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I woke up one morning a stranger in my own land.  I was born here; but I’d never been here.  Never traveled from sea to shining sea.  Other than California and the southwest states I’d made no visual inspection.  I didn’t need to comprehend it and analyis it like a PBS special.  But I should see it.


	Of course by this time I’d done all the usual hack traveling that everybody does:  the trip to France, Eurail pass in hand, followed by the optional truck ride across North Africa, from which I returned thinking, “Thank God that’s over with,” like some sorority girl mentally ticking off  Life Experiences...   “...I’ve been laid, I’ve got my B.A., I’ve been to Europe...should I get my navel pierced?”


	I aimed to bag America.  But I wouldn’t repeat the mistake of my younger days, and fall in line with hordes of other neo-Vespuccis loose, another bearded tourist, careering along Interstate 40 in the Volks, looking forward to the week’s high point, a hot shower at the KOA.


	Or the horror.  Hitchhiking.  I couldn’t see myself joining those glassy-eyed malarial slouches at the freeway on-ramps, with the crooked cardboard signs with “East” scrawled in Crayola.  And certainly not the Dog.  I always wind up sitting next to some urine soaked carrion with a wet cough.  In a word, I despise the bus, don’t care much for cars, refuse to thumb...


	That’s why I swapped my 1965 Volkswagen (RH, snrf, runs gd) for 35 hours of flying lessons.  Not to imply I’d ever taken a previous interest in flying.  I’d never be one of the geeks whose eyes flip up at the sound of an aircraft engine.  “Gosh, a Beachcraft Bonanza.”


	But it hit me.  In my own plane I could fly around America.  That way, I could see everything but wouldn’t actually have to rub elbows with every embarrassing Dad showing h is brats the sights.  That’s what I thought.


	The plane I finally bought was a 13-year-old two-place Cessna trainer.  It weighted 900 pounds and had a 100-hp engine that looked exactly line the one in my Volkswagen.  The radio didn’t work, and the instruments had their own eccentricities.  A real pilot might have known better, but for this bargain I paid $3,000.


	Owning an aircraft meant I could no longer afford a roof.  To be sure, I was getting $300 a month in unemployment, but the plane payment took $200.  I had a friend, however, who was working out his own quirky impulses by living in a barn outside the remote mountain town of Igo, pop. 50, in Northern California.  Conditions were primitive, no running water or indoor plumbing, but I was welcome.  There wasn’t actually room for me in the barn, but I could set up my Army cot under the big fig tree in his orchard.


	Warm springtime weather, why not.  I was soon living under a tree.  For money John cut firewood, and I had the tail end of my unemployment, enough not only to establish the Milton Friedman Beer Fund, but also to buy enough av gas to check out the little strips dotting Northern California:  Trinity Center, Manton, Shingletown, here and there.


	Thus began my sojourn as an airplane bum, the beginning of two years of bushing.  Bushing:  flying strictly in the boondocks, off the airways, from pea patch to sod field.  The radio gathers dust.  All navigation done by trying to match something on the sectional map with something on the ground.  The best bushing is through the western states and Canada to Alaska, something I found out when I quit the soft life at the barn to cash in on the North Slope oil boom.


	My ideas were vague, but I did know that the Alyeska consortium was building a pipeline from Prudhoe Bay, and it seemed to me that with all that oil, and all that money, some opportunity would...  Besides, I’d hard that Fairbanks had become awfully decadent, and the notion of a roaring, drunken, violent frontier boomtown engaged my puerile imagination.


	I had planned to make the trip alone, but before I left the barn I got into a wrestling match with John’s three boys and in the scuffle pinched a nerve in my neck.  Cissy, a friend of John’s wife, drove me to the hospital.  Naturally, I told her about my plan, what an adventure it would be, blah, blah, and pretty soon, she decided that she wanted to go even though she already had a husband and a two-year-old.  Until then I think she thought of me as “that hippie bum under John’s tree,” but this business of an airplane ride to Alaska must have colored me in more romantic hues.  To make it short, she decided to take a sabbatical from domesticity.


	At the library I got this FAA pamphlet that said Canadian law required pilots to take along survival gear:  fishing hooks, a gun, snare wire, if you can believe that.  While I was okay at kayoing deer at 30 yards from the back of a truck, I had no illusions abut my skill as a Bumpo.  Thus, for my survival kit, I took along a dime-store compass, two mosquito nets, and a seven-pound jar of peanut butter.


	Cissy and I flew north, entering Canada at Penticton.  Then we went winging through innumerable mountain passes to the Peace River and to Northway, Alaska.  Accommodations were not a problem.  There are hundreds of little boondocks airports, each one having an airport manager who is generally glad to see you.  Sure, got ahead and pitch your tent right on the field.  And the john never had a coin lock.  Oftentimes, there's even a shower you can use.  Which is better than trying to take a bath in the rest room at Jack-in-the-Box.


	We took advantage of the hospitality offered.  Some Forest Service types let us stay in a trailer one night in Oregon when it rained like hell.  We slept in airport offices, in hangars.  Somewhere in British Columbia a guy let us stay at his fishing lodge overlooking a lake.  I remember the walls were plastered with snapshots of boring-looking people holding up fish.


	The right altitude for a long cross-country turned out to be about 500 feet above terrain.  There’s a feeling of mastery at that height.  If I ascended to 5,000, the world become uninhabited, lifeless, strictly scenery.


	At 500 feet I could see everything.  If erotic zed looking is called scoptophilia, then that was it.  I was a spy, a voyeur.  I flew over towns, looking into people’s backyards, watching them poolside or by the barbecue.  And they were oblivious, because pedestrians never realize how much the low-flying pilot can see.  That’s why jails are full of housebreakers and car thieves pondering the efficacy of police aerial surveillance.  It’s like looking through the crack of a door into a crowded room; they can’t see yo7u, your view is perfect.  I could see the movie theater with the line in front, and the kids trying to sneak in the side door.  I could see the main streets and the back alleys, the car lots, baseball diamonds, the teenagers’ favorite hangout, the graveyards, junkyards, all at a glance.  It was like that exquisite flash of understanding at midnight.


	Flying over the wilderness is different.  In Alaska or Canada.  By flying off the rods, it’s possible to remove yourself from all signs of human life very rapidly.  There is nothing out there, not a house, not a telephone pole.  And something strange happens when there is no man-made object to put the vastness in perspective.  If seeing a town whole is the midnight flash of understanding, then seeing unmitigated wilderness is the confusion of dawn, when one struggles to remember what had seems so damned brilliant the night before.


	We arrived in Anchorage without two pennies to rub together and the work situation turned out to be this:  At the first smell of oil, all the regular Alaskans dumped their shit jobs and headed for the slope, and the first wave of carpetbaggers took whatever the Alaskans left behind, leaving unskilled latecomers like me to scramble for whatever menial work was left.  At the unemployment office the best I could do was to get us on as “lodge couple” at Bear Mountain Lodge.  The man had to tend bar, pump gas, and maintain a diesel generator.  The woman had to wait tables. and clean cabins.  Not ideal for a couple of our refinement, but the lodge had an airstrip in the backyard.


	Two hours later we bumped down at Bear Mountain the met the proprietress, a decrepit stick of a woman who looked exactly like Gravel Gertie (Her B.O. Plenty, it turned out, was in the hospital sweating off a case of the D.T.s) In another I hour he’d embarked on the first of my new duties, the burning of 200 pounds of accumulated garbage.


	The lodge nestled beneath the Wrangell Mountains on the road to Slana.  I looked at the copper-colored peaks rising in all directions and began to comprehend the words “awesome grandeur.”  Ansel Adams at his most clinical, a Sierra Club calendar.  Plus, a living river of ice, the Nebsesna Glacier, spilled out of the canyon across the road.  But such is the perversity of things that right at the base of all this beauty lived Gravel Gertie, a speck of humanity at its most peevish.  Gertie was so miserly that she wouldn’t give me one of her goddamned cookies until she made sure that none of her small group of lodgers would buy it; and when I asked for milk I got a tablespoon of powdered chalk in a water glass.


	One night about 3 a.m. she came screaming gout to the Airstream trailer where Cissy and stayed.  “I’m being robbed,” she cried.  “Stop them.”  Sure enough, a couple of young guys were hammering away at the lock on the gas pump.  “No free glass with that fill-up,” I thought.


	It’s quite wrong to think that everybody in Alaska is a wilderness buff, tromping around on snowshoes in pursuit of moose.  These two punks at the gas pump -- like most Alaskans in fact -- had the atrophied leg muscles of the typical energy-dependent urbanite.  The punks were tied to their car, and the road, and their idea of living off the land was knocking over a gas station.


	I sauntered over to the guys and said:  “Listen, either you guys leave right now or I’m going to shoot you both.”  The amusing thing is that I didn’t have a gun, and they could see I didn’t have q gun.  Yet, just because I said it, just because I looked serious when I said it, they thought that somehow it might be true.  Amazing.  And they left.  It’s the same principle that sells used cars.


	On our day off we decided to fly over to Valdez, the southern terminus of the pipeline, to try to better our lot.  Here, I thought, might be a good place to cash in on whatever was going on.  No sooner had we got through the pass than the weather closed down and we couldn’t get out.  It was raining; we didn’t have our tent or sleeping bag.  Happily, a geologist we knew from he lodge picked us up.  He and his wife were avid mushroom hunters, which was fun enough, jouncing around on old mining roads looking for buttons.  But they were Seventh Day Adventists, and their board suffered accordingly.


	As for looks, Valdez is not bad, perched on a gem of an inlet and surrounded by cliffs so sheer and lushly verdant that a comparison with Maui has become trite.  Otherwise, it’s not much, and as for rowdy nightlife, you might as well be in Norman, Oklahoma.  Anyway, by the time we got back to Bear Mountain, we’d been replaced.  Gertie paid us off.  Our combined check for the week came to $87.


	We flew to Anchorage and, hearing about a job with a chain saw operation, I promoted myself as an experienced sawyer.  My experience was based pretty much on seeing the previews to The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, but I figured that once in the boondocks the company would keep any amateur no matter his ineptitude since they paid only $5 an hour, Jack-in-the-Box wages by Alaskan standards.


	The company wanted to hack a road through the forest near Wasilla to abet its scheme to unload parcels of miasmatic swamp on the unsuspecting.  The foreman, a young guy from Montana, was not fooled by me, but it didn’t matter.  Considering the rest of the crew.


	We got the dregs.  One young hulking lout from North Dakota insisted on bringing a portable radio to work the first day.  By the time he showed up I had developed a little touch with the saw, and when he put his radio on a stump and tuned in Anchorage hard rock I dropped a tree on it before the second, “Let me hear you say ‘Yeah.’”


	Along with this clown, we had a former cow milkier from Wisconsin (who spend the lunch hour studying the mysteries of the Rosicrucian, which he’s sent away for) and a guy from Minnesota, whose last job had been with a mosquito abatement experiment.  He held out his arm and let the skeets bite him.  Perfect for our crew.


	The work was hellish, mostly because of the bugs.  Although hot and steamy in the woods, we had to wear gloves and head netting, not so much because of the mosquitoes as the yellow jackets.  The yellow jacket nests were in every other tree, and in burrows under the ground.  Bees flew up your pant leg, they bumbled under your netting, they hit any exposed part of the writs with uncanny accuracy.


	The bees were the nemesis of Frank Peets, one of life’s corncobs.  Former career Army, he’d been shot up so bad in Vietnam, that, internally, he’d lost half of everything.  He even claimed he only got hard on one side.  Mustered out, he used his disability dough to buy a fishing camp on the north side of Cook Inlet.  But he lacked the grubstake to stock it.  What to do?


	First he entered a snowmobile race for a cash prize.  A few miles from the finish he led the pack when his Snopac flipped.  He banged against a tree and smashed his leg.  The jubilant finishers shot past him and he lay in a drift forgotten, for ten hours.  Now, just out of hospital, still hobbling, he was with us as a sawyer.


	Peets started the job with a partner, but the partner immediately slashed his leg with the saw, and got med-evac-ed out of the woods.  A few days later, Peets found himself standing on a monster bee nest.  Pouring out by the thousands, the yellow jackets enveloped him.  His chain saw flew in the air, he staggered back, tumbled over a log and fell, separating a disc.  Then the bees really had at him.


	I felt somewhat sympathetic until it became clear he was paralyzed, and that we would have to carry his 210-pound carcass a mile and a half over brush.  His paralysis, however, only lasted a few hours.  He amended in a few weeks, and he and his gimpy partner brought a boatload of supplies for the fishing camp with their combined disability insurance money.


	Now I am not making this up.  On their way across the inlet on a calm summer’s day, a freak storm blew up, sunk the boat, and the luckless duo, sans boat and supplies, had to be pulled out of the drink by a Coast Guard helicopter.  Suffering from exposure, they both were hospitalized again.  It amazed me that Peets in now way felt disheartened by any of this.  Despite all, he thought Alaska paradise, and extolled for hours “God’s country,” as he limped around, beating his frostbitten fingers against a tree.


	For $15 a week Cissy and I rented a converted school bus located behind Wasilla’s gas station.  The mosquito abatement guy from Minnesota and his wife would bring over their infant son to visit us.  They’d stay for hours, their entire conversation aimed at the drooler on the floor.  Not only that, the guy actually bought a parcel of the swamp we were cutting through after seeing the color brochure the company put out.


	Ironically, it was obvious the guy from Minnesota would hang on and prosper in Alaska, while the romantic Peets, for all his maundering about paradise, would be crushed out like a cigar butt. The guy from Minnesota didn’t give a shirt about mountain majesty, or sunset vistas, or even good fishing.  He was Snopes.  In 20 years he would own the gas station, the grocery, and the cafe.  It’s the dreary pluggers who make it in harsh climates.


	


	By the end of August we finished the roads and I had enough money to get us out before snow flew.  By flying nine- and ten-hour stints, we crossed the border into Cut Bank, Montana, and three days after leaving Wasilla.  I’d scared myself so many times in the mountain passes I’d decided to go back on the east side of the Rockies.


	But at Cut Bank I had another thought.  I would visit my cousin in Missoula, even though this involved crossing the Rockies at one of its higher points.  Laboriously, I coaxed the plane up to its service ceiling, 10,000 feet.  A 30-knot headwind had been forecast, but at altitude it seemed stronger.  As the granite peaks loomed closer I got the feeling that this wasn’t going to work out for me.


	Half a mile past the little town of East Glacier Park the trap door opened, and whatever magic holds up planes ceased to work.  A strong westerly rushing over the mountains had created a tremendous downdraft on the lee side.  Our sickening plunge earthward reminded me of soaring, only inversely. When a glider hits a thermal generating a lot of lift, whu-ummp, you go up like Hertz was taking you out of the driver’s seat.  Our plight was the reverse.  Somebody had hit the down button on the elevator.  The wings were quivering and it was all I could do to get the plane turned around, away from the granite and back toward the valley.  Fuck Missoula.  We’d stay on the east side of the Rockies.


	So we drifted back, through Wyoming and into the Dakotas.  In the Black Hills, we flew past Mount Rushmore to inspect the presidents at eye level.  I had Cissy snap a picture of me with the monument in the background, to be entitled “Five Great Men,” which I thought might make a Christmas card one day.  But I didn’t like the result:  in the picture it looks like George is staring into a cage at a chipmunk.


	Anyway, three weeks out of Wasilla, we were back in San Francisco and down to bare metal again.


	I was sitting in a newspaper bar when I heard that the National Enquirer, king of the check-stand tabloids, had a guy recruiting reporters that very minute at the Clift Hotel.  With my last three bucks, I cabbed to the Clift, walked in unannounced on the Enquirer’s diminutive Mr. Munchkin, and demanded an interview, figuring they’d be looking for somebody with brass balls.


	Munchkin asked me if I could sing birds out of trees.  My high notes slayed them.  Could I stand to be in Paris one day and Mexico City the next?  I said I could tolerate it.  He asked if I could walk up to any celebrity and buttonhole his lapel.  I said I’d kick them in the shins if I needed to.


	Thus, Cissy and I flew to National Enquirer headquarters in Lantana, Florida, arriving literally penniless. For more than a year I’d been living in trailers, under trees, on airstrips, seldom two nights in the same place. When I reported for work, my wardrobe easily fit into a modest-size duffle bag, with plenty of room left for a watermelon.  But in a couple of days I had a brand-new Hertz gas guzzler, a wad of cash, spiffy clothes, and the promise of a stack of credit cars to come, everything from a lowly American Express to an  exotic RCA Global Communications cars that insured press telex by satellite from anywhere.


	“Faustus,” Is aid to myself as I admired my new floral shit in the hotel mirror, “there’s a price on this.” But that came later.  In the meantime, I would enjoy my surroundings.





	A mercenary attitude prevails at the Enquirer, “Home of the Whoppers,” as I called it.  There’s lots of money and lots of travel, and everybody tries to grab as much for himself as possible.  Of course, as Bruce, my editor said, you have to keep your sock up.  The Enquirer swallowed reporters by the handful on Monday and had diarrhea on Friday, when the glum looks at the Oyster Bar revealed whose garters had come undone.  Good money, unstable personalities, and an uncertain future, led inevitably to a carpe diem outlook.


	Most of the editors and reporters are Brits, guys form England, Scotland, South Africa, and Australia.  The Brits, by and large, are rowdy, good-natured, hard-drinking, soccer-playing Monty Python fans who love to go out en mass to the local honky-tonks and try conclusions with the rednecks.  As a result, Enquirer staffers are banned from a couple of Lantana dives.  In all, the office atmosphere was something like the petty officers’ mess aboard HMS Invincible.


	The most fun I had in all this was arranging the logistics for a visit from outer space. The Enquirer had determined that a small town near Austin, Texas, on the Perdenales River had reported more saucer sightings than any other town in America. So they wanted to dress up a couple of guys as space aliens, have them walk into town, and see what happened.


	To play the extraterrestrials, I hired a couple of muscular midgets through the stuntmen’s local in Hollywood.  Midgets because I thought small aliens would be less intimidating to the gun-toting Texas yokel; muscular because they had to carry 85 pounds of body armor under the costumes.


	I think this mission would have created a satisfying national sensationette had it come off.  But at the last minute the midgets developed cold feet.  Somebody told them the armor wouldn’t stop the really heavy rounds, and that, in Texas, it was an absolutely sure thing they’d be shot.  


	Even so, I was no really rolling with the Enquire.  My interview a waitress in Billings, Montana, resulting in “Marlon Brando Is the Biggest Cheapskate I’ve ever Met,” got kudos.  And by using the Enquirer’s Book of Quacks, I found a doctor who said he could predict heart attacks t3n years in advance.  A hero-gram from publisher Generoso Pope himself for “The Childhood of Jerry Lewis.”  They lapped me up in Lantana.  I was a Yank.  But I kept my socks up.


	However.  I was moving so fast I never got a chance to do anything fun.  As the shuttle from Miami descended for landing at West Palm Beach airport, I could look down on happy people snorkeling and surfing.  I had to rush back to turn in a file on a pterodactyl sighting in Eagle Pass, or an update on how Vitamin E can save a marriage.  The previous year I had been working and living outdoors.  Now I roared around every night with the alcohol-fueled Brits.  I was getting barroom pallor in Florida.


	My decline at Home of the Whoppers began with an assignment to take Luck to Washington to meet the presidential pups  Lucky, a woebegone mongrel, , was the Enquirer’s mascot and had been dragged all over to be photographed with celebrities:  Lucky Meets Luc,”  “Lucky Meets Bob Hope.”   Lucky also had met King Timahoe, Nixon’s dog, and now the publisher wanted the mutt to meet the puppies of President Ford’s best friend.


	I went to Washington, and for a week pestered Ford’s press staff with my ludicrous request.  Finally, because I was being such an asshole, I got through to presidential press secretary Ron Nessen himself.  “Absolutely not,” said Nessen.  “We won’t lend ourselves to this kind of gimmick.”  Hmph.  This Nessen was just a lowly ex-newsie but now he thought he was better than Lucille Ball.  Like a lot of other moralists, Nessen isn’t terribly bright, and he’s been handled by events accordingly.


	Right after my conversation with Nessen, I had to rush to New York to interview a quack about that machine he invented to detect heart attacks.  His wife, hearing that I had to return immediately to my stake-out at the White House, and finding a chance to take me aside, asked me to deliver a personal letter in her behalf to a high ranking member of Ford’s inner circle.


	Yes, knock, knock.  Sure enough, when I opened her letter in my hotel room, it was just as I suspected:  a missive to her sweetie, and highly compromising, too.


	Now, I might as well say, in the news biz, I had never scrupled about opening the odd desk drawer, nor did I smite my row if my eye happened to alight on private corre3spondence.   I thought of it as an okay way to glean, or maybe as leverage to pry loose something.


	But, I wondered, was I now really willing to use this windfall billet-doux to a middle-aged adulterer as my entrée to the White House so that Lucky6 could meet the presidential pups?


	I began to suspect I didn’t have the iron for a long career at Home of the Whoppers.  In a word, I destroyed the letter and accept4ed defeat on the Lucky assignment.


	Other considerations entered into my decision to quit.  For one thing, I wasn’t making any money.  Like everybody else, my plan had been to grab every cent I could.  Yet, like almost everybody else, I was falling deeper into thehole3.  We were all spending, spending.  Nobody thought about a rainy day.  When I went to Disney World and took the ride called Pirates of the Caribbean, it reminded me of the Enquirer staff on Friday night at the Oyster Bar.  Rapine and pillage and a round for the house.


	A year before I rejoiced if I found a bar that served a cheap draft.  Now I had to drink designer ale.  A restaurant with paper napkins wasn’t good enough for me.  The whole thing was made worse by the tabloid’s lavish use of cash advances.  Every time you went out of town you could get a cash advance; so every time you did.  I began to think the advances and the Enquirer credit cards were mine.


	Even Cissy, always game and who had come to Florida to help me spend money, said had gone too far.  Finally the accounting department brought me to heel.  I was shocked. I had pissed away $30,000 in a matter of months.  I winced all the more because I knew accounting hadn’t got the results yet of my latest credit spree in New Orleans.


	It was time to bow out.  I left the day the bill came in for my long-distance credit=-card calls.   The bean counter said he was concerned.  I told him I get back to him after lunch.


	But by 1 p.m. Cissy and I were 700 feet over the shore of Lake Okeechobee, headed north with the few wads of stray cash I had left.  I didn’t really have a plan, but I thought it would be a good idea to keep a floating address for awhile.  Then, in Hope, Arkansas, we met this guy who’d told us about some ghost towns in southern Arizona that could be reached only by four-wheel drive or by airplane.  You could just move in to any of the old houses and nobody would bother you.  And with a greasy thumbprint he stamped the location of the ghost town on the sectional map.


	I thought we’d been there in two days but hadn’t counted on the Texas wind.  The wind blew out of the west at 40 knots, gusting to 55.  The little Cessna took a tremendous pounding as we bucked along.  Because of the turbulence, I had to slow the plane to 80, which meant that, with the head wind, our actual ground speed was something like 40 mph. When we looked down at the highway we could see the westbound traffic overtaking us. I had never experience such a stubborn typhoon.  At times (although I refrained from mentioning it to Cissy) the plane was not entirely under my command.  The stronger gusts would tilt us over 50 degrees, then slew us around the other way.  It was disconcerting.


	Peering ahead, I made out a tiny crop-duster field on the outskirts of Ballinger.  Unhappily, the wind blew perpendicular to the dirt runway.    It meant landing on a rough field with a gusty 90-degree crosswind.   Take my word for it.  It’s tricky in a little airplane.


	When I set up the approach, the nose of the plan crabbed 45 degrees into the wind.  We were sliding toward the runway sideways.  The wind, spilling over the trees and outbuildings near the ground, created bon-jarring turbulence.  The plane groaned, banged, and grated as we descend.  Just over the threshold of the runway, I pushed in full down-wind rudder with accompanying full opposite aileron, and touched down on the upwind wheel, just exactly as it’s supposed to be done.


	Thank God Cissy was there.  Usually, my heroic acts pass unnoticed (although if I fuck up it’s SRO).  But now I had a witness, someone to whom I could turn in later years and say, “Tell everybody about the perfect crosswind landing I made in Ballinger, Texas that day when the wind was blowing 90 knots.”


	To celebrate we’d splurge on a cab.  Then we’d go to the nearest bar which I would buy drinks while I explained it all again.  The cab driver had a quiet chuckle.  We were in a dry county.


	The wind howled a gale for four days while we were stuck at the Blackstone Motel in Ballinger.  Out of prostrating boredom, I wasted a lot of money in this dry little town - I don’t know how.  But by the time the wind abated, I had run through the dough.  That’s how I came to take my next job, as a cemetery maintenance man and grave digger at the Ballinger Methodist Church.


	Sometimes I get the impression people think being a gravedigger is quite the romantic job.  This isn’t true.  I was the only applicant, and the church was glad to get me.  After all, digging a grave is just like digging a swimming pool, only smaller.


	I’d like to claim that in the course of my work I turned over some musty bones that I could philosophize and crack jokes over like you-know-who.  Mostly I watered the flowers and cut the grass.  The only memento more that crossed my mind concerned my wish for my own marker to be flush with the ground, so the lawnmower could go over it and the dogs wouldn’t pee on it.


	Naturally I read all the epitaphs.  Only one stand-out, the slab for Enoch Brubaker:  1844-1929.  A Latin tag which turned out to mean, “I was not, I was, I am not, I care not.”


	By the time we left windy Ballinger the prospect of the ghost town in the sun-drenched pristine desert held unlimited appeal.  I will not reveal the location of the ghost town, and it doesn’t matter, because we never arrived.  Somewhere near Tippet, Texas, the engine started getting rough.  Then, at 700 feet above ground level, the engine blew a cylinder.  When the fuselage began shuddering violently, I pulled the throttle, perhaps too abruptly, and suddenly it was very quiet.  The prop wind milled languidly.  After trimming for 70 mph, I started studying the ground for landing possibilities since it was pretty certain that within a minute or so we’d be there, ready or not.


	I spotted the Tippet field, but I thought I was too far away to make it, and I was right.  Our glide ended in a pasture about 200 yards short of the runway.  We took a couple of bounces and landed on the concrete threshold, taking out a runway light.


	When the airport mechanic pulled the oil screen, he could only shake his head.  Chunks of metal and shavings in the oil.  A cylinder breaking up.  Repair would mean a tear-down.  Big money.  It seemed to me the mechanic grinned somewhat sharkishly as he delivered the bad news.  We both could see who was over the barrel.  I sold him the plane for a grand, and three days later Cissy and I were back in San Francisco.


	It didn’t take long to settle back into a hedonistic routine.  During my 18-month absence someone had invested hot tubs.  For a while, though, I missed the vividness of my life as an airplane bum.  Finally, as it much, the experience faded into a concatenation of grizzled tales that I only trot out now if I’ve had a few.


	I sought America, found it, but in the end was glad enough to toss it back.  Every once in a while I fantai9sze myself pictured in one of those snapshots tacked on the wall at the fishing lodge in Canada.  I am smiling vacantly and holding up a fish shaped like the United Sates.   Scrawled in ballpoint, “He hooked a ‘whopper.”


	It’s safe now to put the check next to “See America” on my life’s itinerary.   Except…I keep thinking about the ghost town in Arizona.  I know exactly where it is.  The guy’s thumbprint is still on my map.  If I had an airplane, I could be there tomorrow.
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