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In most other parts of town the Temple City Motel might be conspicuous.  On South State 

Street, however, among pawn shops and tiny salons, between used car lots and bars, the motel 

simply belongs. I walked past the motel a few times, taking notes and trying to absorb the spirit 

of the place.  Apart from the sign in front, pointing the way from State Street to the building 

itself, not much was unique. It looked to be a standard, 1940s-era brick motel, built as America 

began its love affair with the automobile. 

In the past I have stayed in many such motels—one by the railroad tracks in Flagstaff that 

had worn woodgrain Formica countertops on which glasses would slide around as trains rumbled 

past, for example. Or one in Vallejo in which I awoke to find a steady, thin stream of water 

flowing from the vent above the bed. Or one in north Idaho with interior decorations unchanged 

since the 1950s.  Rather, make that two in north Idaho. 

None of those places had rooms with well-scrubbed bath tubs or small wicker baskets 

filled with fragrant soaps and shampoos, or without bedspreads that had at least one cigarette 

burn. And that is okay—the real world is a grimy thing. To me, though, living in a world with a 

grimy soul is more interesting than living in a world with matching towels, well-polished chrome 

fixtures, and the lingering smell of disinfectant. Better to accept a little dirt in one’s life and be 

happy than to obsess in pursuit of a perfection that does not exist. 

By their nature motels are sanctuaries, places where people hide from the elements and 

the darkness to rest and ruminate for the night before flinging themselves into a new day. My 

education has been in science; my natural tendency always is to look for differences between 

groups, and then identify ways of explaining those differences.  Economic diversity accounts for 



 

some of the variation, I am sure. But if you hold that constant, what variables motivate one 

person to stay at a motel with a pile of busted-up concrete and an abandoned refrigerator 

standing in the weeds behind the parking lot, and another person to stay at a place with security 

guards and card keys? 

I suppose mobility and freedom have something to do with it. The word motel is a 

portmanteau of motor, as in automobile, and hotel, which comes from the Old French hostel, 

describing among other things a place of lodging. I can see differences between people who sleep 

in motel rooms just a few feet from their cars versus people who sleep in hotel rooms that are 

stacked many stories high. The former perhaps find value in transience and flexibility; the latter 

crave stability and order. The former may prefer breakfast wrapped in paper from a drive- 

through restaurant on the way out of town; the latter may prefer to dine at a table with a folded 

copy of the local newspaper as company. 

Or my desire for an unambiguous scientific explanation merely could be due to the 

machinations of a restless imagination. Perhaps even in today’s world of Internet search engines 

and iPhones, the determining factor in many weary travelers’ choice of lodging is a series of 

wrong turns and unplanned detours, either actual or metaphorical, so that the final destination is 

simply the first place they see with “Vacancy” lit in a neon glow and a sign that reads “All major 

credit cards accepted” taped to the inside of the office window. 
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