is normally one of the most blazing hot places in California, on this day it is bone chillingly frigid, the kind of raw damp cold that gives new meaning and texture to goose bumps.

Rose and I have a reservation at the California Valley Motor Lodge.  At $65 a night, it isn’t cheap and yet, the proprietor, Freddy, has forewarned me, “This isn’t the Holiday Inn.”

We miss the turn-off to the lodge by three or four miles.  Doubling back, we are alerted to it when Rose notices the half burned down billboard on the side of the road:  “alifornia alley otor odge” announces the sign.

The lodge has a one-level horseshoe layout with a drained pool in the center and a faded, rutted shuffleboard lane alongside it.  The lodge looks like it was built in 1955, abandoned in 1956 and reopened without renovation after a 40-year hiatus.  Across the unpaved road is a ramshackle barn with spray painting on the window, “Restaurant Closen Down”.   

“You must be Erica.”  A short man with a slight limp ambles toward us where we stand, shivering, next to our car which, I notice, is the only one in the grassy lot.

“Freddy?” I reply.

Freddy has dyed black hair with a one-inch strip of grey stretching from ear to ear.  He has black, bushy eyebrows and skin that is not so much wrinkled as simply peeling off.  He looks to be somewhere between 50 and 80.

Freddy welcomes us to the lodge and wastes no time telling us he it operates at a loss as a tax write-off.  He lives in Los Angeles during the week, where he engages in other unspecified business enterprises.

I always enjoy patronizing businesses whose goal it is to lose money. I find that the service at such establishments is what keeps me coming back.

Dinner is at 7:00 in the restaurant across the road.  Tonight’s menu is all-you-can-eat fish and corned beef.  And, Freddy adds, he will provide us with all the vodka we can drink, on the house.  Good vodka, he promises.  Russian vodka.

It has started to drizzle so we quickly transfer our luggage into Room Twelve.  The first thing I notice is the room’s dank, fungal smell, a smell that I would have thought impossible to achieve in a desert climate.  Three of the walls are made of fake wood paneling and the fourth is nothing more than rough, discolored plywood.  The beds are so old and dilapidated that the undersides of the mattresses sag almost to the floor.

It’s cold, and the room is equipped with a circa-1950 wall heater that blasts blazing hot air across the room with the force of a rocket launcher.  I’m grateful for the heat but wary of the Legionnaire’s disease or whatever other lethal molecules are surely breeding inside the heating unit and blowing directly into my face.

I go into the bathroom to wash up.  The faucet is so rusted shut that I need a washcloth to pad my grip as I crank it open.  Yellow water comes splashing into the sink, and I recall reading an article about how tap water in California’s Central Valley is so contaminated with pesticides that only someone very crazy or very poor would drink it.

Doug is having second thoughts about camping.  He read on the Carrizo Plains web site that when it rains, the dirt roads in the park quickly become impassable without a four-wheel drive.  We agree that my Geo Metro would not perform well in mud.  We also agree that because Doug snores like an avalanche, he cannot room with us.  Rose suggests that given the lack of clientele, Freddy might be willing to cut Doug a deal.

Doug goes off to negotiate and returns with these options:  He can pitch his tent $10, he can sleep in one of the rooms described as “without furniture.”  Or, if he can beat Freddy in a game of shuffleboard, he can sleep in a room without furniture for free.

The room without furniture turns out to be a room lacking in certain other amenities, such as a roof.  Rain dribbles down in two corners, and clumps of furry, green mold decorate most of the ceiling.  The reek of mold is so overpowering that Rose and I won’t set foot in the room.  We stand in the doorway advising Doug that if he sleeps in this room he’ll probably die.  Doug shrugs and says it will be fine.

Back in our room, Rose points out that the toilet tank is leaking considerable quantities of water.  I discuss the matter with Freddy.  His response is, “If it doesn’t bother you, it doesn’t bother me.”

“Well, you see, it does bother me, Freddy.” 

“Okay, I’ll take care of it.”

“By the way, what’s the deal with the tap water here?  Can you drink it?” I ask.

“Of course.”

Five minutes later, Freddy appears at our door with a small bucket that he wedges between the toilet and the wall.  Dinner, he reminds us, is in 15 minutes.

At 7:15, we sprint across the muddy road under the heavy rain and enter the Closen Down Restaurant.  The lodge has filled up somewhat with rained out campers and all have assembled for dinner.  The guests, seated at a long table in the center of the restaurant, have actually been waiting for us, the latecomers of Room Twelve, to arrive and are baring their teeth at us in an expression that could indicate hunger, camaraderie, the early stages of pesticide poisoning and/or a desire to see us dive headfirst into the empty pool.

Dinner is a sumptuous feast of poached salmon, saffron rice and roasted potatoes prepared by a woman who lives nearby and caters all meals at the Closen Down Restaurant.  Freddy’s role is to refill his guests’ plastic cups of vodka, whether they want more or not.  Toward the end of the dinner hour, Freddy overhears me exclaim “Oh God” in response to a story told by Doug.  

“Why do you call me God?” Freddy giggles.

Freddy is drunk.

After refusing a final refill and an offer to take the bottle of vodka back to our room, we retire for the evening.

“Tomorrow night, we’re having vodka chicken for dinner,” Freddy calls out after us.

Rose and I rifle through the chipped night table.  It’s home to an assortment of magazines from the early 1980s, including the Vegetarian Times and the Journal of Longevity.  I flip through them, sending airborne decades-old mold spores that had been living peacefully in the binding.
Though I am in no position to complain about my sleeping accommodations compared to Doug’s, I must say that the bed itself approximates the torture racks used during the Spanish inquisition.  There is a downward inclination from each corner of the mattress, meeting in a kind of bottomless pit in the center.  There is no position I can arrange myself in that allows multiple limbs to rest in the same plane. And, to make matters worse, the pillow is about a foot high so that my neck, emerging from the pit and straining to meet the pillow, is in a more or less vertical position.  

By morning, my back has stiffened into a rod roughly the consistency of hardened lava.  Pulling my knees toward my chest for my morning stretch, the dozen or so cracks that ripple up my spine are loud enough to awaken Rose, or so I thought until Rose informs me that she hasn’t slept for the past six hours, give or take an hour.

We return to the Closen Down Restaurant for breakfast, stopping on the way to pick up Doug, who has come down overnight with a respiratory infection unrelated, he insists, to the mold.  

“How’s it going, Freddy?  How was your night?” Doug slaps Freddy across the back.

“When the drink wore off, I had to get up and walk around for a couple of hours to clear my head out,” Freddy explains.

I picture Freddy staggering around in the pitch black night, at times teetering perilously close to the edge of the empty pool.

Over lukewarm dishwater coffee and an amazingly wonderful breakfast prepared by the same angel of mercy who cooked last night’s dinner, we discuss our predicament.  It’s still raining.  It’s still cold.  And only Doug is willing to sleep in the same place as last night. 

Freddy approaches our table with a bottle of vodka and offers a splash in our orange juice.

“I’m good with coffee,” says Rose.

Freddy shrugs dismissively, grimaces and says something to the effect of  “Bah.”

I also decline the vodka.

Freddy turns finally to Doug, “How about you, schoolteacher?  A little hair of the dog?”

Doug clears his throat and says, “I’ll just have tea.”

Freddy makes a gesture of disgust with his free hand, then decides to pull up a chair and join us.

“Doug here’s a schoolteacher.  What about you?” Freddy nods toward me.

“I’m a lawyer.”

“Ah, a lawyer!  What kind of lawyer?”

“Human rights.”

“Human rights.” The words roll over his tongue as though becoming acquainted with them for the first time. “Have I told you what my plans for this place are?” he asks.

Burn it down for insurance money would be my advice.  We shake our heads no.

“I’m going to fix it up very nice. It will be a resort and a drug and alcohol treatment center.”

This is quite a plan.  I can just see Freddy wandering around drunk in the night, offering recovering alcoholics a little nightcap.

“That’s an ambitious idea,” I respond.

Freddy nods.

The time has come to broach with Freddy the subject of our imminent departure and whether we can get back any of our money for the second night.  Since he’s operating the place at a loss, I’m cautiously optimistic.

“Freddy,” I begin, “since it’s still raining and all, we’ve decided just to head back to Berkeley, and we were wondering what the refund policy is.”

The refund policy, Freddy informs us, is credit to be used within 90 days.  He looks forward to seeing us back at the Otor Odge soon.

Freddy recommends that, on our way home, if it has stopped raining, we go to Pismo Beach.  He assures us it’s spectacularly beautiful.  

The sky is clear as we approach the coast.  We stop at a small supermarket where I ask for hummus and the clerk asks me what hummus is and, when I explain that it is a Middle Eastern chick pea dip, he glares at me as though he recognizes me from the FBI’s Most Wanted Terrorists list.  The market carries a wide variety of beef jerky and luncheon meats and we leave with a jar of peanut butter and a box of Chicken-in-a-Basket crackers.

We bundle up against the sharp wind and wander through the parking lot to the beach.  Except that there is little to distinguish parking lot from beach.  Pismo Beach, we learn, is a State Vehicular Recreation Area, which means that some state agency has decided that having SUVs tearing through the sand dunes and fish tailing through the tide is an entirely appropriate and responsible use of this beach.  Rose and I briefly touch on several legal theories that could be used to force the state to close it to vehicles while Doug lunges out of the erratic path of a Ford Explorer.  We dub the beach “Highway Zero.” 

I lick the specks of artificial flavor off a cracker, and the tang makes my eyes water.  We don’t linger.
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