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      Roll on America

      
      

         ‘It’s better to know nothing than know what ain’t so.’
        

         (American saying)

     



      
      Two days before I was to leave for America, my father handed me an article which he had thoughtfully cut out of the London
         Evening Standard:
     

      
      

         Murder Toll in U.S. Hits 24,000

         More than 24,000 Americans were murdered last year, a total that was the highest in U.S. history …

         … A year which saw the rest of the world become safer for America saw this nation become less safe for its own citizens …

         … the record carnage will continue to skyrocket in the days, months and years ahead …

     



      
      
      My father was always one for getting my travels off with a bang.

      
      Sandwiched between two spectacularly overweight Americans 35,000 feet above ground for 12 hours was not a particularly pleasant
         experience.
     

      
      Wedged into the window seat was Todd (slicked-back brown hair, crotch-hugging ‘pants’, sockless, Gucci loafers) who was continuously
         sneezing, sniffing, wheezing and wiping his red, runny nose on the back of his hand. When our languid plastic food arrived
         he sprayed my jelly-wobble pudding with the remnants of a catastrophic sneeze, the force of which apparently dislodged the
         hair piece of the man in front. As a result, the hair-piece man’s neighbour’s baby vented its lungs for a good half an hour’s
         wail which set off a chain reaction among every other babe on board.
     

      
      In between sniffles, Todd told me he was returning to Oakland after a four-day business trip in London. He was ‘into Real
         Estate’, golf and food.
     

      
      Ben, on my left, was even more of a ‘larger-than-life’ character than Todd. ‘They call me Big Ben,’ he chortled as I offered
         him my jelly-wobble pudding. I had been put off this delectable dessert not only by Todd’s formidable fountain sneeze but
         also by Big Ben’s choice of attire.
     

      
      Hugging his ample midriff was a lime green Crimplene shirt ten sizes too small – the bottom buttons had burst open to reveal
         an unappetizing suet-white expanse of blubber. An obscenely short pair of shimmery nylon shorts struggled to conceal his nether
         regions. I wondered why on earth he was dressed like that, leaving London on a cold, grey January morning.
     

      
      I was off to San Francisco but only a few hours earlier I had very nearly made it no further than Customs. Passing my luggage
         through the X-ray machine had caused quite a stir. I was ushered to one side as quizzical hands delved into my handlebar bag
         and extricated my Dog Dazer.
     

      
      ‘What’s this?’ demanded the woman official accusingly.

      
      
      ‘It’s a Dog Dazer,’ I said helpfully.

      
      She gave me a Gestapo-type look. I thought I had better elaborate.

      
      ‘It’s a device I use for teaching dogs a lesson. When I’m cycling and a dog gives chase, I push that button to emit a high-pitched
         noise which affects their hearing and hopefully stops them in their tracks.’
     

      
      She eyed me suspiciously.

      
      ‘What’s all this for?’

      
      ‘That’s the gaffa tape I put round it so that I can attach a bungee cord, which I can then attach to my handlebar bag for
         easy access.’
     

      
      I visualized a bubble rise from her head which said: Suspect bomb?

      
      A security man was summoned who then disappeared with my Dog Dazer for further investigation while I was left to be scrutinized
         by the X-ray machine woman.
     

      
      ‘It’s harmless, but I’ve never seen anything like it,’ the security man finally announced and I scurried to catch my flight.

      
      But we didn’t get very far very fast. Two people had failed to turn up for the flight despite their luggage being on board
         and so a fidgety hour was spent as baggage handlers sifted through a few hundred bags in order to remove them.
     

      
      Todd offered me some peanuts and said, ‘I sure hope they bring the drink soon – keeps them old nerves at bay.’

      
      He asked me where I was going and what I was doing. I told him I was going to California to cycle down the coast to Mexico.
         He said I had to be crazy.
     

      
      A little later he said that there were some guys in Los Angeles who had set up a nudist bowling alley.

      
      ‘Anything goes there,’ he said. ‘Say, you be careful.’

      
      I was met at the airport by Elizabeth Bonney, an elegant ex-opera singer and former Bed-and-Breakfast owner who came from
         New Zealand; a sort of Kiri te Kanawa character. She was a friend of my father’s; he had first met her when he went to San
         Francisco a few years ago on a business trip. When he discovered that all the hotels were full because of a bankers’ conference he went in search of a Bed-and-Breakfast and found Elizabeth Bonney’s. But when he rang the bell there was no reply.
         It was getting dark and late and his waiting taxi didn’t. While he dithered on the steps, pondering his next move, the door
         suddenly burst open and Elizabeth Bonney stood there, wrapped in nothing more than a bath towel. My father went in and that
         was that. They have kept in touch ever since.
     

      
      The day I arrived, tragedy had struck the Bonney household: Racing Car, the goldfish, had died. It had belonged to seven-year-old
         Mark Bonney and as I stepped through the front door he welcomed me with: ‘Hi! Racing Car’s in the garbage.’
     

      
      The house was a gigantic one tucked away in a corner off Nineteenth Avenue. The Bonneys had just moved in but were just about
         to move out so that the builders could move in and tear the place apart. I thought this was a shame. I liked the house as
         it was and could quite easily have lived there very happily. There was a bright, white kitchen, sweeping staircases and a
         grand piano beside which Elizabeth would sing pitch-perfectly. When I looked out of the windows at the front of the house,
         I glimpsed my first sightings of the Pacific. That night I lay awake listening to the mournful sound of fog horns out to sea.
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      Shoot the Breeze

      
      I thought I was safe, but I was wrong. In a country where English was the mother tongue, I had presumed I would have no problem
         in making myself understood. Apart from the fact that 97 languages are spoken in Los Angeles alone, I almost managed to make
         myself more coherent in Polish when in Poland than I did in English in America.
     

      
      Pulling into an Exxon ‘gas’ station, I went and asked the attendant if I could fill up on water.

      
      ‘Fill up on whaaat?’ he said.
     

      
      I said, ‘Water, please.’

      
      ‘Wart-her? I ain’t never heard of that make,’ he said. ‘All we got is in them pumps.’

      
      ‘I’m not talking about a make of petrol.’ The mention of that word produced further looks of incomprehension.

      
      ‘Look, kid,’ he said, spitting out a well-chewed globule of fluorescent green gum, ‘you want gas, you help yourself. Right?’

      
      
      ‘No,’ I said, ‘I don’t want gas, I’m on a bicycle. I want some water to drink. Your toilets are locked so I was wondering
         where there’s a tap so I can fill up my bottles.’
     

      
      ‘Are you crazy or what?’ He stuck another piece of fluorescent gum in his mouth and continued ruminating like a cow. I was
         getting myself into deeper water: I didn’t know that in America taps are not taps – they are faucets. I thought I would give
         it one more try.
     

      
      ‘I’m very thirsty,’ I said, ‘and I’m looking for some of that clear liquid that comes out of pipes for free.’

      
      ‘You ain’t looking for waah-der, are you? Hell kid, why didn-cha-say?’

      
      That afternoon I stopped at Safeways in Santa Rosa and hit more communication problems.

      
      ‘Paper or plastic?’ asked the supermarket check-out girl with a cheesy, have-a-nice-day grin.

      
      Peering into my wallet I said, ‘Ummm … I think I’ve got the exact change.’

      
      The check-out girl burst into laughter, as did the man behind me in the queue (or, as I was later to be corrected, ‘in line’).

      
      The ‘paper’ she was referring to was not monetary notes or cheques but a sturdy brown paper bag, and the ‘plastic’ was not
         a credit card but the supermarket-brand carrier.
     

      
      Whether you want paper or plastic, you don’t pack your own. Someone always does it for you and woe betide those who interfere
         by trying to give a helping hand to the shopping-packer to pack your own shopping. They don’t like it at all. In fact they
         positively hate it and, despite the fixed grin, they can even get a trifle shirty. I tried to help once because I felt a bit
         useless just standing there, watching the packer do all the work and putting all the squashable things in the bottom and all
         the heavy items on top, when I could have been saving my bananas from being squidged as well as speeding up procedures. But
         it was the first and last time I tried that one, as I sensed vehement vibes passing from packer to shopper.
     

      
      *

      
      
      I rode out of Santa Rosa wondering where I would camp that night. Suddenly, a white car swerved erratically into the hard
         shoulder, nearly knocking me into the ditch. An elderly lady with a radiant smile jumped out and trotted down the shoulder
         towards me, apparently oblivious to the near miss.
     

      
      ‘Hey, where you from?’ she asked excitedly, adding before I could answer, ‘Say, we’re bikers you know too. Got British-made
         Curly Hetchins. I’m Grace, and’ (pointing to the erratic driver) ‘that’s my husband Ernie.’
     

      
      ‘Hi there!’ he called.

      
      ‘You fancy a shower or something to eat?’ Grace said. ‘We know what it’s like to be on the road. Isn’t that right, Ernie?’

      
      ‘Sure we do, Gracie,’ affirmed the voice from within.

      
      I had scarcely managed to utter a word before Grace added, ‘C’mon, drop by or stay the night – we live just down the road
         in Sebastopol. Right, Ernie?’
     

      
      ‘Right, Gracie. Just down the road. Not far.’

      
      Grace jotted down their address.

      
      ‘We’ll put the tea on,’ she said. ‘Any problem – call us.’

      
      With that, she and Ernie disappeared up the road as erratically as they had arrived.

      
      When I appeared half an hour later, Grace greeted me like a long-lost offspring and gave me such a vigorous hug that I was
         momentarily winded. Ernie wasn’t there.
     

      
      ‘He’s gone out on his bike looking for you. He was real worried you’d not find us.’

      
      I must have missed Ernie on the road when I stopped off at a nursery to buy Grace a bunch of flowers. The flower girl had
         been built like a tank and her neck hung in ribbons of fat, a concertina of cellulite. Her T-shirt said: Semi-Vegetarian.
         When she learnt that I was cycling alone in California she said; ‘Hey, that’s neat, but you must be kinda crazy.’
     

      
      As I was about to leave with my flowers, a huge turquoise parrot landed on the till, squawking, ‘Dan Quayle – get serious!’

      
      Ernie returned from his fruitless search and found Grace giving me a guided tour of their small bungalow. Forty years earlier her father had started to build it in a haphazard manner, adding bits on willy-nilly when money and time allowed.
         It was all slanting angles, sloping walls and doors that didn’t quite fit – a home with character. The heating came through
         a vent in the middle of the living-room floor and Grace would stand over it, letting the warm air blow up her skirt. She only
         stepped off it when Ernie said he could smell her smouldering.
     

      
      Ernie and Grace were Quakers. As we sat down to a supper of noodle soup, toast, cheese and orange segments, they clasped hold
         of my hands and bowed their heads for a moment of thoughtful silence until I was hit by a sudden sneezing attack which dispersed
         any religious air with a bang.
     

      
      Grace told me about the earthquake in October, 1989.

      
      ‘It was felt all over California,’ she said. ‘I was out biking at the time – on my way to the grocery store – when I thought,
         gee, I must be going all dizzy, because I couldn’t cycle straight. It took me a while to realize it was the ground that was
         shuddering and going all funny and not me. Then I fell off my bike and hurt my arm. But I was one of the lucky ones.’
     

      
      ‘Was the biggest ’quake since 1906,’ said Ernie. ‘Why, it killed 62 people, it did. And, guess what? More folks were more
         upset about it interrupting the World Series game between the Giants and the Oakland A’s than they were about it knocking
         out part of the Bay Bridge in rush hour.’
     

      
      I asked if he had a tried and tested method of surviving an earthquake.

      
      ‘Well,’ said Ernie, ‘stand beneath a doorframe or clamber for cover under a heavy table or desk. And then, I suggest you pray.’

      
      They told me that the University of California at Berkeley Seismographical Research Centre provided a Dial-a-Quake phone number
         for a 24-hour report on rumblings not only in the area but around the globe.
     

      
      ‘They say you can find out if that was a ’quake or just a big truck trundling past!’ chuckled Ernie.

      
      As it turned out, I experienced an ‘earthquake’ which I found rather fun. At the time the earth moved, I was in a San Francisco museum visiting an earthquake exhibition. Along with a squad of sniggering school kids, I stood on a small platform
         waiting in eager anticipation of being stimulated by a simulator. Then controls were activated; things rumbled and shuddered
         and buildings fell down around us. People laughed. It seems that’s the sort of thing Americans like doing.
     

      
      That evening Ernie and Grace left me alone in the house, apologizing profusely that they had to go to a Quaker meeting. Grace’s
         97-year-old mother had died recently and I was given her room. They flicked on the TV before leaving and told me to lock the
         doors and make myself at home. So I did.
     

      
      I spent the evening reading through old issues of National Geographic, intrigued by how death comes quickly for victims of trap-jaw ants, and the like, as the TV flickered in the background.
         I was distracted from a ‘Dance of the Electronic Bee’ article when a programme came on about the Royal Family with a smarmy
         narrator saying, ‘The beautiful Diana shows us the perfect example of fulfilled motherhood and loving independence. Don’t
         we just all love her!’
     

      
      That was too much. I went to bed.

      
      I had come to California with the intention of cycling south to Mexico. Instead I found myself heading north towards Alaska,
         mainly because most people I met told me that if I entered Mexico I would die. It was a rough and unruly country, they said,
         full of rapes, robberies and murders and no place for a girl to be travelling alone. I suspect this was the usual humbug that people feel inclined to pass on about foreign
         places – stories they have heard and headlines they have heeded – for it is usually fear of the unfamiliar that is frightening.
         But then, if I did an about turn and told people I was heading for Alaska, they told me gruesome stories of grizzly bear attacks
         and murderous drunkards. And when I said I’d just stay in California then, they said the state was crawling with crazies and
         psychos.
     

      
      So I found myself cycling in figures of eight – one moment determinedly thinking: I’m going to Mexico, I’ll see for myself
         what it’s like – make up my own mind; and the next getting cold feet and heading north to bear country.
     

      
      This was my first burst of travelling since a close shave in Bulgaria with a mad-man who had tried to finish me off (and nearly
         succeeded). My feathers had been ruffled and I now began to realize it must have affected me more than I had thought. During
         my first few nights of wild Californian camping I would suddenly jolt into consciousness, wide-eyed awake, and think back
         to that hell-hole and what had happened and what could happen, and I would shiver with a spasm of fear.
     

      
      Then in the morning the fear would dissolve with the darkness and I would yawn, stretch, breakfast, roll up my tent and hit
         the road with gusto.
     

      
      I swung back round towards San Francisco. I had made up my mind to head south.
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      Land of the Chemically Sensitive

      
      The sun was sliding slowly into the Pacific, turning the sky all colours under and over the sun as I arrived at the youth
         hostel in Point Reyes National Park. Bob, the warden, was lighting the wood-burning stove inside. The place was like a cosy
         log cabin, apart from the icy dormitories.
     

      
      After I paid Bob $8, he showed me the immaculate kitchen and told me the rules. There was a sink for washing dishes, a sink
         for rinsing dishes and a sink for sterilizing dishes. There was a panoply of dustbins: one for recycled plastics, one for
         recycled tins, one for recycled glass, one for recycled paper, one for compost and one for real rubbish.
     

      
      ‘And make sure you don’t get your garbage mixed up. We like things right. In the morning we give you a chore to do, so come
         to me at the desk and say, “Bob, give me a job”.’
     

      
      
      The hostel was practically empty. I had briefly caught sight of a skinny, forlorn girl disappearing into the toilets, never
         to be seen again. At about 9pm there was a distant roar and a motorcycle drew up outside. In came Jan, looking very cold,
         a Dutchman in his mid-twenties with hair the colour of wood-shavings. Thawing out in front of the stove, he told me that he
         was a medical student and had spent the past few weeks motorcycling across America on a Yamaha 850 he had bought in New York.
         After a bit of a chit-chat, we went out into the cold January night to walk up the hill behind the hostel.
     

      
      The moon was full and bright and as I looked up into the star-studded sky I heard the mighty Pacific rollers thundering on
         the empty shore in the distance. Strange wild noises punctuated the night, shrieking and rasping among the swaying shadows
         of the trees.
     

      
      I wondered if there were mountain lions lurking in wait. Bob had told me that many still roamed the park but assured me they
         rarely attacked humans. Generations of hunters have dubbed these wild cats pumas, painters, panthers, cougars, catamounts
         and more but, unlike lions and tigers, the mountain lion cannot roar. Instead it purrs and occasionally howls – a howl that
         is said to sound like a woman’s scream.
     

      
      Bob did let slip that there had recently been two fatal attacks by mountain lions: one victim a five-year-old boy in Montana,
         the other an 18-year-old man killed while jogging along an abandoned Colorado logging road.
     

      
      Jan wanted to go on a midnight hike down to the thunderous ocean but I didn’t fancy it. I was filled with a sudden shudder
         of exhilarated fear. I wondered what I was doing out in the dark, sinister, shadowed Californian hillside with a Dutch motorcyclist
         in a land rumoured to be teeming with wild cats and crazed psychopathic killers.
     

      
      A howl like a woman’s scream sliced through the night, stabbing icy pins into my back. I turned and fled towards the distant
         light of the hostel, hearing Jan’s heavy-booted footsteps close behind. I ran and ran, scared that something horrible was
         about to happen, my breath smoking from me. I burst through the door into the reassuring light of the hostel’s common room and when Jan arrived, panting and chill-cheeked,
         we burst into a relieved chorus of breathless laughter. California was doing strange things to me.
     

      
      In the morning I noticed a woman who had arrived overnight. She had hair as coarse as a toilet brush and cut in pudding-basin
         style. Her spectacles were as big as dinner plates. Stretched across her hefty chest was a yellow T-shirt emblazoned with
         the words: IF GOD IS YOUR CO-PILOT, SWITCH SEATS.
     

      
      As I washed the floor of the showers (my assigned task) and extracted the unappealing tangle of hairs from the plughole, she
         told me that her husband had recently been killed by a truck which had swerved into him as he stood on the sidewalk (pavement
         to you and me ). The driver of the truck had once been a friend of theirs and worked in the same company as her husband, but
         ‘they’d fallen out ever since my husband reported him for drink driving. He was drunk when he killed Jeff.’
     

      
      I walked fifteen miles that day through mountain lion territory and down along the long, empty stretch of Limantour Beach.
         It was cool but clear and the booming Pacific surf crashed upon the barren, hard-packed sandy shore.
     

      
      I sat in a dune at the end of Limantour Spit, eating banana-and-honey sandwiches, close to a clan of snoozing harbour seals
         sunning themselves on the sandbank. Bob had given me a rundown on some of the wildlife that I might come across and had handed
         me a photocopied description which he had written. Feeling as if I had flashed back to a school biology field trip, I read:
         ‘Harbour seals are distinguished from other species of seals and sealions by their dark and light spotted coats and their
         lack of external earmuffs.’ I took it he meant earflaps.
     

      
      For this trip I had come prepared and brought a pair of mini-binoculars which I now trained (like a true ornithologist) on
         a pair of preening brown pelicans or ‘pelis’ as Bob called them. I had never gone bird spotting before but, armed with ‘bins’ and a bird book on loan from the hostel, I found the whole procedure surprisingly entertaining. I even began
         to feel a slight (and I reiterate, ‘slight’) understanding for that most curious of species, the anoraked train-spotter. Rather
         worryingly, I was overcome by a similar thrill of spotting and jotting down in a spiral-bound notebook. All I lacked was a
         thermos of tea and a bacofoil-wrapped meat paste sandwich and … well, I suppose, a train or two.
     

      
      I did a lot of stomach-wriggling that afternoon, inching my way towards unsuspecting feathered specimens busily preening themselves
         on wind-blown tussocks. I ticked off ring-necked duck, ocean warblers, belted kingfishers, smoked-back bacon – I mean green-backed
         heron, crossbills, hooded megansers, passerines, (motor) scoters and turkey vultures. The peregrine falcon, alas, remained
         elusive which is more than can be said for the peregrinating pants-dropper. Training binoculars on some unidentifiable low-swooping
         feathered flight, I was alarmed to pick up a full-frontal flasher in my sights standing erect on yonder distant dune top.
         He stared manically in my direction. Waiting for nobody I dropped my apparatus, picked up my books and scarpered. Bloody pervs
         …
     

      
      There were some new arrivals that night in the hostel. Mary-Lu had flown over from New York to meet her Billy Idol look-a-like
         son, an actor ‘from Frisco’. They had come to Point Reyes National Park to ‘get away from the fast life, man’, and Billy’s
         overbearing voice could be heard throughout the hostel telling people how he was on the point of ‘making it big’.
     

      
      Most curious of all was my lower bunk mate, Lorraine, an elderly woman with a squint and a thicket of matted purple-grey hair.
         Although the night was icy, she went around throwing open every window and propping open every door in order to get a ‘spiritually-cleansing
         draught’, as she put it. I am all for a bit of fresh air but I felt that having a body-numbing gale howling through the dorm
         was taking things to extremes. Lorraine wouldn’t hear otherwise.
     

      
      ‘I’m chemically sensitive,’ she told me. ‘Allergic to all these horrors we’ve made for ourselves. I’ve sold my home in Los
         Angeles and I’m living out of my car to escape from earthly pollution. I’m just living to let go – to let God take me. It’s
         the hardest thing I’ve done.’
     

      
      Outside The Epicenter Store in Olema a notice caught my eye:

      
         Women’s Anger Workshop

         Situation: Nice girls DO GET ANGRY, but were
never shown how to effectively express this
unladylike and unattractive emotion.
        

         Call Nancy Pratt (a licensed counsellor
for help) NOW, and learn how to release those
emotions.

      
      A dented red Mustang swung into the parking lot and a woman bulging out of her rose-pink lurex pants stepped out. She dragged
         a disenchanted mutt into the grocery store and soon reappeared with a Diet Coke and a colossal ice cream. Taking her first
         mouthful, she tripped up on the dog’s lead and dropped her cone in the gutter.
     

      
      ‘Ah shit!’ she screamed. ‘You good-for-nothing lousy dawg. Look what you made me go and do, goddam it. You want your neck
         wrung or what? Jeez!’
     

      
      
      She threw the dog into the back of the Mustang, the bumper of which had a sticker saying: UPPITY WOMEN UNITE. Then she gunned
         off down the road. A recent graduate from Nancy Pratt’s angry workshop?
     

      
      At Stinson Beach I turned off onto a dirt track and rode up over Mount Tamalpais. Here, back in the 1970s, the mountain bike
         had been conceived by the likes of Charlie Kelly, Gary Fisher and Joe Breeze who raced down the mountainside on old souped-up
         cruisers. Today it has become such a hot-spot for two-wheeled speed merchants that rangers use radar guns and fine offenders
         $200 for breaking the bicycle speed limit of 15mph.
     

      
      At the top I met a Park Ranger, a Yogi Bear cartoon character in his wide-brimmed hat and breeches. On learning that I was
         bound for Mexico, he said, ‘Hey, kid – you head down there you’ll get fleeced.’
     

      
      The trail led me bouncing across the barren wilds with the misty, thick-wooded valleys on one side and rolling ochre hills
         plunging down to the swirling blue Pacific on the other. I thought what a wondrous city San Francisco would be to live in.
         Within minutes you could ride out across the Golden Gate and be up here in the sea-skirted ruggedness of the Marin mountains.
     

      
      Cycling through Sausalito past the house-boats (more house than boat) I met Boe, an effusive black chef on a chopper with
         a pearly smile that stretched from ear to ear. He said he would show me the bike route to the bridge and so we rode along
         together.
     

      
      When Boe wasn’t working in his cafe (where we stopped for a drink), he danced and wrote books about dances related to astronomy.

      
      ‘You know, we’ve all become so far removed from our animal instincts,’ he said, ‘and cosmic dancing helps to realign our lives.
         I kinda believe it brings out a form of subconcious savageness in us.’ He flashed me another of his dazzling, maniacal grins.
     

      
      *

      
      
      I crossed the bridge slowly, savouring a world famous landmark 8,981 feet long and 220 feet above water. The setting sun turned
         the Golden Gate’s girders to fire and I kept stopping to peer over the side, far down into the turbulent tides below – tides
         infamous for sweeping away any prisoner who attempted to make a swim for it in the days of Alcatraz.
     

      
      Halfway across I dismounted again and looked over the railings, imagining what it would feel like to commit suicide by jumping.
         Not much fun, I decided. A dope-smoking man carrying a hatchet appeared at my side.
     

      
      ‘Hey babe,’ he said, ‘think about it first. Long and hard.’

      
      He had once met a guy who had come out here to kill himself and climbed up onto the railings.

      
      ‘You know what?’ said the hatchet man, ‘He told me that just as he let go he had this shit-awful feeling that he’d done the
         wrong thing. He wanted to live, not die.’
     

      
      ‘How do you know that,’ I said incredulously, ‘if he’s dead?’

      
      ‘Cos he survived. Pretty cool, huh? The lucky bugger survived the fall and was picked up by a sail boat. Apart from being
         real fucked up, he’s a new man.’
     

      
      I wore nothing more than a surgeon’s green gown as I lay flat on my back on a bed as narrow and hard as a plank of plywood.
         I was in a chiropractic centre not far from Nob Hill and was about to have my back snap-cracked back into position. A few
         days earlier, while I was straining to open a non-opening sliding window, something in my shoulder had pinged. As a result
         I couldn’t move my neck more than 45 degrees either way, which made cycling highly precarious and decidedly painful.
     

      
      Before prostrating myself, I had been shown a video explaining the ‘practise of chiropractic and applied kinesiology’ which,
         from the way it was presented, resembled more a cross between Star Trek and the Magic Roundabout than a medical enlightenment. It was a science fiction of spaceship-like environments, Zebedee bouncy things and cosmic characters.
         It didn’t give me much faith for what was to come, but then nor did the doctor who was positioned to instigate some bone-crushing ‘treatment’: his name was Doctor Payne.
     

      
      Held against a viewing machine were two X-rays of my spine, which looked pretty impressive to me. Doctor Payne thought otherwise.

      
      ‘You’ve got the spine of a 60-year-old,’ he said encouragingly. ‘I’d say you need at least a year’s treatment to get you back
         into shape.’
     

      
      ‘I haven’t got time for more than one,’ I told him, ‘so do what you can.’

      
      This was a mistake. I should have left there and then. It felt as if Doctor Payne had compressed a year’s treatment not only
         into half an hour but into every bone in my body. I was contorted into every conceivable position possible, whereupon Doctor
         Payne would command me to relax (as if, with left leg entwined painfully round neck, such a thing were possible). Taking a
         vice-like hold of my head in his hands, he twisted it through 180 degrees and then gave it a violent snap-crack tug which
         felt as though it had been yanked off its hinges and into his hands. This was remedial treatment?
     

      
      An hour later, clutching a bag of bones which sufficed as my body, I staggered out of that Payneful practice – and that’s
         just what I thought it was: practice. I was the guinea-pig upon whom he practised his not so delicate techniques. I felt like
         emergency-ward material for the nearest hospital. A spritely octogenarian helped me on to the bus, bless her, and I collapsed
         back at the Bonneys.
     

      
      The next day I was better. Just like that. I changed my mind. Doctor Payne’s performance had paid off and I sallied forth
         for the Pacific Coastal Highway.
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      Lob Me a Bud

      
      In Half Moon Bay I was camped next to a 40-foot RV (an abbreviation no one now expands into ‘recreational vehicle’) that resembled
         a space-age torpedo. Its occupant ambled over and said, ‘Hey! Know what? You’re sleeping in the Pumpkin Capital of the world!’
     

      
      My watch said 6.10am. I had just crawled out of my tent in a soporific state and this struck me as an unusual way to bid good
         morning.
     

      
      ‘Yes siree,’ he continued, with far too much rapture for that hour, ‘and I’ll tell you summin’ else, it’s Martin Luther King
         day and I ain’t going nowhere on them roads.’ With that, he waddled off to the toilet block, contentedly muttering to himself.
     

      
      The next morning, at 5.52am, I had another unusual awakening. I was bedded down in the Santa Cruz AYH-Hostel (‘NO REFUNDS’)
         sleeping above a Dutch girl in a two-bunk room, when a piercing Robotic voice from the street below jolted me from my slumber.
     

      
      
      ‘Stand back … I warn you … Stand back … You are too close … I repeat … too close …’

      
      Then, amidst a sudden cacophony of shrill-wailing sirens, came the Dalek-scream rant: ‘I have been tampered with … I have
         been tampered with … I have been tampered with …’
     

      
      It was a Santa Cruz interpretation of a car alarm.

      
      ‘Santa Cruz is for cruisin’,’ said the hip dude clad in a ‘KISS MY ASS’ T-shirt. I left him slumped in front of the TV watching
         Jack Nicholson doing things to Faye Dunaway and walked out into the brilliant January sunshine.
     

      
      I walked for miles down endless blocks (some still badly damaged from the 1989 earthquake) full of motels – the Daze Inn,
         the Dream Inn, the Comfort Inn, the Vagabond Inn – until I hit the Santa Cruz cops, all shirt-sleeves and shades and armed
         to the hilt with hip-holstered pistols. The streets around the sea-front had been sealed off as a suspect bomb had been found
         in a parked RV. I gave the area a wide berth before clambering up onto the Boardwalk, ‘the place’, I read, ‘to see and to
         be seen’ if you had anyone to look at or anything to show in summer.
     

      
      It was winter, albeit a sunny and warm one, and the Boardwalk was boarded up. No one was around. The place was dead. I felt
         happy. As I strolled with a springing gait along the beachfront, I hummed the Drifters’ ‘Under the boardwalk … I’ll be having
         fun … under the boardwalk … boar-oard walk …’ I kept pausing to gaze up at the garish pinks and greens and purples and oranges
         of the 1924 Giant Dipper roller-coaster, the 1911 merry-go-round, the casinos and the chip houses, and tried to visualize
         it in summer – a frantic, frenzied whirring of screams and colour.
     

      
      I had the beach virtually to myself I found a windless spot and sprawled out on the sand, soaking up the body-glowing but
         melanistic sunny rays of a typical Californian winter. It felt good. I flicked on my short-wave radio. Tuning into NPR (National
         Public Radio), I was told that by the year 2000 the majority of commuters would have microwaves in their cars, From what I
         had seen of America so far, I could well believe it.
     

      
      THUD!

      
      
      A pair of bare brown feet landed in the sand beside me. They had jumped down from the Boardwalk and were attached to a brawny
         little Mexican.
     

      
      ‘Hi there!’ he said. ‘You want to make friend?’

      
      ‘I wasn’t planning on it,’ I said.

      
      ‘Hey, where you from?’

      
      ‘England.’

      
      ‘Aaah – Inglaterra. Life is beautiful … non?’

      
      ‘It’s pretty good,’ I said.

      
      ‘You like Santa Cruz? Is the Brussels Sprout Capital of the world. I once live in New York but then I transplant. Now Santa
         Cruz my home. Hey! You wanna make screw with me?’
     

      
      ‘No thanks.’

      
      ‘Non? OK, no problem. I buy you chips.’

      
      I walked down the pier past rows of parked cars: souped-up Chevies gleaming in the sun and old Cadillacs from the sixties
         – glorious fish-tailed monsters.
     

      
      As I leaned over the side looking down into the sea a big, brown pelican landed in ungainly fashion on the railings beside
         me. Then its mate swooped into view, descending from the sky as gracefully as a sack of potatoes, frantically braking with
         its wings, feet splayed out in crash-landing mode and, I am convinced, eyes tightly shut. It made it, but only just.
     

      
      Barking away with reverberating gusto, a herd of huge sealions basked just above the water level on the wooden struts of the
         pier. There were one or two slightly more energetic ones whose shiny, glistening heads bobbed momentarily out to sea before
         disappearing and then emerged with hoarse vociferations beneath the pier. Mexican fishermen were everywhere.
     

      
      I rode onwards, southwards, past fields of brussels sprouts, artichokes and ‘PICK-YOUR-OWN’ kiwi fruit. Then I was back on
         the furious fastness of Highway 1 through Marina, Sand City and Seaside – fun-and-sun sounding places, but I saw no boats,
         no sea, no sand. There was only block after block of concrete, flashing neon and traffic lights, gas stations, motels, drive-ins
         and fast food. And trash. The gutter was awash with giant milkshake beakers, beer cans, broken glass, fast-food throw-aways. It was the first litter-strewn road
         I had seen.
     

      
      And then it suddenly stopped.

      
      I had entered Monterey, all spick’n’span and scenic. Houses worth big bucks clung to the hillside overlooking the yacht-studded
         bay. Steinbeck would find it hard to recognize his Cannery Row these days: all but one of the fish canneries have been replaced
         and overwhelmed with gaudy souvenir shops, galleries and seafood restaurants.
     

      
      But 17-Mile Drive proved a spectacular 17-Mile Cycle around the peninsula from Pacific Grove to Carmel. The coastal road meandered
         past such sights as Cypress Point (a point packed with cypresses), Lone Cypress (a wave-lashed rock with an old, gnarled,
         lone cypress) and Seal Rock – yes, you guessed it, a wave-lashed rock covered with seals.
     

      
      From the sweet-scented shade of the cypress woods, I emerged at the famous Pebble Beach Golf Course where, for a mere $225,
         the rich and the famous do their thing in 18 holes.
     

      
      ‘Know what?’ said an elegantly dressed, elderly woman outside Carmel’s Safeway. ‘Doris Day runs a guest house just down the
         road where animals are not only welcome but expected.’
     

      
      ‘Oh … really?’ I said.

      
      ‘Where’s your friend, dear?’ the woman enquired.

      
      ‘I haven’t got one.’

      
      ‘Now you’re not telling me you’re travelling all alone?’

      
      ‘I certainly am.’

      
      ‘Good heavens,’ she continued in her unplaceable accent, ‘You must be either brave or stupid or both.’

      
      ‘No, just stupid,’ I said.

      
      ‘But it’s so dangerous out there for a young girl like you. And on a bicycle of all things. Why not hire a car or take the
         bus – you’d be so much safer. Why, whatever does your mother think? Look, why not come home with me?’
     

      
      ‘Well, thank you,’ I said, ‘but I’m just looking forward to riding along the coast to the campsite at Big Sur while the weather’s
         nice.’
     

      
      
      Rummaging in her Safeway shopping bag, she said, ‘Here, love, at least take these,’ and she handed me a box of Triscuits,
         which tasted like Shredded Wheat.
     

      
      ‘I’m from Kingston-upon-Thames originally,’ she said. ‘Do you know it?’

      
      I told her my brother was studying at Kingston Poly.

      
      ‘Well, fancy that!’ she said. ‘I’ve been here since ’52 but, you know what, my favourite place is Freshwater on the Isle of
         Wight.’
     

      
      Big Sur sure was beautiful. Highway 1 turned into a 90-mile strip of sparsely inhabited coastline, a twisting and turning
         ride flanked on one side by the craggy Santa Lucia Mountains and on the other by melodramatic rocky drops down into the blue
         but belligerent Pacific. Big Sur and beyond is not only renowned for its beauty but also for its thick, swirling sea mists
         that suddenly engulf you in greyness. But I struck lucky. It was hot and clear. Stripped down to T-shirt and shorts and with
         salt-streaked cheeks, I had to keep reminding myself that this was January, not June.
     

      
      As I panted up the side of one hefty hillock a massive RV, the size of a bus, pulled alongside. Incongruously, it was called
         Wilderness and towed a BMW as its run-around car. Up at the helm were two affluent Americans. The passenger window was lowered
         and a woman’s head popped out from her air-conditioned world.
     

      
      ‘Sure looks a great way to lose a hundred pounds,’ she observed jauntily.

      
      Later, another motorized monstrosity (‘Lazy Daze’) lurched alongside.

      
      ‘Jeez!’ called the helmsman. ‘Looks like one loaded bike. Hell kid – you got guts or what?’

      
      An ice-cold can of Budweiser was lobbed my way.

      
      ‘May take some of the pain out of it,’ he chuckled, before accelerating off in a flurry of fumes.

      
      While I was drinking a bottle of strawberry-and-kiwi juice outside a store near Plaskett Creek, a roofless jeep screeched
         to a halt and out leapt a Cindy Lauper look-alike dressed in a glitzy, snug-hugging lycra bodysuit. Wearing a Walkman, she boogied her way towards me as she gyrated to the groovy beat –
         man. She looked well spaced out.
     

      
      ‘Wow! Hi there – how’re ya doin’?’ she said, before ejecting her chewing gum into a flower pot.

      
      Before I had a chance to reply that I was doing real good, she said, ‘You’ve gotta be that crazy biker, right? A real cute
         guy at the gas station up the road said he’d seen you. First serious biker he’d seen all year, he said. Yeah, guess he’s right
         – you look real loaded. I guess you gotta be nuts to do that. Right? Neat road, though. Hey, wanna come to a party?’
     

      
      Stacey, it turned out, was driving from San Francisco to Los Angeles, a mere 500 miles just for an all-night rave before driving
         all the way back again the next morning.
     

      
      Awestruck, I said, ‘That’s like driving to Scotland and back.’ It was incomprehensible to me, to travel so far for so short
         a time.
     

      
      ‘Hell,’ said Stacey, ‘it ain’t far. It’s just down the road.’

      
      I had forgotten that America is a big country where things come big: bodies, cars, distances – a country where people think
         nothing of driving 50 miles to pick up a pizza.
     

      
      Stopping in Cambria, I met a mustachioed man in a cowboy hat as he swayed out of Cammozzis Saloon.

      
      ‘Know what?’ he said. ‘Arachniphobia was filmed here.’
     

      
      Never mind spiders, I thought; they should have made it on butterflies. The coastal road was littered with their corpses while
         the live ones fluttered and coloured the breezy skies. The magnificent Monarch (Danus plerippus) is reputedly one of nature’s greatest mysteries. During its annual migration from Canada to Mexico, the Monarch’s flight
         can exceed 2,000 miles (sometimes covering as much as 80 miles in a day) while it overcomes all types of natural batterings
         from winds, mountain ranges and storms. Judging from the number of flailing and flattened bodies, they were apparently not
         so successful at surviving collisions with fast-speeding windscreens. I later read that harming a Monarch is a $1,000 offence.
         Seemingly someone, somewhere could make a lot of money.
     

      
      
      Super Bowl Sunday was the day to be cycling – the day when 120 million Americans (half the population) settled down to the
         serious business of ball-game watching. The road was mine. In Minneapolis, Minnesota, the Buffalo Bills were fighting it out
         against the Washington Red Skins.
     

      
      The importance of Super Bowl to the American psyche is incalculable. Not only are vast sums staked on its outcome (it is said
         that the Mafia derives most of its annual income from the event) but also there is claimed to be a correlation between the
         result and the performance of the US stock-market.
     

      
      Rolling through Nipomo, I turned up at Bill Deneen’s Home Hostel. On the door was pinned a note:

      
      

         Smoking

         Smokers cannot stay here.

         Kick your addiction and

         you are welcome.

         If you smoke while you

         are here pay an extra

         $10.00 and leave.

     



      
      Wearing dark glasses and with long, shaggy white hair topped by a large, black top hat, Bill looked like a mixture of something
         from Alice in Wonderland and what the dog had brought in. He was into organic grow-your-owns, self-sufficiency, recycling (the average American throws
         away 600lb of packing a year, he said) and saving water. On the issue of toilet flushing, he said: ‘Yellow is mellow; brown
         goes down.’
     

      
      Bill was not into cars either: horses and carts were his scene and he took me for a brisk trot around the four-cars-per-family
         neighbourhood in his prize shining black buggy. The local dogs didn’t take too kindly to this unCalifornian conveyance and
         gave chase in the manner recognized by cyclists worldwide, snapping and snarling and baring their teeth. My Dog Dazer taught
         this lot a lesson. A quick blast on the button was all that was needed to send these nasty hounds skidding to a violent halt as if they had just head-butted a brick
         wall. Stunned, they slunk away ignominously, their tails between their legs.
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