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Five years is a long time to be away. 
Life in a small village on the southern coast of France 

gets to you after a while. I t  seeps into your system and 
becomes a very comfortable existence. Can you do this 
for me today? No. When? Tomorrow, or maybe the day 
after. or maybe not unt i l  next week. 

I n  the past five years the only excitement in  town came 
when they put parking meters along the two main streets. 
There have been births and deaths and a few new 
telephones. The girls are topless on the beach. The local 
bakery sells fresh hot croissants every morning at 6:30. 
Wild roses grow blood red outside my window. 

That’s the kind of life i t  is.. .a life that has you moving 
at a different pace. Your heart and your head beat slower. 

’ You talk a little softer, except when you‘re haggling over 
the price of tomatoes, and then you talk a little louder and 
wave your arms and grimace and shrug. 

Five years is long enough to spoil you. 
New York smells terrific. I t  smells of buses and taxis 

and people who wear aftershave. I t  smells of shoeshine 
wax and subways and peanuts. I get into a cab and the 
driver takes me two blocks out of my way before turning 
uptown, and when I mention i t  to him he calls back over 
his shoulder. “What the hell, pal, I got a kid in college.” 

For a moment I wonder i f  1’11 always be able to come 
back and find i t  new ... the smells, the noise, the cabbies. 
The eyes that look away from yours when you confront 
them in an elevator. The rush to catch the IRT because if 
you miss i t  you have to wait ninety seconds for the next 
one. The girls in thiir shon skirts. The Con Ed jack- 
hammers. The hustlers. The hotel desk clerks who 
don’t ask i f  you’re really married. The men in their grey 
suits with their brown attach6 cases. The travel posters 
that sell tickets to faraway places. The newsstands filled 
with dreams. 

The moment passes. 
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Philadelphia: It’s been over ten years now. I was in 
love then, and the town can never be the same i f  she’s not 
with me. But  then life in Philadelphia can never really be 
the same because ten yea’rs ago, when the city took us in,  
we were very innocent. 

I walked through the campus where 1 spent four years. 
I t  might as well have been a college I’d never heard of. 
Where did all those buildings come from? Who were 
these people walking across the mall? What ever hap- 
pened to Jerry and Susan and Crystal and Hilary? What 
ever happened to the old man.who sold great “Hoagies” 
next to the funeral parlor around the block from my old 
dorm? And what ever happened to the funeral parlor? 
And what ever happened to my old dorm? 

The novelty of coming home wore off. 
St. Paul. People in Minnesota talk f u n n y  ... no whin- 

ing, nasal. good old-fashioned Eastern drawl. The motel 
had an Indian motif. Tomahawks on the walls. Feathers 
on the girls behind the desk. A bevy of Indian paintings 
and Indian signs. The Pow Wow Restaurant. The 
Wateringhole Bar-This Way to the Firewater. The 
Peace Pipe Smoke Shop. 

American kitsch. 
I had forgotten that such bad taste existed. Plastic 

everything. Paper-thin walls. Vending machines instead 
of room service. Water beds. Eighteen-channel TV. No 
croissants for breakfast. Yes, eggs and bacon and home 
fries, but served on plates with an Indian chief’s face and 
the words “Eat Up, Paleface.” 

That noon I found a deli where they made the best 
Reuben sandwiches west of the Schuylkill. I t  was almost 
enough to forgive SI. Paul. 

Austin. More American kitsch, I was sure. Ten days in 
America and I was feeling uneasy because suddenly 
America at two hundred was not a tangible thing. I 
wanted i t  to be something I could hold. like the soot of 
New York-not the Bicentennial plates, mugs, posters. 
stamps. and parking meters that make you patriotic when 
you buy one. I needed to hdld something more than that 
in my hands and say. “This is i t .  This is America. Now I 
remember.” 
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But 1 did not remember the vastness of the country, 
and i t  was coming down on me. I also didn't want to 
remember the carnival mentality. Happy Birthday, 
America ... Be a True American and Buy This 12-foot 
Likeness of George Washington's Teeth, Made in Lim- 
ited Editions by a Noted Sculptor. 

I felt out of touch. Who is Maude and who is Archie 
Bunker and what ever happened to gasoline at thirty-five 
cents a gallon? And no, I don't have any idea who's 
quarterbacking the Dolphins. - The sheer size and the weight of the country made it  
seem to me so self-contained that i t  came off resembling 
a modern version of the Central Realm. Now Austin. 
Men in styled clothes carry Gucci luggage to Lear jets 
that take them far enough away that.people will notice 
their cowboy hats. People wear lasso ties and say, 
"Ya'al come back," and "Ya'al a Yankee?" 

I spent some time in Texas when I was in the service, 
and I was ready for it this time ... the phonysmiles and the 
soft handshakes and the stars at night that are big and 
bright. But this time it  didn't happen nearly as often, and 
I wondered i f  the change was in  me or in Texas or just in 
the people of this city. Had decency filtered down from 
the top, all the way to Austin, Texas? Had the last five 
years, the five that followed the sixties, cleansed us? I 
wasn't sure. 

n front of the principal's office at the George I 'Dewey Elementary School in San Diego 
there'sla trde. It's probably agood-sized tree by now. On 
the very first day of first grade the principal, whose name 
was Wilson, came and dragged me off by the scruff of my 
neck. He made me sit in his office on a hard wooden 
bench staring straight ahead. I counted the holes in the 
radiator cover. There was a flagpole on the lawn outside 
the window. There were geraniums all along the lawn. 

On the second day of first grade he came for me again. 
The third day, the same story. Perhaps I behaved on the 
fourth day, though I doubt i t ,  and by the end of the 
second week I had spent nearly every day in Mr. 
Wilson's office. I t  seems the teacher had no patience 
with six-year-old wise-asses. 

Then came Arbor Day. I-guess it was in the spring. 
One student was chosen to represent the school and, in 
front of the entire student body, to plant a tree. I t ' s  no 
surprise who got picked, seeing as how Mr. Wilson and I 
had passed so much time together. Two dozen years later 
that six-year-old wise-ass, grown up, landed at Los 
Angeles International. He even thought about going to 
see his  tree. 

Los Angeles. The city spreads out for millions of 
miles. My brother Phil is a filmmaker living in  
Westwood. From his flat I could see the hills and the sea 
and UCLA. I wanted to see Los Angeles. But it's here, 
man. he'd say. Right here. Yeah, but where's 
Lexington, Park, Madison, Fifth? Right here. Where? 
Bel-Air? Hollywood? Santa Monica? Yes, that's L.A. 
Then why do they call i t  Santa Monica? Then why do 
they call i t  The Bronx? 

No, something was wrong. I could feel i t .  I was in a 
city where I knew people, acity where I had been before. 
But  the last time around I was in a country where I knew 

people. Now, like Los Angeles, as the country spread 
out before me I couldn't find that country. I t  was a record 
being played on the wrong speed. 1 knew the tune and 1 
knew the words, but they didn't quite work. Had it been 
this way five years ago? 

Five years is a long time, and suddenly I was seeing 
things I never dreamed existed. One morning a friend 
made eggs and she sprayed something into the bottom of 
the pan to keep them from sticking. I glued myself to the 
tube one evening. Who chooses the audience for "Let's 
Make a Deal"? I saw an ad in a magazine for something 
you spray onto your carpets to eliminate electric shock 
when you walk on them and touch metal. My brother's 
parking lot works with a credit card and a'computer and 
the gate won't open to let you in until  you have first 
driven out the other side. 

Instant butter and instant idiocy and instant no-shock 
and instant little old lady ticket-takers. 

I thought about going to see my tree. I took a friend to 
San Francisco instead. 

The city smells like certain parts of Paris. When I first 
went to Paris i t  was the day after I graduated from 
college, a wet and cold Philadelphia January. Paris took 
me in the way an older woman takes a young boy. Paris 
became a mistress to me. I was her young lover. She 
demanded attention. I paid attention. She told me lies. I 
believed her. We shared something very special and we 
share i t  still. And should the day ever come when I can't 
return regularly to Paris, I'm sure that in the cobwebs of 
my mind at least I will always be in Paris. 

That's the way I think people can feel about San 
Francisco. 

We did Baskin and Robbins for Rocky Road cones, 
and Sears for pancake breakfasts. The street people were .. 
out at the Wharf and Ghiaridelli Square. Jugglers. 
Magicians. Bracelet-makers. A man dressed like W.C. 
Fields. People laughed and walked arm in arm and talked 
to strangers. Two seventeen-year-old black kids hustled 
coins to race the cable car to the bottom of Powell Street. 
The city was wrapped in a provincial charm that would 
certainly wear off in  daily doses. But the sun was out, 
and for those few days San Francisco was like Paris. I t  
was even a little bit like the Philadelphia I knew when I 
was in love with that girl and cutting classes to spend the 
afternoon with her talking to the bronze lion in Rit- 
tenhouse Square. 

Back in Los Angeles. I took a long walk and looked at 
the signs. A sign in the hills says "Hollywood," in case 
you haven't guessed. A hamburger stuck on top of a 
building. A donut  s tuck  o n  top of a building. A roast beef 
sandwich stuck on top of a building. I don't think I've 
ever been confronted so starkly with our national obses- 
sion for goo. It's everywhere. We're a goo society. I 
mean, what the hell are Screaming Yellow Zonkers? 

Thirty-one flavors.. . fifty-two flavors.. . twenty-six 
flavors ... take out ... eat in ... a hamburger on the top of a 
building. Was i t  there five years ago? I t  must have been. 
I t  was ... hamburgers that light up and.flash with arrows 
pointing down to the entrance. shouting. "Eat here. Eat 
here. Eat here." 

Decency has filtered down from the very top, and in 
many ways America seems a happier place. Yet values 



remain unquestimed. Something is out of sync. People 
look overweight, physically and socially.. .and lonely. 
We’re all seeking the same things, so why should they be 
so hard to find? I reached out and some things had 
already gone. I reached out and other things were not 
there yet. 

I’m not an expatriate, or an ex-anything. I’m an 
American, but I felt the need to let people know it ,  even 
though no one seemed to think otherwise. It was like 
when the dentist fills your jaw with novocain and you 
think you’re talking funny, but no one else thinks that 
because you’re only talking funny inside your own head. 

Hamburgers on buildings that light up and flash with 
arrows pointing down to the entrance, shouting, “Eat 
here. Eat here. Eat here.” 

It was the instant goo that had broken through the 
barriers to stun me. I liked it, and probably have missed it 
a little more than I want to admit ... because this was 
home. This was America. 

il: I didn’t go to see my tree. 
Five years is a long time, but twenty-five years is even 

longer. Instead, I bought a few books I couldn’t get in 
France, had one last Rocky Road goo sundae, and 
headed back to my village. There, I spent two days trying 
to tell the few interested people in the village what 
America was like. 

ow do you tell tnem about our television H when theirs’ comes on at 6:OO P.M. and is 
off before midnight? How do you describe shopping 
centers with parking for five thousand cars when they 
still barter for a heqd of lettuce? How do you explain that 
our wine is good wine, that we don’t drink Coca Cola for 

breakfast, that we are not a composite of “Colombo” 
and “Baretta” and “Gunsmoke,” that i t  doesn’t take 
three years to get a telephone? How do you tell them that 
our bad taste is often matched by our good taste, that our 
national obsession for goo is sometimes matched by our 
national trait of being a generally warm and open people? 
I’ve never quite understood what is so terrible about the 
American tourist who takes’a lot of pictures and overtips 
and sightsees on a bus. We’re a people who can laugh. A 
people who want to be liked. A people who have built an 
mtire society based on earning the right to pay for 
distractions. There is a tenderness in the fold. 

But then too, for that tenderness, there is also the 
harshness of daily. life in America. And I felt threatened 
by it. I had forgotten it ... those dissatisfactions that 
manifest themselves because America is moving at a 
pace ten times, a hundred times, a thousand times faster 
than anywhere else. 

My village closes at noon for a two-hour siesta. 
Could it happen in America? Of course. Does it? No. Is it 
right? Is it wrong? I don’t know. 

Five years. The changes catch you unaware. But so do 
the familiar things because they haven’t changed. And I 
think that’s probably why I didn’t go to see my tree. I 
wasn’t sure what I’d find. I was hoping that it has grown 
strong and straight, with fine branches and many leaves. 
But do trees really ever grow that way, or are they filled 
with gnarls and twists and stumps where limbs have been 
sawed off? 

Someday, maybe after I’ve spent five years back in 
America getting used to’the years I’ve been away, maybe 
then I’ll go to San Diego to see my tree. And if I do, I ’ l l  
simply hope it’s still there. 


