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There is an ambush everywhere from the army of accidents; therefore the rider of life runs with loosened reins.

—Hafiz

Persian poet

(circa 1325-1390)
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Chapter 0: A True Story
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I will call him Travis to protect his identity.  I met him, or rather he met me, when I was on my daily walk and he cruised past on a beat-up motorcycle.  I’d seen him before on the motorcycle and waved at him casually.  Based on looks, neither the young man nor the old machine belonged in the neighborhood.

On the day of our meeting, he initiated contact by pulling a U-turn a hundred feet past me and then roaring back to a screeching stop that seemed confrontational.  I was walking on the grassy verge near a bridge spanning a small creek that emptied into a bayou.  The bayou splits the neighborhood into different areas, and the presence of the large body of water meant there were few houses nearby: I was alone without any close neighbors and the man’s aggressive driving made me wary, but I wasn’t afraid.

Everything in the following chapters could be true, but everything in this chapter is true, except that I have condensed the pertinent parts of multiple conversations with Travis over a period of several years for purposes of concision and clarity.

As it turned out, Travis was peeved because not only was I walking on the verge that day but he’d noticed that I always stepped off the road when he approached.  He wanted to know if I thought he was an incompetent rider, or that he was out to “get” me.  After I explained that I made it a habit to step off the road whenever any wheeled vehicle approached—be it a truck, car, young guy on a motorcycle, teenager on roller skates, or even a little kid on a trike—I got off the road.  You can’t be hit by a vehicle on the road if you’re not on the road.  After hearing the explanation, he calmed down and our acquaintance began.

It was an interesting acquaintance because he was living an interesting life.  They say not to judge a book by its cover, but my initial assessment of Travis hadn’t been far from the mark.  He didn’t “belong” in the neighborhood and but for the fact that he was living with a wealthy brother, he might have been homeless.  Travis was decades younger than myself but already in his relatively brief existence he had worked a number of odd jobs, gotten married, and had a daughter, who was then attending a local elementary school.  Somewhere along the way, he’d also picked up a heroin habit and eventually fallen under the judicial control of the state of Florida.  As a consequence, he’d lost full custody of his daughter but was diligently striving to reacquire it and had already partially done so.  During the time I knew Travis, he was entirely free (as far as I could tell) of heroin but not of tobacco.  Also, despite our inauspicious start, I never had the slightest problem with him.

Because of differing backgrounds, we had a little difficulty engaging with one another at first.  That is, until I mentioned that I had retired after twenty-plus years of working at a large resort on Panama City Beach.  It turned out that he had worked at the same resort years before: the years overlapped, although we didn’t remember ever meeting.  He worked outside as the driver of a golf cart chauffeuring guests around on the hundred-plus acre grounds whereas I worked inside on computers and accounting matters.  Plus, the turnover in the so-called hospitality industry is notoriously high, especially among hourly employees, of which Travis was one before he moved on to other places.

Travis told two stories of surpassing interest, one about his resort days that provided an opportunity to match what he said with what I knew, and the other which, in the fullness of time, led to the writing of this book.

Though we’d never met at the resort, we discovered that we both knew an attractive young lady who’d worked there at the same time; her first name is Phyllis and she has long since also moved on.  Phyllis, a self-described former child bride, was raising two young daughters by herself while trying to squeeze child support out of her soon-to-be ex-husband.  I gave her a lift to and from work a few times when her junker car was in the shop.  She and her girls lived in a low-rent-tent apartment complex named Venetian Villas, sometimes referred to in those days as the Armpit of Bay County.  Phyllis was a vivacious beauty and I thought of her as Fabulous Phyllis.  She was also smart.  She called me to her desk one day to fix a computer problem and I commented on what sounded like her cold-compromised voice.  She acknowledged that she was sick and shouldn’t have come in to work but needed the money.  And then she said that she was a “hoarse filly.”

While I had known Phyllis casually, Travis claimed to have “known” her in the most intimate way possible, and during work hours at the resort.  On the face of it, that seems unlikely but Phyllis had pursued me, plus the layout of the resort presented opportunities.  The extensive property was narrow, extending east and west along half a mile of beachfront while its northern and southern parts were divided by US Route 98 and then reconnected by a pedestrian overpass.  The big draw for most guests was the beach to the south of the highway and that’s where most of the activity was.  The northern half contained condominium apartments, a nine-hole golf course, and a convention center.

The convention center was a financial white elephant that stood unused most of the time.  It was an odd experience to be inside a big empty building situated in the midst of a bustling resort.  But most of the bustle was on the south-side beach across the highway.  Travis said he acquired his “knowledge” of Phyllis inside the convention center one bright sunny morn.  I wasn’t there in the magic moment but his story is plausible: the convention center had two floors, lots of rooms big and small, and no shortage of potential trysting sites.  Designed to feed hundreds of business people at a time, there were plenty of large circular tables called “rounds” that could seat a dozen diners, and which coincidentally could accommodate those who wanted to get nasty but not on the floor.

Travis’s work history featured a lot of itinerancy.  He didn’t stay long at the resort or anywhere else.  He seemed not to be working during the two or three years in which we spoke occasionally.  He didn’t explain how he kept himself going and I didn’t ask.  The brother he was living with and another brother who lived nearby and their father had built about a thousand homes in Georgia, Alabama, and Florida over the previous thirty years, he said.  They had money.  His father was the one who turned him in to the authorities when he became aware of the heroin habit.

It was his workaday wanderings that led to the second interesting story, and then years later to this book.  At one point he had been part of a maintenance crew that traveled around the Southeast cleaning municipal water towers, including the interiors.  I had long had questions about those towers, and that answered one of them.  I take a road trip every year.  At this writing it’s been 137,064 miles, over halfway to the Moon, or more than five times around the Earth at the equator.  I’ve seen a lot of water towers along the way and stopped to take pictures of several.  I took the picture on the cover of this book.  Not all of them were in good shape but some appeared to have been recently repainted, so outside maintenance was going on here and there and from time to time.  For years I had wondered whether the insides of water towers ever get cleaned.  Travis answered that question: some of them get cleaned inside, usually at long intervals, like decades.  Travis thought that several of the ones he’d worked on were getting their first-ever cleaning.

I had other questions, and Travis had answers.  Here is a summary.  I assumed there would be a lot of rust inside a fifty-year-old metal water tower, and Travis confirmed that such was the case.  But he added they not only were grimy from decades of rust; some were disgustingly filthy with all manner of junk and gunk on the inside.  He said it made him not want to drink city water anymore.  Some of them contained dead animals.  I asked how animals got inside a sealed tank; he didn’t know but he assured me he’d seen plenty.  He said finding rusting tools was not uncommon and inside one tank there had been a complete set that surely cost a pretty penny when new.

And then he said this: There was a human skeleton in one old water tower.  What?  No way!  I pushed back: how could that be?  His response was plausible.  A lot of the men that make up the cleaning crews work on only one tower, then quit and are never seen again.  The work is hard, dangerous, and scary.  Towers are 10, 15, even 20 stories tall—two hundred feet.  You have to climb up and down freakishly long ladders, sometimes carrying heavy loads of tools and gear.  It’s often windy and cold at elevations aloft.  The tank interiors are worse: dark and gloomy, wet and smelly, echoing eerily.  One week a cleaning crew might be in Mississippi, the next week in Arkansas.  It’s unlikely that any worker will ever see the same tower twice, and the nature of the work attracts day laborers, the type of people who often quit at the end of the job or even during—no one can make you return from lunch on Monday afternoon.  Because towers can be hundreds of miles apart, there’s no going home after the end of the workday.  Instead, you share a dingy motel room with people who are basically strangers.  A lot of these young guys don’t have a home or don’t have one they want to go back to.  They’re running away from something trying to figure out a way forward, but tower work is not an easy way.  Some are in the country illegally, which they hide and which their employers don’t look into because they don’t want to know.  There can be a language barrier: it’s hard to explain that you’re from the state of Oaxaca down in Old Mexico if your grasp of English is rudimentary.

Day laborers often drift from place to place and job to job.  If someone doesn’t show up to collect his last day’s pay, that’s his problem.  It’s not the owner’s responsibility to babysit people.  Maybe that Mexican guy got lonesome and went back to his distant home in hard-to-spell and hard-to-say Oaxaca.

Or maybe he never made it out of the tank.
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Chapter 1: A True Story? El Trabajador (The Worker)
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27 January 1989

Friday—Predawn

Central Alabama

Juan awoke, chilled, to the sweet smell of mowed grass and gasoline.  He’d been dreaming of a barking dog, and now he heard a real dog barking.  Worried that it was barking at his presence, he prepared to go outside and leave the area.  “Outside” meant outside the utility shed he’d noticed walking past a sod farm late yesterday afternoon on the way to the next town.  As the January temperature fell along with the sun, he’d decided to go back to the farm and sneak into the shed for the night rather than push on.  Winter in Alabama was colder than he’d expected and he’d spent some unpleasant nights shivering his way through till dawn.  Shelter was important.  It was even more important after sleeping outside the previous nights while ill.

Fortunately, he had the bomber jacket his uncle had given him before he’d set out north for what the Americans called the Rio Grande.  It looked good, plus it was warm and functional.  The jacket was the real deal, made of dark brown sheep leather highlighted with a collar and cuffs of yellowish-beige sheep fur.  Juan had tried to decline the gift but his uncle wouldn’t hear of it.  When that didn’t work, Juan had promised to bring the jacket back along with a replacement when he had the funds.  At that his uncle had grinned and told him not to worry about anything except staying well and returning home one day soon.  After a heartfelt hug, his uncle’s parting words had been Vaya con Dios (Go with God).

Predawn light was leaking through the shed’s cobwebby window and underneath a pair of corrugated sheet metal doors big enough to allow tractors in and out.  The tractor doors made a lot of noise, so Juan went to the people door and opened it cautiously.  Outside, all was peaceful, nothing moved, and the dog was out of sight and had stopped barking.  Soon it would be bright, though, and it was best to make his getaway before someone on the farm showed up.  He stepped outside onto the wet grass, walked to the end of the building to look around again, then made a hasty beeline back to the road he’d been on yesterday.  He took with him a knapsack that contained all his worldly possessions and wore the bomber jacket he’d slept in.  And so began another challenging day in los estados unidos (the United States).

An hour of brisk walking wearing the bomber jacket warmed up Juan’s core.  His exposed fingers burned with the cold, though, and not for the first time he wished he had his old gloves.  

* * * * * * *
[image: ]


The gloves had disappeared several days ago along with over eight hundred dollars—all he’d saved from over half a year on the road.  The lost money was a bitter blow, compounded by the way it happened.  He’d found his first companion, or so it had seemed for several days.  Pablo was about his age, also from Mexico but a different state.  Pablo was also trying to jump-start his life.

Aside from having that in common, it had been almost a physical pleasure to converse freely with someone in Spanish after months of struggling with English.  The two of them had hitched a ride with a gringo on Interstate 65 from Tennessee.  December in Tennessee had been tolerable but halfway through January it turned cold and some of the nights outside had been almost unbearable.  Several times he had broken down and rented rooms although he had set himself the goal of minimizing such motel extravagances.  He had also bought gloves at a thrift shop and they had made a big difference.  It was about then that he’d bumped into Pablo, who had admired his gloves.  It was Pablo who suggested that they head south for the winter.  Juan loved the idea.  They weren’t finding any work in Tennessee anyway.

How to get out of Tennessee was the question but Pablo said he knew a gringo (foreigner) with a car who had something he needed to do in Alabama south of Birmingham, and the two of them could ride along for a share of the gas money.  The problem was that the gringo wanted twenty dollars up front but Pablo said he was down to his last twelve dollars and he needed that for food.  He wanted Juan to pay the full twenty dollars, with Pablo’s contribution being the connection he had made with the yanqui (Yankee).

That was the first sour note between the two of them but by then the attraction of heading south was too much to give up on, so somewhat reluctantly, Juan agreed, fished four five-dollar bills out of his knapsack, and handed them to Pablo.  He consoled himself with the notion that what Pablo said was true: without his arranging things, they would be walking or hitching rides or putting up with Tennessee’s wintry weather for who knew how long.  Twenty dollars would put him hundreds of miles farther south.  Plus, Pablo assured him that the Appalachian Mountains ended in Birmingham, so anywhere south of there the rest of the winter would be much more tolerable.

The ride started out okay.  The americano was talkative, but only with Pablo; the two chatted at length in high-speed inglés (English) that Juan had trouble following and he soon gave up.  After watching the scenery go by for awhile, hunger led to drowsiness and he slept intermittently for an hour.  Pablo woke him in time to see the highway sign at the Alabama-Tennessee state line.  There was a welcome center on their side of the freeway but not one for northbound travelers, so they were lucky in that respect.  It was the last piece of good luck Juan would have that day although he didn’t know it at the time.  They made a “pit stop” (as the gringo called it) and then continued south on Interstate 65.  While at the welcome center, Juan bought a cold drink from a machine and the other two did the same.  The three of them gawked at the welcome center’s main attraction, a 168-foot-tall Saturn 1B rocket standing erect and visible to travelers in both directions.  Juan asked the gringo, through Pablo: ¿Porqué está aquí?  (Why is it here?)  After a minute of jibber-jabber, Pablo said it had been built in the nearby city of Huntsville during the Moon program.

Another two hours took them to Birmingham.  Along the way, they passed the exit to Huntsville, off to the east.  At one point, the yanqui said, to no one in particular, that Birmingham was the largest city in the state but not the capital.  The capital was Montgomery, which was on the same route but he wasn’t going that far, so he would let Pablo and Juan off somewhere between the two cities.  Pablo translated for Juan’s benefit.  Another forty-five minutes of driving in heavy, fast traffic took them south of the city.

The americano (his name was Dan) said he needed gas and took an exit in Hoover.  The announcement started Juan worrying that maybe he’d be asked for more money.  He was determined not to pay since he’d already paid; in fact, he was the only one who had paid so far.  He prepared to split with his knapsack and clutched it tightly, its soft weave of cloth a comfort.

Dan rolled to a stop and hopped out without asking anyone for money.  Juan relaxed and realized that the cold drink that he’d put in needed to get back out, so he also got out, taking the knapsack with him.

Pablo was outside standing around.  Juan gave him his knapsack and asked him to keep an eye on it while he visited the toilet.  It was a beautiful day with a clear blue wintry-looking sky but the air was almost warm: Juan liked Alabama already.  By the time he emerged from what the yanquis called “the bathroom,” he was a little too warm wearing the bomber jacket.  But the warmth fell good after so many chilly afternoons and cold nights in Tennessee.

For a few seconds everything seemed to be going right in the world, until he noticed that Dan and his car were nowhere to be seen, and Pablo was missing as well.  In a panic, he looked around for his precious knapsack, thinking Pablo had stolen it along with the hundreds of hard-won dollars inside.  Then he noticed it lying on the cement island leaning up against one of the pumps.  It looked as pregnant and full as before and he began to relax but it was impossible to get over his anger at being abandoned by Pablo, someone he’d thought of as a friend.  At first he couldn’t believe it and walked
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