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      Introduction: The Pilot’s House

      
         
         
         
      

      
      The pilot’s house where I grew up was mostly a women’s world. There were five of us.
         We had the place to ourselves most of the time. My mother made the big decisions—where
         we went to school, which bank to keep our money in. She had to decide these things
         often because we moved every couple of years. The house is thus a figure of speech,
         a way of thinking about a long series of small, cement dwellings we occupied as one
         fictional home.
      

      
      It was my father, however, who turned the wheel, his job that rotated us to so many
         different places. He was an aviator, first in the Marines, later in the Army. When
         he came home from his extended absences—missions, they were called—the rooms shrank
         around him. There wasn’t enough air. We didn’t breathe as freely as we did when he
         was gone, not because he was mean or demanding but because we worshipped him. Like
         satellites my sisters and I orbited him at a distance, waiting for the chance to come
         closer, to show him things we’d made, accept gifts, hear his stories. My mother wasn’t
         at the center of things anymore. She hovered, maneuvered, arranged, corrected. She
         was first lady, the dame in waiting. He was the center point of our circle, a flier,
         a winged sentry who spent most of his time far up over our heads. When he was home,
         the house was definitely his.
      

      
      These were the early years of the Cold War. It was a time of vivid fears, pictured
         nowadays in photos of kids hunkered under their school desks. My sisters and I did
         that. The phrase “air raid drill” rang hard—the double-A sound a cold, metallic twang,
         ending with ill. It meant rehearsal for a time when you might get burnt by the air
         you breathed. 
      

      
      Every day we heard practice rounds of artillery fire and ordinance on the near horizon.
         We knew what all this training was for. It was to keep the world from ending. Our
         father was one of many dads who sweat at soldierly labor, part of an arsenal kept
         at the ready to scare off nuclear annihilation of life on earth. When we lived on
         post, my sisters and I saw uniformed men marching in straight lines everywhere. This
         was readiness, the soldiers rehearsing against Armageddon. The rectangular buildings
         where the commissary, the PX, the bowling alley, and beauty shop were housed had fall
         out shelters in the basements, marked with black and yellow wheels, the civil defense
         insignia. Our dad would often leave home for several days on maneuvers, readiness
         exercises in which he and other men played war games designed to match the visions
         of big generals and political men. Visions of how a Russian air and ground attack
         would happen. They had to be ready for it.
      

      
      A clipped, nervous rhythm kept time on military bases. It was as if you needed to
         move efficiently to keep up with things, to be ready yourself, even if you were just
         a kid. We were chased by the feeling that life as we knew it could change in an hour.
      

      
      This was the posture. On your mark, get set. But there was no go. It was a policy
         of meaningful waiting. Meaningful because it was the waiting itself that counted—where
         you did it, how many of the necessities you had, how long you could keep it up. Imagining
         long, sunless days with nothing to do but wait for an all clear sign or for the threatening,
         consonant-heavy sounds of a foreign language overhead, I taught myself to pray hard.
         
      

      
      I remember my father warning of sudden invasions, Russian tanks and banners poring
         through the Fulda Gap from East Germany into the West. Jack taught us to expect these
         advances, the sudden appearance on a near horizon. I imagined the aftermath of the
         lost war. American kids and mothers too lined up like soldiers submitted to an oppressive
         regime’s harsh discipline. 
      

      
      These scenarios were worse in some ways than the nuclear nightmares, the scenes of
         the great nothing—empty streets, trash blowing in the toxic wind; no people, no nature.
         The bomb, soon after it was launched, would wipe out everything. Readiness would prove
         an illusion. Suddenly engulfed in toxic airwaves, my sisters and I—if we were still
         alive—would have to grow up fast. Left to wander a scorched earth, we would “live”
         in bafflement at the memory of our duck-and-cover preparations. 
      

      
      In spite of all the breath-holding and panic practice, my sisters and I were given
         to think ours was a world of sunny liberty; and the target, of grim, determined men
         far away. They watched for the chance to catch and smother our happiness. The horror
         visions came and went because we, like millions of other kids, were told again and
         again that liberty, the exclusive property of America and its friends, was and always
         would be held up by its own, natural strength. This strength had to be cared for,
         tended, groomed, protected. That’s what our fathers did. They took care of liberty.
         The carefully guarded strength meant the invasion might not happen. But then it might.
         
      

      
      Our fathers knew the particulars in threats of war, but we, the daughters, sons, and
         wives known collectively as “dependents,” found ourselves on the receiving end of
         terrifying, half told stories of what sounded like imminent catastrophe. The stories
         were maimed by our fathers’ commitment to a code of military secrecy, to a self-censorship
         we sort of knew about. That was how things were, floating, half told, partly known
         but mostly not. Dads were present, intermittently, but even the youngest kids could
         sense there were limits to what you could ask, fences around what they could say.
         Our fathers were divided, distracted, distant, even when they paid attention to us.
         
      

      
      When I think back now, this not-knowing was one of the strangest things about life
         inside the walls of our “quarters,” as houses on the post were called. The waiting
         and watching weren’t based on the knowledge of anything. We tried to decode our mothers—to
         interpret their facial expressions and body language—while they tried their best to
         fathom the moods of our fathers. Growing up in a military family during the Cold War
         was an experience in not knowing. It was like living in a censored document; with
         black tape partly blocking everything you saw and heard. If Dad understood things
         clearly and definitively, he never let on. So we lived in this half-light. It was
         as if something was always up, something threatening on the edge of what you could
         see and hear, but you never knew what it was. 
      

      
      In our household, the horror of imminent, total destruction was compounded by the
         sort of Catholicism we practiced. Our religion emphasized the last chapter of the
         Christian narrative, the story that told of the end of the world, when time itself
         would come to a conclusion and we’d all be judged. The image of Christ coming in a
         fury to sort the evil from the good faded as my sisters and I grew older, but while
         we were young, it sat reasonably well beside the fearful image of a bombed and desolate
         planet. The ruins of the nuclear nightmare would simply be a prelude to the judgment.
         The United States, gone up in mutual destruction with the malignant powers of the
         Soviet Union, would be resurrected in the aftermath. Christ would come riding in on
         a cloud; point this way and that as trillions of souls climbed out of their graves.
         The sorting would send the mournful damned to an eternal twisting and turning in endless
         discomfort. It wasn’t pain exactly, not everlasting torture, but a constant squirming
         and fidgeting, a ceaseless effort to position yourself comfortably. The good people,
         on the other hand, who were more substantial than just souls, would get clouds like
         Christ’s and ride up to heaven with him. You would always be at home there, light,
         comfortable. And heaven would be full of Americans. 
      

      
      Visions like these would later seem laughable, but in the 1950s they were powerful
         motivators for good behavior. If you didn’t do all the things your parents and the
         military leaders wanted you to, you could weaken and fall prey to the devil. He—the
         devil was absolutely, profoundly male—was always around, hankering, watching, waiting
         to get at you. So you had to be good all the time. Goodness was a shield, a force
         field that kept the devil back. He was always ready to slip inside the webs of imagination,
         whisper something in your ear, put an image in your mind that was bad, bad, bad. If
         you weren’t washing the dishes or doing homework or giving up some shiny object you
         liked so your sister could have it, the devil could get at you. 
      

      
      Similarly, if you weren’t careful and aware all the time of the kinds of ideas you
         heard, you could be influenced by communists. A communist would whisper mal influence
         in your ear, like the devil did, or slip you a note with some corrupting thought scrawled
         on it, now in your brain forever. These were some of the arguments J. Edgar Hoover
         spelled out in the doggish prose of Masters of Deceit, a book I never read because I was afraid it might show me more about communism than
         I wanted to know. 
      

      
      We were quiet when our father came home from work every day and even quieter when
         he came back from TDY—temporary duty assignments that could take him away for a week
         or months at a time. Mom and Dad would have a cocktail, alone in the living room.
         They murmured to each other in tones we could barely hear. Dinner was formal. We used
         the silver every night, a linen tablecloth, and candles. We sat up straight, napkins
         in our laps. We used the knives and forks in a very particular way. My three sisters
         and I were raised to be “ladies,” to reflect my mother’s identification with an Irish
         Catholic, anxiously upper-class culture. Being a lady didn’t necessarily involve being
         feminine. It was the right set of codes for the class my mother—we called her Frannie
         behind her back—wanted us to mirror. 
      

      
       

      
      Not long ago the journalist Mary Edwards Wertsch, another Army daughter, published
         Military Brats: Legacies of Childhood inside the Fortress, a vivid account of military family life with The Great Santini tagged as “our first
         family portrait.” The general tone of discipline that characterized the Santini household
         reflects pretty accurately the obsession with order and control in many of the military
         homes I saw growing up. And Santini’s acute consciousness of how the family looked
         to his superiors—the men who would decide on his next promotion—reflects the careerism
         deeply embedded in military culture. But formal rituals of inspection and strict daily
         codes like the Santini kids had to endure under their father’s literal command, wasn’t
         the pattern in our household. We followed our father’s rules for being tidy, punctual,
         and concise because there were no alternatives. These practices were internalized
         in us early on. Drills and inspections at home would have been redundant. 
      

      
      Of course, many of the formalities of military professionalism as it was conducted
         on post found their way into daily life at home. In our house, your bed had to be
         made as soon as you got out of it, and you couldn’t sleep late, even on weekends.
         If I was too sick to go to school, my father would keep a close eye on me, as much
         out of suspicion I might be playing hooky as for concern about my health. But Frannie
         would never have put up with his addressing us as soldiers or line us up for inspection.
         
      

      
      It was a matter of taste. At the dinner table, there was a certain script we were
         expected to follow, but it had more to do with my mother’s concerns that we be shaped
         according to the expectations of our social class than with military rigor. My parents
         would start the dinner conversation, and we spoke whenever we found an opening. If
         one of us was in high spirits, we might tell a story or try out some joke, and laughter
         might follow. Still, when the story or the joke fell flat, you felt estranged and
         lonely. It was the loneliness of an isolated voice in a frightening time, a voice
         cut away from the common banter, left out, understood by nobody. 
      

      
      My father, John LaBoyteaux Lawlor, known by everyone close to him as Jack, was a decorated
         military pilot. He was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross for action during the
         Korean War, eight Air Medals, and the Cross of Gallantry for service in Vietnam. Because
         he specialized in testing new planes and teaching people how to fly them, we moved
         a lot—almost every two years. I went to fourteen schools by the time I graduated from
         high school. This was not unusual for military kids during those years, and I know
         of many who moved even more.
      

      
      My mother was Frances Walsh, who everyone knew as Frannie. Her people had been well
         positioned socially, inheriting, losing, rebuilding small fortunes over the few generations
         they’d been in the United States. Frannie always had mixed feelings about military
         culture, embarrassed by the uniformity, indignant at the obsession with polished brass
         and straight lines. But she was also proud of the worldliness in military life and
         the ethics of heroism. Although she took a back seat to Jack whenever he was home,
         Frannie was “outspoken.” She often refused to acknowledge his opinions or desires
         when they conflicted with her own, revealing a sharp anger at the patriarchy that
         always counted her second. Of course, she never said a word about women’s rights and
         certainly never used the word “patriarchy.” 
      

      
      Jack and Frannie fought a great deal; but between the fights they liked each other
         immensely. Their experiences during the many separations were vastly different, and
         I think it was hard for them to understand each other, to really get what the other
         had been through. Jack would have been in an all-male environment, sometimes for as
         long as a year, under conditions of ever threatening violence. Frannie would have
         been trapped at home with kids, trying to entertain herself and keep her idea of a
         cultured imagination going. The uneven communications hampered their ability to fathom
         each other too. Dad didn’t write regularly. During the longer absences, we sometimes
         wouldn’t hear from him for months. Frannie, on the other hand, sent off letters to
         him every week. He had the reports of our accomplishments and of mishaps in the household,
         but we got few pictures of the man’s world he inhabited. 
      

      
      When he came back Frannie would be gleeful, nervous, expectant. Things between them
         would seem romantic for a while. Eventually her not-so-subtle forms of resistance
         would irritate Jack. My sisters and I heard and saw a lot of tension and open hostility
         between them. The sharp words and ice cold tones got to be so common we took them—and
         the dramatic zigzagging between tension and affection that defined our parents’ marriage—for
         normal.
      

      
      The moving fostered a feeling of not belonging. To the degree identity depends on
         place, we were out of luck. These days the Department of Defense maintains a “Youth
         Sponsorship Program” that puts military kids whose families are about to be transferred
         in contact with their peers at the new location. This child becomes an information
         source and social guide for the new arrival. Nothing like this existed for us. A Family
         Services Program was created in the office of the Army Deputy Chief of Staff in 1962,
         but for us this never meant more than a sponsor meeting us at new postings. The sponsor
         was first and foremost a liaison for my father at his new job. Any help from the sponsor’s
         family for the rest of us was secondary. The kids weren’t necessarily eager to show
         you the ropes. When my sisters and I were older, we had access to the post teen clubs.
         These could be interesting, but you had to find your way into them, just as you had
         to negotiate space for yourself at each of the many new schools. 
      

      
      I had lots of fantasies of belonging. I dreamt of living with my New Jersey cousins,
         of going to the same school with them, year after year. Of living, like they did,
         in the same house until I would go away to college. But place wasn’t something we
         could ever claim. 
      

      
      For the kids at the new schools we’d soon leave behind, I made up identities. My family
         was rich, and I had lots of fancy clothes. What did they know? How would they ever
         find out? Identity was a streak of invention, nothing real necessary. So I made stuff
         up whenever I felt like it.
      

      
      For all the fearful religion in our house, there was little discussion of ethics.
         We weren’t supposed to lie, of course; but having no history wherever I was, it was
         easy to ignore some of the most basic ethical assumptions. It would’ve made sense
         for me to become an identity thief. I think it was the fear that kept these things
         from happening as much as anything else: fear of God, of all authority; fear of the
         end of the world as pictured in the Bible and in all those stories about the bomb.
      

      
      The experience of being a constant stranger taught me many things, among them a shallow
         sociability. I see now there was something thin about my connections to others as
         a child, and a corresponding lack of dimension in myself. Even then I felt as if I
         could evaporate at any moment. This thinness and a nagging sense that the lack of
         substance paradoxically shows itself even now was part of what drove me to write this
         book. If I could take the sights and sounds and fleeting bits of dialogue out of memory
         and put them on a computer chip, I might be able to see the substance in the story
         of my growing up. Finding the borders of something that’s lacking is a tricky thing
         to do. I depend in this book on the people, places, and events of my upbringing to
         tell the story, but the sensations and the feelings I register in response to them
         are my own. I can’t claim my sisters always share the perspectives on these pages.
         They were and are my closest friends, but they have their own stories to tell. 
      

      
      As we got older, ordinary worries—do other kids like me, should I speak, am I pretty—really
         shot out of proportion. Always in new territory, unfamiliar faces judging our looks,
         speech, movements, we spent a lot of time dazed and tentative. One morning—our first
         day at a new high school—the four of us were following a narrow cement path into the
         cafeteria, carefully avoiding the wet ground. My foot slipped into a big puddle beside
         the path. Now our anxious little skirts and blouses were dotted with mud, and we had
         the whole school day before us. In a way, the mud splash was a relief. It broke through
         the steel trap of self-consciousness and put the edginess out in front of us. The
         awful moment brought us back to ourselves, to our reality as outsiders who belonged
         only to each other. But I’m sure my sisters didn’t feel that way, and I didn’t either
         at the time. I wince over it now, how that mud made them feel. We couldn’t even try
         to be cute or blend in. We crept through the day trying to hide the mud and ourselves
         from the silver disdain in other girls’ eyes. 
      

      
      Puberty and adolescent social life presented the same traumas girls everywhere endured.
         Without a neighborhood or a set of old friends we could take for granted, the physical
         developments compounded the feeling of alienation. The bumps, the hairs, and bleeding
         were signs of my strangeness—to myself now as well as in the mirrors of other kids’
         faces. There was something sinful about these things. Their origins lay in my secret,
         devil-inspired thoughts. Self-consciousness got louder. At the same time, the acquaintances
         that passed for friends on the post got more serious: talk went to the bodily changes
         and boys. A feeling of closeness might develop. When the time came to move, those
         girls receded in the back window of our station wagon. The connection would be lost.
         At the next place, first day of school: isolation all over again.
      

      
      Behind the social fears and disconnections lurked this monster feeling that large-scale
         disaster was waiting to happen. I don’t mean the prospect of nuclear holocaust caused
         the social anxieties. The niggling apprehensions about what other kids thought had
         their own origins and didn’t need a global horror show to keep them going. It was
         more like when you looked up from one panic and saw this heavier, darker dread looming
         on the horizon, the sense that all was not well deepened and hardened. There was one
         option: you could look way up, past the world before you to visions of Mary and Christ.
         Interestingly, that could help with bomb terror, but it wasn’t so effective against
         social alarm. 
      

      
      In spite of all the trouble it brought us, the moving gave my sisters and me the chance
         to see and feel, if not exactly know, places that would’ve been out of reach if our
         father had kept on as a salesman for National Cash Register and Purina Feed in South
         Orange, New Jersey. We lived in the Northeast and the Deep South, in Miami, California,
         and Germany. Each new place refreshed our disconnectedness, but it also had its intrigue—even
         Alabama. The spookiness of the South brought out not just timidity but adventurousness.
         California showed us there was beauty in the world. It was worth seeing even if it
         didn’t belong to us, even if we had to leave it behind. If Europe brought on a deeper
         alienation, it also made us feel more American than we ever had. Talk about adventure,
         Europe was this in spades. And through it all, my sisters and I shared not just anguish
         but amazement at so much that was constantly new. 
      

      
      Strangers to everybody else, the four of us became each other’s most important company.
         We were our best friends and most aggravating intimates. The twins, Nancy and Lizzie,
         were the oldest. Four minutes apart, and fraternal (the kind of twins who don’t look
         alike), they were simultaneously very close and very different from each other. Nancy
         came first, and she was always our leader. Her sandy colored hair was lit by a brilliant
         streak of blonde across the front—the kind of thing women pay serious money for at
         the hairdressers’. It was like an advertisement for the lightening in her character—the
         smarts, the fun, the energy. Lizzie was dark haired, shy, soft spoken. Her bangs protected
         her brow and eyes from too much direct contact with the rushing world. Photos show
         them holding hands, ready for school, Lizzie’s smile showing her sweetness and reserve,
         Nancy’s aimed at the plans she’s cooking up for the moment the camera turns elsewhere.
      

      
      Sarah was the baby. Because she was a plump infant, the unfortunate nickname “Pudgy”
         followed her through girlhood. We stopped calling her that as she grew into a svelte,
         elegant woman. The littlest, Sarah got lots of pinching and cooing from everybody.
         She and I were a pair, the “little ones,” while Nancy and Lizzie were always “the
         twins.” They had a room, we had a room; they had bunk beds, we had bunk beds. For
         how many years, Sarah was either above or below me, tossing around in the narrow space
         our bed took in the narrow bedroom of our quarters? As we grew older, the twins and
         I punched through one wall of generational difference with my parents after another,
         leaving the openings a little easier for Sarah to come through. Sharply perceptive
         even as a teenager, she saw the elementary struggles under way that she wouldn’t have
         to face. Amazingly for one so young, she acknowledged our fumbling efforts, worried
         about what marks they left. 
      

      
      It took a long time to get to the point of resisting Jack and Frannie’s authority.
         In the teen years, when most people our age were breaking away from their parents,
         creating their own worlds, we still spent many evenings and weekends with ours. They
         were in our bones. If moving made friendships hard to fasten, the tight family culture
         kept us isolated too. It made us less available to others. We didn’t know how to manage
         the different expectations that came with friendships—the easy, fluent movements,
         the sharing, the airy feeling of not having to be together.
      

      
      As they were for many other military kids of our generation, friendships were also
         hobbled by the blazing reality of social class in Army society. Subtle differences
         in rank counted for a lot in our eyes. My parents would gloss them over, claiming
         it was character, intelligence, and whether a person was interesting that mattered,
         not their rank. But my sisters and I felt the differences sharply. Most Army kids
         did. We knew the ranking system too well; and could be rigid, mean, short sighted
         in our class prejudices. Our fathers’ ranks were the first marks of our own identities
         in the small, intricately woven post societies. An officer framed himself and his
         family in the straight, elegant lines of a portrait, with depth and shading for romantic
         appeal. Enlisted men, from our point of view, were formless people who maintained
         the facilities, whose families lived in smaller houses, whose kids dressed in bad
         taste.
      

      
      When I was in second grade, Jack transferred from the Marines, where he’d had the
         rank of major, to the Army, where he was made a chief warrant officer. A CWO is an
         officer, but it’s an odd rank occupied largely by aviators and military police—professionals
         in particular, technical fields. It’s rather obscure in the Army hierarchy, and I
         felt more than a little anxious about it. Such a ratty feeling is hard to admit, but
         it was the source of deep sensitivity. People who didn’t know would ask if a CWO was
         some non-officer rating, and I was quick to clear them up. It was crucial to see and
         represent myself as an officer’s child; otherwise my family would flounder on the
         margins of acceptability. The fear was real whenever rank came up, and it came up
         often. 
      

      
      In addition to the murky status within military society and the alienation that came
         with the shifting series of schools, I felt tertiary inside the immediate family.
         I was in the middle, without a clear corner in the family structure; my sisters, including
         baby Sarah, seemed more significant and clearly placed within the household and more
         confident than my declining self. On the edges of family life, I was suspicious of
         myself. The stern eye of Cold War Catholicism was well internalized. I wanted to be
         honest, disciplined, saintly, but that eye always picked out the deceit and the indulgence.
         Being alone so much wasn’t an effect of our migratory life: I was selfish, willfully
         isolated. Fractured in myself, withdrawn inside the family, intimidated by kids on
         and off the post, I was nowhere and nobody in particular. It took decades of weaving
         in and out of situations and identities to give up the dream of finding bottom and
         seeing I had a presence anyway. 
      

      
       

      
      The 1960s brought dramatic changes in the culture of the Cold War. The conflict in
         Vietnam mushroomed from an unknown mission to a full-scale colonial war, and the international
         student antiwar movements grew alongside it. 1968 was a pinnacle year for the resistance,
         with massive demonstrations everywhere. Not unlike the Occupy Wall Street/Occupy Your
         City movement that began in 2011, the indignation spread throughout the United States
         and Europe. The issues were different: in 1968 the anger of students and labor was
         directed at elected rulers and their corporate funders; in 2011 the unelected, financial
         elite incited wrath across class and generational divides. But the methods are often
         parallel: groups in distant cities bolster each other; and the Situationists International,
         an anarchist collective made famous by Guy Debord and the Society of the Spectacle,
         gets cited as an important model. 
      

      
      One of the most widely remembered demonstrations that spring took place in Paris.
         I was attending the American College there, a small liberal arts school on the banks
         of the Seine. This had been my choice among the colleges my parents had made available
         to me, most of them in Europe. Jack and Frannie were hoping to shield me from the
         fray and the hoorah, as Jack called it, on campuses all over the United States. 
      

      
      In April 1968 French students began demonstrating against the educational policies
         of the de Gaulle government. Not long before the marches started, a group of draft
         resisters from Madison, Wisconsin, had come to Paris. My roommates and I befriended
         them. A few came to stay in our apartment. Things began to change.
      

      
      A dream image came to me one night while I was writing this: a girl, good, well behaved,
         standing on the curved earth. She crosses her arms over her chest, levitates, and
         starts to spin. Like a tornado, she picks up speed, whirls so fast she becomes a blur.
         The spinning slows, and she is transformed to a black haired punk rocker, a serious,
         dark person. The punker mode is out of time, but the idea’s clear. This is what happened
         to me in the Paris days. I spun out of the cocoon of my parents, the church, the Army,
         patriotic America, and I, myself had spun around me.
      

      
      That spring my father was in Saigon, flying Huey Cobras—the helicopters he helped
         arm—and cargo planes into combat areas near the North Vietnamese border. The draft
         resisters in Paris meanwhile were setting up a union to protest that war. I was one
         of their supporters. I stopped going to classes. My mother called me home to Heidelberg
         and panicked when I left again. Dad came back to Europe on emergency leave and took
         the first train to Paris. Turning up in the city by surprise, he shocked me, rattling
         memories of who I was supposed to be. There he was one day, with his long-distance,
         aviator’s stare, his war-exhausted body, dressed up in a suit and tie. The sight of
         him was terrifying, and I went back to Heidelberg without a fight. For the rest of
         that month, we avoided each other as much as possible, exchanging fire only in the
         accidental gaze. He was, in my perception, not just the father who had always been
         distant and frightening but the uniformed image of the “system,” with all its violent
         powers. His glare and his angry questions made it clear that I stood in his eyes for
         all the leftists he despised. He insisted the Paris students, and myself among them,
         were allied in sympathy with the manipulative Soviets. One afternoon I spun on him,
         flipped too much attitude, and it all blew up. When he went back to Saigon, peace
         returned to the household; but when his tour was over, we still weren’t speaking.
         The strain between us lasted for decades.
      

      
      By the mid-1970s when the United States finally gave up in Vietnam, the common fears
         of the Cold War had to a great extent subsided. Fifteen years later, with the break
         up of the Berlin Wall, those fears started to look like symptoms of another time and
         another reality. Documentaries of the Cold War in print and film appeared. Among the
         many frameworks they offered for understanding the social psychology of the postwar
         period, the idea of a complex of mass pathologies gained a lot of ground. My family
         had been sorely infected by the national illness, and we did our part to help the
         US military spread it around the world.
      

      
      Jack retired from the Army in 1978. In the novel situation of a steady life in one
         place, he went through some of the most important transformations he’d ever experienced.
         It was hard for him to stay put, and he was bored. Anger and discontent hung on him
         like a bad odor. He worked through it, wrestling hard with the monsters in his past
         and a few that clung to the present. Eventually he found honor in ordinary home life.
         He learned to trust people with different political views from his own. To my great
         joy, we became very close, and by the time he died in December 1993, the weight of
         our difficult past was more of an anchor attaching us than an obstruction keeping
         us apart.
      

      
      In May of 2001, almost eight years after Dad passed away, Frannie died. She hadn’t
         taken much to the role of widow. Frannie had made a real go of it on her own. For
         a while she worked. She liked being out, part of the public, engaging with people.
         The seaport gallery, where she presided over the reception desk, specialized in two
         kinds of art: maritime adventure scenes that recalled the ideals of military heroism;
         and images of a picket-fenced domesticity—tidy houses and gardens nestled by the shore—that
         Frannie had dreamt about for years. In her late fifties she had finally gotten a house
         like this, but the image still played in her head, still an object of desire. From
         the desk by the door, her inner eye traveled back and forth between these two kinds
         of pictures. 
      

      
      Like my dad, Frannie had softened in her later years. The fierce military mother who
         kept her chin up and shoulders back in the middle of adversity, expecting the same
         of us, wasn’t so necessary after Dad retired. The edgy warrior’s wife, so sharp during
         our girlhood, faded like the old uniforms hanging in the attic. A different kind of
         toughness emerged in her. Bent first on staking out a place for herself in the work
         world, Frannie later, without Dad, girded herself up for sheer survival. This was
         never a matter of physical caretaking but of determination—to save money, to keep
         her house, to do what she wanted. To the end, she remained a devotee of cigarettes,
         whiskey, and meat, never seeing any problem in this diet. At the same time, an appreciation
         of the beautiful that went back to her girlhood took on weight and depth in Frannie’s
         mental life. She had always seen to it that there were good books on the shelves—Twain,
         Shakespeare, Yeats, Conrad—and classical music on the record player. In the later
         days she bought beautiful paintings, not the dramatic or sentimental scenes in the
         gallery where she worked, which were after all quite expensive, but smaller, more
         subtle ones she could afford. In her last years, the walls of the house in Noank were
         covered with artwork. She put all her money into it, as if this would be a more stable
         investment than stocks or money markets. 
      

      
      With her gone, I thought I’d lost my first model of womanhood, a strange mixture of
         Heddy Lamar, Olive Oil, and Pamela Livingstone (the bird-watcher of “The Bob Cummings
         Show”). But Frannie is still around, ready to step in and speak, handy with a posture
         or an inspiration that somebody else in my head might be happy to recognize; or might
         prefer weren’t there. 
      

      
      A certain heroic glamour like that of the flyers in Top Gun cuts in and out of the images in my head of Jack’s life as a military pilot. My mother
         liked to cultivate pictures like that, of energetic, talented young men, when she
         talked to friends and especially to her siblings about Dad and his various aviation
         brotherhoods. In Frannie’s visions they were gentlemen indeed. Their specialness for
         her was founded on a kind of gracious morality she saw anchoring all their behavior,
         even the drinking and gambling. She passed these pictures along to my sisters and
         me. Eventually we would see and hear things that weren’t in these portraits—anger
         and exhaustion in Dad’s face, criticism of their bosses which made the pilots’ world
         seem more complex. By the time we went off to college, a lot of the glamour had drained
         away from Frannie’s shining images of Hollywood aviators. 
      

      
      I look at Army Wives, the TV series that started airing in 2007, and see little that’s familiar. The wives
         of officers and enlisted men regard each other with a fondness and familiarity I don’t
         recognize. Psychological problems produced in hazardous duty are dealt with by kind,
         competent therapists. Thoughtful mothers and fathers are quick to identify the disorientations
         their children endure with parent’s deployment, with the moves. Tony Richardson’s
         1994 film Blue Sky, on the other hand, gives a disturbingly familiar picture of Frannie’s own domain
         during those years. The quarters the family inhabits at Fort Maxwell, Alabama—the
         square, cement surface, the carport, and crab grass lawn—bring back memories of places
         where we actually lived with haunting clarity. They looked temporary, and not just
         because we knew our time in any one of them would be limited. It was the thinness
         of the walls, the absence of real foundations. The military houses we occupied always
         looked like they’d been put up a few months before and would last another couple of
         years. They felt exposed and vulnerable, like they’d be the first destroyed in the
         next natural, much less nuclear, disaster. In retrospect, I see an emotional vacancy
         in these landscapes. At the time, they were just the raw settings of newness. Life
         there would be a track of blunt surprises; and then it would disappear. A next place
         would open up. There would be trees, boulevards, customs we’d never seen before, people
         we didn’t know. So we could make ourselves up again, over and over, finding temporary
         voices for the temporary sites.
      

      
      Looking at those flat-roofed houses and tiny carports with storage sheds (like the
         one we had on Red Cloud Road at Fort Rucker, Alabama, where my dad’s cache of homemade
         beer blew up one sullen summer afternoon) from the vantage point of the present, they
         seem terrifying. Now I’m older than Carly, Jessica Lange’s character in Blue Sky, and I would be as depressed and horrified as she is at the prospect of living there.
         For a grown woman, it would have promised not the next adventure, but a dull, soundless
         world without depth or height. An empty shell of a house where she was responsible
         for making a home. That’s what Frannie faced, again and again. 
      

      
      Carly, of course, reminds me of my mother. The similarities aren’t in the elaborate
         sexiness or the well-tended beauty, but the exaggerated performances of herself as
         a character. Frannie spoke loud, laughed hard, moved in long strides and reaches.
         She was bossy with everybody, even people she had just met. In subtle ways, like Carly,
         she flirted with my father’s friends. It was all part of an ongoing performance. She
         watched herself from the front row of a theater in her head as she played the part
         of a spirited, intelligent woman who was married to an accomplished and worldly flyer.
         Who was the person watching? Was it the Frannie who looked out from school pictures,
         the shy, handsome Walsh girl whose father and mother had had so much trouble? Was
         it a woman bored with the shabby banality of domestic life in the military, like Carly
         Marshall? Or who, along with Carly, made up for the lacks by alternating indignation
         with visions of herself as a character in a dashing, romantic world, full of bravery
         and excitement. 
      

      
      Frannie was practiced at revising the raw data of her life, as Carly is, especially
         in the aftermath of her father’s scandalous abandonment of his wife and children.
         He was an alcoholic who ruined his own and their lives, but she always talked about
         him as if he were the most elegant, gifted gentleman she had ever known, as if he
         were for her the standard of masculine grace. He may, indeed, have been all this;
         but there were dark, cavernous places in that story where Mom never went, at least
         not in our hearing. 
      

      
      My mother also shared with Carly Marshall an explosive anger at the abusive arrangements
         the Army imposed on us. She argued with my father about the orders that came down
         from on high, as if he’d issued them himself. While the moving was in full tidal shift,
         Frannie fiercely resisted what she understood to be the common profile of the officer’s
         wife, the mild manners, pleasant resignation, the hopelessly faint shadow of her husband’s
         career. She refused to spend time with the Officers’ Wives clubs, choosing instead
         one or two select friends, not necessarily from the military community. She bonded
         with them in reading, walking, and thoughtful conversation, ignoring the female hierarchy
         that paralleled the military’s. 
      

      
      I remember Frannie generalizing on several occasions about women being “tough” and
         not nearly so “nice” as men. She was talking about the bourgeois bitchiness of military
         wives—the competitive housekeeping, the sidelong glances at each other’s clothes and
         hair. Men, she claimed, were more honest and straightforward. What you saw was what
         you got. It was a haughty and unjust portrait—a cartoon that allowed her to see herself
         as different, more intelligent and cultivated. 
      

      
      She was forthright, opinionated, funny, anything but shy. So when we saw her from
         our beds passing down the hallway on Dad’s arm heading out to a party in a black cocktail
         dress, red lipstick, pearls and gold bracelets, her black hair in a pageboy and smelling
         of Joy perfume, we could easily imagine her at the party, armed in this Vogue style, severe in its simplicity. She would move through the room, claiming people,
         overtaking conversations, placing herself and my tall, handsome father in his dress
         blues at the center of the buzz and the chatter.
      

      
      For all her indignation, Frannie, like Carly and a lot of women of her generation,
         was enchanted by men in uniform. The Army identity had a powerful charm for her, beyond
         the stability and security it meant. This was the domain of heroism, of sacrifice
         for the country, of princely masculinity. But her pride in military life stood right
         beside her disdain for the service and for the men who maintained it. She once confided
         to me that in the aftermath of the Korean War, when all the husbands and brothers
         came home, it wasn’t considered “nice” for them to stay in the service. A man of any
         substance, got out, got a job, left the military to memories and stories. “Everybody
         would be trying to find a job for you; they thought you were having a hard time,”
         she said eagerly, as if taking that point of view. This, of course, meant Dad’s entire
         career had been déclassé.
      

      
      Frannie passed away before the twin towers came down. I’m grateful she didn’t have
         to see that. The sight of the airplanes crashing into the skyscrapers, demolishing
         a skyline we assumed so profoundly, would’ve been obscene to her. All the fortitude
         in the world wouldn’t have helped her take in the dreadful facts of that day. On the
         other hand, I’d have liked to hear her take on it. I try to imagine this but come
         up with nothing. 
      

      
      The “war on terror” that followed 9/11 had many things in common with the Cold War
         my family knew. The element of surprise, the clandestine nature of the enemy’s work,
         the call to be on watch, these things the two “wars” have in common. And our own nervousness
         about national security wouldn’t have made her any more anxious than the nuke fears
         so familiar in her time. The Patriot Bill, introduced during the George W. Bush years,
         outlined a program of clandestine watchfulness not unlike the covert informing that
         went on during McCarthy’s heyday. Efforts at phone tapping and the surveillance of
         private correspondence that we learned about in the aftermath of 9/11 were familiar
         to citizens of early Cold War America. 
      

      
      Talk of the war on terror, amplified so much during the Bush years, has given a kind
         of afterlife to Cold War paradigms. Andrew Bacevich, author of The New American Militarism: How Americans Are Seduced by War, tells us they never really disappeared. No sooner had the Berlin Wall come down,
         Bacevich points out, when, in 1990, the United States invaded Kuwait and pushed the
         Iraqis back across the border. Behind this first Gulf War, Bacevich finds a military
         hierarchy and a cadre of old cold warriors directing the show. The conflict worked
         for them, he writes, as a demonstration to the American public that the defense budget
         couldn’t be cut back without leaving the country vulnerable and unprepared to defend
         US interests elsewhere.
      

      
      When he points to the Cold War as the model that ended up being adapted for the new
         world order, Bacevich emphasizes the structure of absolute opposition and the need
         for budgeting not only a standing military but a continuous state of war. And you
         only have to look at the cabinet George W. Bush chose to run his administration to
         see how much he dedicated his presidency to pursuit of a Cold War on new terms. How
         many people in his White House were there too during the Reagan and George H. W. Bush
         years? Dick Cheney, Richard Perl, Paul Wolfowitz, Donald Rumsfeld were all in Washington
         during the 1980s and the early 1990s, pushing for US global hegemony. When the younger
         Bush brought them back on stage, they were ready. In the intervening years, they’d
         put their heads together to influence Defense Planning Policy statements, making them
         echo the language of Truman’s NSC 68, composed in 1950. NSC 68 charted the global
         order as a contest of moralities, with the US purpose in absolute conflict with the
         USSR’s designs. Cheney, Rumsfeld, and the others must have had NSC 68 in mind as a
         template when they charted the need, in 1992, for the United States to enjoy unchallenged
         military and economic hegemony throughout the world. Their imperial vision, challenged
         by many voices in the middle of the political spectrum as well as on the left, upheld
         the conservative, hawkish side of the culture wars that had begun in the 1960s and
         remain with us to this day. 
      

      
      But sharp differences stand between the tensions of the Cold War and those of the
         post-millennium period. The profile of the unnerving other has little in common with
         the twentieth-century communist. The ideas the Soviets brandished had to do with economy
         and the distribution of wealth, however close or distant they came to Marx’s actual
         program. Radical terrorism in the twenty-first century generally faces the world with
         a religious drive—the kind of thing Marx dismissed as a drug, the opiate of the masses.
         And the horrors—images of beheadings, a medieval disregard for women’s lives—are shocking,
         blood curdling beside the banal representations of communism in decades past. The
         shooting of Nan Perry and Alec Leamus at the Berlin Wall in The Spy Who Came in from the Cold is less terrifying for many of us than the image in The Kite Runner of a burka-clad woman screaming as she is lifted from the back of a Toyota to be
         stoned. 
      

      
      At home, the contrasts with the Cold War are undeniable too. The probing of private
         communications after 9/11 was hotly contested as soon as it surfaced in 2002. To raise
         your voice in defense of the Hollywood Ten or the college professors accused of sympathizing
         with the enemy at mid-century was dangerous. McCarthy, of course, was eventually brought
         down and the scandals of his witch-hunts exposed, but while his investigations and
         those of the House Un-American Activities Committee were in full swing, to object
         was to risk being brought in yourself. 
      

      
      Frannie and her generation worried in the 1950s about the next-doors and people in
         office coming under the influence of communism. In the 1960s she was wary of strangers
         enticing her college-age daughters to identify with socialist ideology. Middle-class
         Americans now don’t generally fear our neighbors or our own grown children might be
         drawn to terrorism. During the George W. Bush years, our expectations of a strike
         faded and grew as the color warnings moved up and down the intensity scale. The better
         part of a year often intervened between orange moments. The fears of Frannie’s young
         adulthood, by contrast, made a steady background hum. The Russian threat made for
         a continuous, mid-conscious dread lurking behind the optimism of the American 1950s.
         And that threat provided an easy explanation to her and to Jack for all the political
         uproar of the counterculture during the 1960s: the Russians were seeding it, encouraging
         it, waiting for the results. 
      

      
       

      
      I started writing this book twenty years after the Cold War ended. The memories and
         feelings about our family life recorded here are very much my own. I can deliver the
         dates and places of our story as we all knew them. But as close as my sisters and
         I are, we have separate visions of what it all meant and certainly of how it felt.
         I don’t presume to speak for them or for our many cousins who turn up in the chapters
         that follow. 
      

      
      That winter when the idea came to me, I was running a seminar on literature and film
         of the Cold War at Muhlenberg College. Bringing memories into the classroom of my
         Catholic, military girlhood, I thought, might offer illuminating counterpoints to
         the fiction we were reading and the more abstract historical and political facts of
         Cold War history. The students seemed willing to listen, even rather interested. They
         started soliciting stories of Cold War days from their mothers and fathers. These
         home memories became part of the class discussions and made for some vivid course
         papers. Through it all, I kept thinking about what had happened in the Lawlor-Walsh
         family during those years and about my own formation as a daughter of the Cold War.
         Soon the thinking became writing. 
      

      
      Several years earlier I had asked my mother to tell me her stories of those days.
         At the time, I wasn’t planning to write anything. I simply wanted a record. Frannie’s
         stories—no doubt elaborated for effect—filled in many of the gaps in my own. I’ve
         tried here to stick to the facts she gave me and at the same time make clear where
         I’m not sure to believe her. Frannie’s embroidery as a storyteller is all of a piece
         with the difficulty of actually knowing things in our household; and very much a part
         of the story too. 
      

      
      My father, on the other hand, kept his memories in careful, edited ways. There were
         things he wasn’t supposed to tell and I suppose never did. As I figured out many years
         ago, he also upheld the practice common among men of his generation of keeping more
         grisly episodes from girls’ ears. But he was always telling us stories of his boyhood
         in South Orange, his first days at sea, learning to fly. I’m grateful to my grandmother
         for keeping Jack’s letters, which helped me immensely in putting together a narrative
         of his early life. My sister Nancy held onto them after Frannie died; but before writing
         this book, I had never seen these letters. Reading them for the first time, I was
         overwhelmed by the youthful energy coming off his pages. In addition to vivid scenes
         of daily life at the Merchant Marine Academy and flight school, they offer striking
         glimpses of his character as a young man. 
      

      
      My parents’ recollections run through this book, parallel and in marked contrast to
         each other. For myself, the process of remembering has brought up fears, hopes, fantasies
         that still thrive. They aren’t so much the stuff of the past I’d thought they were.
         My old journals, letters from friends, and the books of photographs my mother carefully
         put together during the 1960s and 1970s brought back the sights, sounds, and moods
         of those years in a flood of unsorted emotions. 
      

      
      I remember my parents in a palimpsest of images. In their youth, they were a big,
         glamorous pair, well dressed and full of an almost uncontrolled energy. In their forties,
         they seem lined and angry, tense, even sullen. They don’t stand beside each other
         so easily. They’re not really a couple anymore. Then they are old, retired, living
         by the sea. Frannie exchanges her long dark pageboy for a shorter cut that hides the
         gray better. She has a home that’s hers for good. My sisters and I don’t live with
         them anymore, and when we visit, it’s like a return to some ancient order of seeing
         and believing. It’s also great fun, not like it used to be. Frannie still embarrasses
         us with her exuberance and her life-long inclination to drop hints about our social
         status (as if it weren’t impossibly nebulous). At the grocery store, she tells the
         checkout clerk how much better butter was “when we lived in Europe.” She is also as
         funny and eccentric as ever. Visiting Hawk Mountain with us during the fall raptor
         migration, she walks past the park guard shack, smoking—the only one for miles, it
         seems, with a cigarette—and complaining in her loud, alto voice, “I don’t even like
         hawks. They kill small birds.” At the corn maze, hunched over a smoke, she interrogates
         the kids as they come out. “So how was it?” Like the maze was some sort of existential
         test. 
      

      
      Jack, in the meantime, grows dark and troubled in retirement. The trouble reaches
         a climax, and he has to deal with it. There is too much drinking; too much time spent
         looking at maps and remembering. He’s a little thicker now. He climbs out of it with
         the help of AA. He softens. He becomes a grandfather in fact and figure. We get close,
         and I know he loves me. He has a small-scale stroke one night, and the result is the
         loss of vision in one eye. He begins to wear an eye patch, which makes him look like
         a pirate to the little kids that now come with us to the house. He likes this and
         begins to play on his old roles as a dangerous man, exploiting them for maximum performance
         effect. I love him dearly. 
      

      
      The feelings pile up with these images. They’re confusing and contradictory. I am
         utterly different from Frannie and Jack, or I want to be; I am totally identified
         with them and can’t help it. They are the most meaningful people in my life; the most
         distant and irrelevant. They were hard on us; they were affectionate, playful, attentive
         parents. My father’s fury and my mother’s edgy hauteur ran absolutely opposite to
         the silly, even foolish, behaviors they were capable of. Jack and Frannie—the syllables
         have an almost cute rhythm, and I am not supposed to call them that. They were anything
         but cute, even in clowning mode. They were cultured, literary, intelligent. And they
         were shortsighted, easily frightened ideologues. I do not know them. I know them too
         well. I love them, I hate them.
      

      
      In the process of writing, I’ve come to see that through the years, I’ve not only
         maintained what many people would consider a critical reaction to the overwhelming
         climate of fear we lived in during the Cold War. I’ve also been dodging acknowledgment
         of something else: the attractions to the mysteries and the depths, to the sense that
         there were things people weren’t telling you, that you might get lost in a funhouse
         of the wrong ideology if you flirted with communism in any form. The military itself,
         held together with a rationalism that bordered on mysticism, was part of this strange
         attraction. I wince at what I know to be fascination with the mystifications, the
         secrets glistening like the polished edges of coal in the periphery of our vision.
         Someday I may write about the pathology of these attractions. For now, my hope is
         that the pictures of military domestic life here will resonate with people born in
         the Cold War decades before 1980. And that in my story they will recognize those familiarly
         strange times—not just the fears but the dark enchantments that kept us down, ducking
         and covering, for more than forty years.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      Learning to Fly

      
         
         
      

      
      In the 1920s, when Jack was a child, a framed photograph of his father stood in the
         living room of their house on Richmond Avenue in South Orange, New Jersey. My grandfather,
         Edmond Vincent Lawlor, had come to the United States in the early years of the twentieth
         century, when he was barely into his teens. On September 19, 1916, he became a US
         citizen. Not long after, he signed up for Officers Candidate School at Princeton and
         got ready to join thousands of others in the World War, later renamed World War I.
         The picture on the table shows him in uniform, stiff with duty. As a household decoration,
         it signaled the deep connection between the nation and the family, demonstrated through
         military service. 
      

      
      Papa, as we called our grandfather, gives a faint smile in the picture. 

      
         Papa Lawlor at Officers Candidate School near the end of WWI

         

      

      There’s nothing macho in this expression, no hint he was imagining himself heroic.
         He was a devout Catholic and would have understood his soldierly commitment as God’s
         will. Fighting on the side of the Yanks also gave him a chance to show his affection
         for America. This was the country that had taken him in, given him a job in a powder
         factory, offered a new life to his mother and aunt. 
      

      
      World War I was still a pulsating memory when Jack was a boy. For him it would have
         been a murky tale of faraway places and mysterious danger. The photo showed his father
         on the edge of all this, an adventurer and a stunningly different person from the
         cheerful, gray-suited insurance salesman who came home every day at six o’clock. 
      

      
      Edmond never went to the war. It ended by the time he finished OCS. But I remember
         that picture of him in uniform, there in the many living rooms of my own early years,
         a reminder that Papa was not only the mild, affable Irishman we loved, but a man who
         knew how to use a gun, had been ready to expose himself to violence on behalf of our
         country. 
      

      
      I say Papa smiles in the photo, but when I look at it now the expression isn’t so
         easy to read. The face is actually pretty blank. You could say it’s a mask, an empty
         screen hiding Papa’s feelings, even his sense of himself as a Navy ensign. The eyes
         are aimed slightly to his right, off camera, as if he’s not entirely engaged in the
         portrait. If you keep looking, movement stirs in his face. It’s in the eyes of the
         beholder, of course, but he begins to look like he’s ready for something else and
         can barely stand the still pose. Is this simply his characteristic lack of vanity?
         Does he want to get going with the soldiering? Or is he itching to get out of the
         uniform, go home where he belongs. 
      

      
      As Jack came to the end of his school years, the laughing family and shady streets
         of South Orange started to look tame. He tried a few semesters at Seton Hall University,
         not far from home, but his performance was less than impressive. Letters show he was
         already captured by thoughts of himself far away, across the continent, perhaps the
         ocean. But he never looked down on his local, New Jersey world. It was the setting
         of boyhood stories he told us when we were kids. It was the place he gladly returned
         to after hot summer days in downtown New York, working as a messenger for the Japanese
         Cotton and Silk Trading Company. South Orange was his mother’s world. It was where
         Nan Ferris Lawlor presided over his beloved brothers and sisters—“my kin,” as he jokingly
         called them. In his first uniform, standing on the dappled lawn of the house on Richmond
         Avenue, he grins at the camera, his arm around her. He looks happy to be so grounded
         there, and so ready to go away. He wanted adventure. He wanted to go to sea, to learn
         navigation. And he wanted to fly. 
      

      
         Jack with his mother, off to the Merchant Marine Academy

         

      

      In March 1942 Jack enrolled as a cadet at the US Merchant Marine Academy. Established
         by Congress in 1938, the Merchant Marine Cadet Corps trained sailors for commercial
         ships that could convert to military service in times of war. Now, with the demands
         of World War II pressing, Merchant Marines were needed for duty in less time than
         the formal curriculum allowed. Jack spent three months in the classroom at the Academy’s
         temporary facilities on the Chrysler estate in Great Neck, Long Island. Courses included
         seamanship, cargo handling, maritime engineering, math, and ship construction. He
         studied hard and did well. Letters home, written in an exuberant voice, show how excited
         he was to be learning the life of a seaman, getting ready to see the world. 
      

      
      In preparing for a naval science exam in the spring of 1943, he wrote his father,
         “If I don’t pass it at least I tried. I know you’ll be interested to hear this Dad,
         knowing how disappointed you were with the time I wasted in Seton Hall. I realize
         that myself now, Dad, more than ever and I’m going to do my best to make up for it.”
         He was affectionate with his parents and wrote as if pleasing them mattered a great
         deal. For all his desire to get away from home and out into the world, his identification
         with the family was absolute.
      

      
      Gleeful at what the Merchant Marines were preparing him to do, Jack found talents
         he didn’t know he had in the seamanship training, especially in navigation. For the
         signaling course, he had to commit endless codes to memory. He would have to pass
         a test that required sending eight words per minute in Semaphore and another eight
         in Morse. “It’s going to be tough,” he complained, “because there is nothing interesting
         about it. It’s just plain memory work. But you’ve got to know this stuff on board
         ship so it’s a good thing.”
      

      
      Practicing as an able bodied seaman was another story. “Yesterday afternoon we shipped
         an 800 pound anchor over the side to a barge and there were only three of us to move
         it. Today we had quite a thrill. They sent Tex and me aloft to paint the masts in
         a boatswain’s swing. Boy oh Boy but you’re away way up when you do that and when we
         painted the top part and got down to the spar we had to crawl out on our bellies to
         paint the end of the thing. God I liked to die. That mast was swaying with the ship
         and me out on the yard that was bending under my weight. I’m so darn tired from hanging
         on that I can hardly lift the pen. But I think I’ll live.”
      

      
      With his six-foot frame, good looks, and rough amiability, Jack made friends easily.
         Time with his new pals was often brief, as the advanced pace of Merchant Marine training
         meant assignments were given out quickly. In letters home he complained at having
         to say goodbye. “I made quite a friend with this guy Tex. . . . But he’s due to go
         home in two weeks. Gosh it’s lousy this way your friends come and go so quickly in
         a place like this.” As Jack’s first voyage approached, he was glum about the separations.
         “There are only 4 of us left out of our whole gang since this afternoon, for 3 shipped
         out then. . . . Boy it really seemed tough saying goodbye to those 3 guys this afternoon
         and we’re a pretty lonesome bunch tonight.” The letter has a prophetic tone to it.
         There would be a lot of this in years to come. Jack would soon toughen up, learn to
         slap the guys on the back and say good-bye fast. He knew he might never see them again,
         and he stopped writing home about it. 
      

      
      Reading this letter about the three guys shipping out so many decades later, I feel
         badly for my dad. Then I see mornings on the tarmac when Jack is leaving us for some
         long-term mission. And the sight of a neighborhood comes up, receding in the back
         window of our car. Friends, then boyfriends wave good-bye. Of course, for Dad and
         his remaining pals another kind of loss lurked at the sight of the waiting sea bags
         and in the last, terse good-byes. Where they were going death lurked right beside
         the adventures. 
      

      
      On May 11, 1942, he got his shipping papers. Rumors had been circulating that his
         cohort would have their first orders soon. Jack’s letters are ambivalent about it.
         Twice he uses the word terrific where terrible should be. A few paragraphs after announcing the news of the shipping papers, he
         writes, “It seems terrific to think that I’ll be actually leaving home for such a
         long time. I keep trying to picture what it’s going to be like. I just dread the thought
         of the dam last day when I have to say so long to you all.” A week later, he and his
         pals set out by train for San Francisco where they would be assigned to a ship. In
         the club car with his friend Ray Barrett he penned a note, posted by the porter from
         Pittsburgh, describing his sad self in not entirely convincing terms: “Well that dreadful
         day when I had to leave you is almost past and let me tell you the big tough guy who
         never got homesick isn’t so big and tough any more and this afternoon at Penn Sta
         he was plenty homesick. But after we fastened up we had a good chicken dinner for
         $1.65 less 10% for the uniform. I felt much better. But it was terrific leaving you.”
         
      

      
      In San Francisco, before reporting for ship duty, he had the time of his life. He
         and his friends were treated like visiting celebrities. “I’m in the best place in
         town, the Hotel Francis Drake, and a gal just took my picture. I’ll send you one.”
         In the same letter he tells them “our picture was in the S.F. Chronicle. I’ll send you one of those too! The S.F. Chamber of Commerce is having a National
         Maritime Day and we were picked to pose for the paper.” He sent a clipping along,
         a photo of himself and a fellow cadet in dress uniform, smiling as they explain the
         details of a model cargo ship bridge to a San Franciscan named Virginia Haley. It’s
         hard to tell whether the center of the photo is the ship model, Dad’s grin, or Haley’s
         legs. At the Persian Room on May 21, he laughs at the camera in the company of an
         unnamed actress in a white pillbox hat. The next night, at Charlie Low’s Forbidden
         City, a supper club on Sutter Street, he stands beside a local actress, looking awkward
         but dapper nonetheless. Another night in the Persian Room, Jack glances at the photographer
         while talking with Ray Barrett and another friend from the Academy. Over cocktails
         and smokes, they’re obviously enjoying themselves, but something serious hovers between
         them. Ray wrote on the inside of the photo sleeve, “We went to the Academy together
         and now we’re going to sea together. Need I say more than all the luck in the world
         to you?” Amid the dancing and cocktails and the photographers, they were having a
         ball. They were also thinking about what was coming next.
      

      
      He was assigned to the Grace Line’s Santa Clara. “The ship is a corker—it’s big, fast and well armed (Thank God),” he wrote to the
         family. “Our stateroom was a mess when we first got into it but today we fixed it
         up and it’s pretty nice. We have plenty of room, our own bath and lots of closet and
         locker space. There are three of us in the room and we get along swell. The meals
         are swell and we eat in the officers’ mess. It’s a break being on a troop ship, because
         the food is always extra good on them and besides they are well protected.” Earlier,
         still in San Francisco, he had met some of his superiors and written home, “the officers
         are swell guys and surprisingly young. We are with the third mate tonight and the
         girls [Jack’s sisters, Ann and Marg] would go nuts over him. We are learning more
         than I thought it was possible for me to commit to my thick cranium, just through
         these young fellars. The skipper is only 35. How about that?” In ten weeks they would
         be back in New York. Jack was out of his head with excitement but mindful of his attachment
         to home. In a postscript, he notes “I’m damn happy, but a little lonesome.” 
      

      
      By the end of his first year, Jack had been at sea for nine months. Still he kept
         in touch with South Orange regularly. He addresses the household as “Dear Home” and
         signs his letters “Salty.” Expressions of affection intensify as time, distance grow.
         On the eve of his first trip to the Pacific he wrote: “You have said you were proud
         of me. Well I’m pretty damn proud to call myself one of you.” At times the words have
         a faint ring of guilt—for being so far from home, for having a great time at it: “You
         are the grandest Mother and Dad a fellow could have and I’ll always look forward to
         the days I can spend with you again.” 
      

      
      Jack was out on a cruise when Edward Haugh, who would soon become his close friend
         and brother-in-law, entered the Merchant Marine Academy in 1943. Five years later
         Ed married Frannie’s younger sister, Mary Ellen. Like a mirror opposite of our own
         family, Mary Ellen and Ed had four sons, more or less our ages. Much later, after
         my dad and uncle had become experienced seamen and pilots, after they’d seen violent
         action in war, it was the Haugh boys who learned about the most dramatic events, the
         violent ones. As girls and even women, we were never told those things. Bits and pieces
         reached our ears, fragments of stories about crashes and escapes through enemy territory.
         We would wonder, mystified, about where our father had been, how these things happened,
         what he felt and did. I imagined veiled scenes in dark jungles, Dad slipping through
         the high growth, his terrified gaze hunting the perimeter. He would be operating on
         deadly survival instincts, hungry, thirsty, wet. A specter as frightening as the enemies
         who missed him, he crept in absolute silence, the blue eyes, like flashlights, pointing
         the way. Or he was down in the sea, clinging to the wing of a plane, waiting for some
         helicopter to lift him out. These images came and went whether he was home or away.
      

      
      During the return cruise to New York in early August, Jack’s exhilaration with life
         as a Merchant Marine came under the cloud of one difficult commander. I remember him
         telling me the man threw his weight around, made his presence felt among the cadets,
         making them do unnecessary things, just because he could. Jack got in his sights and
         found himself in a power struggle with a personal charge to it. He restrained himself
         from telling the guy off when he demanded that a course, checked for accuracy several
         times already, be backed up with a series of alternative routes—a job that called
         for meticulous, time-consuming calculations. Jack took a deep breath and performed
         the useless task but swore he would get out of this man’s clutches. Landed in New
         York again in September, he and his buddies proceeded to the Merchant Marine office
         downtown to sign up for another trip out, but the functionary in charge refused to
         put them together on a different ship. Word had made its way from the dock. Jack and
         his best friend, George Roper, decided “to hell with them.” As Merchant Marine cadets,
         they had already been sworn into the Navy on reserve status. The Navy could give them
         something the academy couldn’t. They could learn to fly. The next day the two of them
         walked north to the Naval Recruiting Office and enlisted for active duty. 
      

      
      In the Merchant Marines, the cadets had been introduced to the ancient discipline
         of navigation. Always good at math in school, Jack, George, and my uncle Ed had taken
         it up like naturals. Mathematical representations were as real to them as the ground
         itself. Even in retirement, their desks were littered with compasses, rulers, pencils
         and scraps of paper covered with calculations. The practice of charting seas gave
         them confidence in moving through watery space, like it was lined and readable as
         a series of roads. Success at plotting a course at sea, as Uncle Ed explained not
         long ago, rattled their imaginations. They wondered how it would be to navigate the
         sky. 
      

      
      In the autumn of 1942, Jack and George began flight school at the Naval air station
         in New Paltz, New York, north of West Point. Ed came up the following year. Jack’s
         notes for the first course, in a folder labeled in block print “Aircraft Identification,
         Mr. Oakley,” show he was already dedicated to learning everything he could about airplanes.
         In a careful hand he lists “Four main wing and plane relationships,” “Wing Descriptions,”
         and “Tips.” He copies the markings for Navy and Army aircraft alphabetically. A hand-drawn
         graph, the boxes neatly ruled, identifies the names of airplanes with their wing and
         tip configurations; engine and armaments; tail and fuselage surfaces; speed, ceiling
         and load range. Forty-two different planes appear in the six-page chart. Photos, cut
         from catalogs and neatly taped to the notebook pages, show the Grumman G-21, the F4F
         Wildcat, the Martin PBM-3 Mariner (a “flying boat”), the Vought-Sikorsky OS2U-1 Kingfisher,
         the SB2U-3 Vindicator (“a dive bomber”), and many others. British planes appear—the
         Hawker Hurricane IIc (“with bombs slung under the wings”), and the Handley Page Halifax.
         A page is set aside for Japan’s Kawanishi Type 94 (a bomber for which “no information
         is available on the location of the bomb bays”); another for Germany’s Dornier DO
         17 (“a reconnaissance bomber”) and the infamous Messerschmitts—the ME 110 and ME 109F.
         Captions indicate the wing and tail markings and the all-important size, speed, and
         range specifications. For survival’s sake, Jack would have to get these in his head.
         Notes in the margins indicate he was memorizing speed, altitude, and bombing capabilities
         of all the aircraft.
      

      
      In March 1943, he wrote his father, “I’ve got almost four hours in the air now and
         I ought to solo in seven or eight, which should be some time this week . . . I’ve
         got a damn good instructor and he drums those fundamentals into us all the time. I’m
         due to go upstairs to learn a series of ‘spins.’” Upstairs referred to four thousand feet, a dramatic, new level. The excitement of flying so
         high, of getting to take the airplane to the limits of its capacity, continues a few
         days later: “Boy those spins are something. We climbed to 4000, cut the motor and
         turner her nose straight up and put the rudder hard left and bingo! Down she goes
         nose first spinning like a top. We do two complete spins and come out of it.”
      

      
      Shortly after, he made his first solo. The plane was an Aeronca Defender. He told
         his brother Edmond about it later, but no description of this prime moment appears
         in the letters. Soon he sent his mother an account of what flying alone was like.
         “Walt, my Instructor, let me go out over our area alone yesterday afternoon for a
         whole hour. You can’t see the area from the field so I had quite a time for myself.
         First I practiced high work and went up over the cloudbank at about 7,000 feet. You
         never saw anything so beautiful in all your life, just you the plane and the sky and
         those big white pillows below you. Super stuff.” Already he felt confident enough
         with the aircraft to start fooling around. “After that, I went down very low and practiced
         forced landings and made sure the fields were pastures and Boy you ought to see those
         dam old cows run. When I realized how much fun it was I tried dive-bombing them and
         hot dog if ‘Bossie’ didn’t dam near give birth to a goat. Oh you should of seen them
         go—” He signs the letter “Orville Wright.” 
      

      
      Training continued into the summer of 1943 at Chapel Hill, North Carolina, where he
         started doing acrobatic hops; then at Bunker Hill, Indiana, where his enthusiasm grew
         explosive. “The flying is really terrific,” he wrote his mother and father. “There
         are three stages you have to get through. First you have A stage, that’s just safe
         for solo and then B stage, that’s ‘S’ turns and slips to circles and wingovers. Then
         in C stage you really start flying. That’s acrobatics and night flying and those acrobatics
         include everything, slow rolls, snap rolls, Immelman’s and inverted spins and falling
         leaves and every other tough one you can think of.” 
      

      
      During those months at Chapel Hill, Jack went through a rigorous athletic program,
         including a week each of track, swimming, football and boxing. The cadets were graded
         for each sport. Competition for strong marks was high. On August 5 he wrote his parents,
         “I got my boxing marks yesterday and today. I didn’t make out too good yesterday.
         I lost my fight but today I made up for it. I won by a T.K.O. (that means they had
         to stop the fight because the guy I was fighting was pretty badly cut up).” Without
         another word about this, he moves on to his successes in football. He had made the
         battalion squad, a first for his platoon. His father must have written expressing
         concern about the August 5 account of leaving his boxing opponent “pretty badly cut
         up.” On the thirty-first, Jack wrote, “You sounded a little worried about my reaction
         to that fight I had. Well it’s O.K. Fact is I’ve made pretty good friends with the
         guy since and he wasn’t hurt too much anyway.” 
      

      
      This is the first evidence of Jack’s capacity for combat. The athletic schedule at
         Chapel Hill was aimed at sharpening reflexes for just this purpose. In late August
         he described to his mother how wrestling was simultaneously training in hand to hand
         combat: “This hand to hand is the coldest stuff man ever thought up. It was explained
         to us this morning as the ways of quickly killing or disabling permanently a man with
         only the weapons God gave us. We’re being taught to gouge out a man’s eyes and bite
         off his ears and bite into his jugular vein in his throat and every conceivable dirty
         stunt in the books.” If the “dirty stunts” seemed repellent to Jack and the detailed
         description a way of absorbing the shock, they must have been nothing short of shocking
         to his mother. Why he would submit this information to her is something of a mystery.
         Sharing scenes of violence with women was not a practice he would continue. During
         these years as a young flyer, everybody in the family served in the crucial role of
         audience for his adventures.
      

      
      Jack’s preferred vision of military life at this point was far and away a vision of
         flying, of trying out the heights and lows, the angles and spins an airplane could
         take. Ground combat was distasteful and not for him. In June of 1944, he earned his
         wings at the Naval air station in Pensacola, Florida. At this point, a cadet could
         chose to continue with the Navy or to shift to the Marine Corps, and Jack chose the
         Marines. That fall he found himself on the West Coast again, this time in Southern
         California. At the Marine Corps air station in El Toro he underwent a combat conditioning
         course. “You would think we were going through infantry school instead of being aviators.
         It’s very much similar to Chapel Hill only a lot tougher. We start at the crack of
         dawn and do close order drill, exercises, and bayonet drill until sundown. And then
         to bed and no kidding I’m there by seven. It’s doing good, I guess.” 
      

      
      But El Toro meant more flight school too. By now he was tired of being a student.
         “Well here we are again,” he wrote in early January of 1945, “back in school. How
         do you like it? Gee I haven’t done a damn thing but go to school since the beginning
         of the damn war. But this time I think I’ve got something because these jokers say
         that they are going to teach us how to fly every airplane the Navy uses, from primary
         trainers to the big 4 engined flying boats. This month alone we will be flying Avengers,
         Hellcats, Hell divers.” He had been through seventy-two weeks of flight training,
         almost a year and a half as a student. As a professional aviator, he would go back
         to “school” periodically to learn the technology of new aircraft. Later training,
         however, was more about refining skills he already had, skills that would eventually
         come to be recognized as those of a master aviator.
      

      
      Jack had been away from home for some time now. He wrote that he missed the holidays
         with the family. “I don’t expect we’ll get a transcontinental for a couple of months
         yet, but I’ll get there by gosh. If they won’t send me over seas I’ll get there by
         hook or crook.” Aware of the ambivalence in his phrasing and the muddiness—won’t instead of don’t and the open-ended meaning of there—about what he really wanted next, to go home or “overseas,” which meant to the war,
         he adds in parenthesis, “to New York I mean.” In spite of Jack’s exhaustion with being
         a student, it’s pretty clear as he virtually chants the names of the airplanes he
         is about to get his hands on that what he wants most is to fly and fly some more.
         The implication is strong that he wanted not so much to go home but to get further
         away. 
      

      
      In all Jack’s letters written from the Merchant Marine Academy, from Navy flight school,
         and Marine Corps training, references to the Catholic religion in which he was raised
         are sparse and formal. From Navy preflight school in Chapel Hill, North Carolina in
         September 1943 he described a field mass he attended at the base stadium. It was a
         solemn high pontifical mass, “very pretty and very impressive . . . I sang in the
         choir and we sang the mass of St. Basil and it sounded pretty good.” But the event
         is also memorable because his girlfriend Ruth was visiting from New Jersey. They’d
         been engaged since before he’d left the Merchant Marines, but the relationship wouldn’t
         survive the long separation to come. 
      

      
      Later that month the base chaplain, Father Sullivan, asked Jack to manage a fund-raising
         campaign with his outgoing battalion for the construction of a church. Jack spent
         a week with a friend giving “pep talks” and canvassing. The priest “almost jumped
         out of his pants” when they handed over $444.60. Other stories sent home remind his
         parents that he’s still a good, practicing Catholic son; but none of his writing expresses
         a deep or conscientious sense of devotion. In a postscript, he notes, “The chaplain
         is a grand guy. Have been to Sacraments” and “Still taking pills and saying Hail Marys.”
         
      

      
      If pressed, Jack would undoubtedly have declared the whole project in which he was
         engaged—learning to be a warrior for the good guys—the deepest sacred duty he could
         perform. It was the sort of credo he would maintain throughout his military career.
         God, Christ, and the Virgin seemed to loom for him in a distant sphere. Signs of their
         benevolence or wrath might be legible in this-world phenomena, but they existed elsewhere.
         Although he kept an image of Our Lady of Loretto—patroness of aviators—in the cockpit
         with him, it wasn’t until after retirement that he showed a personal, more intimate
         connection with Catholicism. Maybe it was there in him earlier, but the letters suggest
         that for the young pilot, the more abstract, the more formal his religion, the better
         it would work for him.
      

      
      In May of 1945 he finally set out for the war, to the site of one of the bloodiest
         conflicts, Okinawa. Assigned to Marine Fighter Squadron 222 of the Second Marine Air
         Wing, he left San Diego on a troop transport. He had been waiting for this, for the
         chance to get beyond the dress rehearsals of training to the sites of real action.
         Excitement beat like a drum. He knew, of course, what horror lay ahead. The terror
         was fuel, already sharpening his senses. 
      

      
      The well-ordered life at sea, like the round of days on the base, held up a steady,
         familiar, world. The repetition of chores, drills, and meals flattened shipboard experience.
         Behind the lulling rhythms, however, an eerie, Melvillian, spell dragged on. One hot
         day near New Guinea, when they couldn’t take looking at the gunmetal and the horizon
         anymore, Jack and a few others climbed over the edge for a swim. Shortly after, the
         voice of the commander boomed from the deck, ordering them back on board. Reluctantly
         but quickly they did as he said. The officer walked them across deck to the opposite
         side of the ship and pointed into the water. It was boiling with hammerhead sharks.
         
      

      
      A “shark shooter,” as Uncle Ed Haugh told me, would normally be stationed at a lookout
         point high above the deck when sailors were swimming in Pacific waters. Protecting
         the vulnerable crew, the shooter kept a close eye off the gunwales, ready to fire
         at any moment. If this protection was in place, it didn’t dispel the commander’s terror
         at sight of the enormous, T-shaped fish, thronging too close to the splashing men.
         
      

      
      The hammerhead shark story was in our heads, told more than once, so vivid was it
         in Dad’s memory. He was a good storyteller. He knew how to pace the action, when to
         pause, when to raise and lower his voice. Making a collective character of the swimmers,
         he showed with wide eyes and eager shoulders how dangerously naïve they were. The
         commander, deep voiced and rigid, was right, he told us, not because the hammerheads
         proved him to be, but because he was the commander. With loose-minded people like
         his younger self to teach and supervise, the commander had to convey that his word,
         his order, was reason in itself. Jack’s heart was not revolting now, as it had to
         the arbitrary power of the Merchant Marine officer in the summer of 1942. He had grown
         up, become a professional; and the wartime context demanded that everybody do precisely
         as they were told. The scene looks ominously symbolic of the enemy waiting over the
         horizon, a threat that hadn’t crossed the threshold of visibility for Jack quite yet.
         But to our ears as children, the episode was like an allegory of the horrible things
         that could happen if you chose not to follow your leaders, whether they were parents,
         or teachers, or ship commanders. Outside the boundaries of our ruled lives, nature
         and the world’s violent passions came snapping at your heels. Better to stay on the
         boat, as Chef repeats in Apocalypse Now, his voice mechanical, dehumanized with fear.
      

      
      In all those years of sailing, flying, fighting and bombing far from home, pitched
         against nature and other people, was my father on the boat or off it? Following orders,
         he kept his place. He knew to stay near the boat and climb back aboard when commanded.
         But in later years he would often have to operate as an irregular, out of anybody’s
         reach, untraceable, courting danger. In this sense he seemed regularly off the boat.
         And that meant he was unreachable for us, at home, too. Being off the boat was at
         some level a choice for Jack, like it is for Captain Willard, just returned to Vietnam
         at the beginning of Apocalypse Now, describing his feelings about home: “When I was here, I wanted to be there; when
         I was there, all I could think of was getting back into the jungle.” 
      

      
       

      
      VMF 222 would be credited with shooting down fifty-three Japanese planes during the
         Battle of Okinawa. Jack flew the F4U Corsair, a carrier-based fighter aircraft he’d
         been trained to operate at El Toro. The Corsair was armed with Browning machine guns
         on the wings. It could shoot missiles and drop bombs. 
      

      
      The Battle of Okinawa lasted for three months, until May 1945. At this point, the
         US forces had established bases to be used as launch sites for a major attack on the
         Japanese mainland. The plan was scrapped, of course, when the atom bombs were dropped
         on Hiroshima and Nagasaki; but the bases remained in place. Jack and his fellow pilots
         lived in improvised quarters—tents and later quonset huts—not far from the airfield
         at Awase. 
      

      
      From February until May of 1946, the war now over, Jack was assigned to “Special Service”
         with the Fourth Marine Wing. This meant duty in Northern China. Among Dad’s medals
         is a long yellow bar with a red stripe at each end, the China Service medal. Marines
         had been posted to China since September 1945, helping accept the surrender of Japanese
         forces. The situation was complicated by the civil war that was building between Chang
         Kai-shek’s central government and the expanding communist movement under Mao Tse Tung.
         Stalin, still America’s ally, was supporting Mao. The United States hadn’t taken an
         overt military position in this struggle, although the hope was that Chang would prevail.
         For ordinary Marines on duty in China, the scene was sometimes difficult to read.
         
      

      
      Jack was housed in US facilities at Tsingtao, on the coast southeast of Beijing. He
         and other Marines shared the rough quarters with foreign nationals posted on commercial
         and diplomatic missions since before the war, and with members of the United Nations
         Relief and Rehabilitation Administration. (The UNRR was formed in 1943 by Roosevelt;
         the “United Nations” were the WWII Allies. The mission was to provide economic aid
         and relief for nations damaged in WWII.)
      

      
      In the international community in Tsingtao, Jack met a Russian woman named Vlada.
         He went out with her a few times, but decided to stop seeing her. One night Vlada
         came knocking at his BOQ door. He didn’t answer. She knocked louder and shouted into
         the night, “It is I, Vlada.” He still didn’t answer. Eventually she went away. As
         Dad told the story, it was clear he thought it was funny. He did a comic imitation
         of Vlada’s accent and her dramatic tone. It’s hard to know if he was laughing at the
         time. My sisters and I never thought to ask this question. Were her antics laughable?
         Had he distanced himself from her because she was demanding and too serious about
         him? Had dating a Soviet citizen become a problem for American military personnel?
         Did Vlada’s foreignness mean he didn’t need to take her seriously, whether she was
         funny or not? I think of Vlada, wonder what she was going through that night. Who
         had she thought she’d found in Jack? What did she think, walking away from his door?
         Did she remember him for long? And what of Jack in his own eyes? Did he see himself
         still as a gleeful young pilot, ready to leap the oceans, explore jungles continents
         away from South Orange? Or had he grown some armor he hadn’t had before the war, a
         toughness about the heart that would recede and then strengthen again in the tough
         years to come? If Vlada could be dismissed with a laugh, how ready was he to open
         his heart seriously to any woman back home?
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 2

      Frannie’s Days of Yore

      
         
         
      

      
      As a child, Mary Pearce, my sister Sarah’s daughter, thought her grandmother was a
         princess. Whenever she visited the house in Noank, Mary saw the etching of a ruined
         Irish castle hanging in the stairway. She heard Granny tell stories about her mother’s
         trips to Paris to buy dresses, her father’s big, fancy, yellow car. Mary witnessed
         her grandmother, her mother, and her aunts don the rhinestone tiara one of us picked
         up in a dime store somewhere. We shared this prom-queen crown, wore it as a joke that
         was part wish. Mary was too little to catch the weird irony in these charades. The
         claim of grand family origins was already threadbare, in ruins, when my sisters and
         I were children. But the tiara’s dull glitter pointed comically for us to a time in
         Mom’s life we knew she treasured. It had been grand, alright, but there was much about
         Frannie’s early years we knew almost as little about as Mary did—until we dug up the
         story from our aunts, uncles, and cousins. 
      

      
      When some years later Mary learned the disintegrating castle pictured over the banister
         had never, in fact, belonged to her grandmother or her grandmother’s family, that
         it was just a landscape Granny thought pretty, she was genuinely surprised. The candle-lit
         ballrooms, the dresses and tiaras melted, with the castle, into fiction. The unreal
         stuff of Granny’s life had taken root in Mary’s young mind like it had in the other
         grandkids’, without the anxieties or the wishfulness we knew was there in our mother’s
         stories. When the scaffolding came down, they saw a very curious lady standing before
         them. The tales of glamour and elegance weren’t entirely fictional, but the truth
         was laced with pain and suffering Frannie’s grandchildren couldn’t imagine. 
      

      
      My mother’s father, Philip Cornelius Walsh III, had graduated from Yale in 1920 and
         become a successful broker on Wall Street. He had indeed made a lot of money. He kept
         real polo ponies and a real Rolls Royce. And it was true that Frannie adored her father.
         For my sisters and me, he was a distant model of gentlemanly grace.
      

      
         Grandpa Walsh

         

      

      His father had developed his own father’s scrap metal business in Newark into a large
         and substantial enterprise. That Philip Walsh—my great grandfather—had become a prominent
         figure in New Jersey politics after serving in the state legislature. There was a
         good deal of money in the family. All the children went to private schools and elite
         colleges or universities. Philip studied engineering at Yale, played football and
         was a member of Torch Society and St. Anthony Fraternity, clubs where he made important
         friendships that would later connect him to a wealthy business community. “He made
         too much money too soon,” my uncle Philip claimed in a history of the family he wrote
         in his later years. Philip Walsh III expanded the scrap metal enterprise and went
         into steel-rolling mills. And he played the Wall Street markets. “He was a strikingly
         handsome man,” Uncle Philip remembered in The Antecedents of Our Children, “brimming with self-confidence and even flamboyance.” 
      

      
      In 1919, after serving as an artillery officer in World War I, he married Frances
         Prendergast. She is the one whose figure comes up when I imagine the people I come
         from. 
      

      
          Frankie Prendergast Walsh with her parents

         

      

      More than Philip, for all his success and his great looks, it’s this woman I’ve wanted
         to know, my grandmother. Everyone knew her as Frankie. In the sepia photographs of
         her youth, she is a sylph-like, dark being. Intelligence drifts from her smoky eyes,
         and the subdued expression draws you to her. None of the pictures show her smiling.
         She wasn’t a sunshine girl, and I like that about her immensely. My sisters and I
         were always told to smile, and we did. All the world, we learned, was a camera waiting
         for our smiles. Frannie thought her mother didn’t try hard enough to be optimistic,
         so in many of her own photos, a ready smile is there. In others, Frannie has that
         expression of her mother’s I am still so taken with.
      

      
      Frankie had gone to college to become a schoolteacher, not an unusual thing for women
         of her class and time. Her father, James Francis Prendergast, was a well-educated
         man. He taught school and then became superintendent of schools for Harrison, New
         Jersey. Before emigrating to the United States from Ireland, he had taken part in
         the 1867 uprising in Limerick against the British occupation. His obituary in The Gaelic American on November 20, 1926, explained he had “escaped” from Ireland and persecution as
         a member of the Fenian Brotherhood. In the United States he kept active in Clan-na-Gael,
         dedicated to helping achieve an independent Ireland, until his death. 
      

      
      None of this political fire is evident in accounts of his daughter. Nor, in the photographs,
         does she look anything like a schoolteacher. At graduation from secondary school,
         in a long, white dress, holding a trailing bouquet, she gives the camera a small,
         sidewise grin. Perhaps she was shy, but something in the look suggests she wasn’t.
         She is lovely and distant, not the sort of person you would expect to show you things,
         teach you something. Ten years later, her dark hair tied in a chignon, again looking
         sideways but away from the camera, the beautiful eyes seem weighed with sadness. In
         the winter of 1929 or 1930, what can’t have been a good time for them, Frankie, in
         a sealskin coat and hat, stands surrounded by an eight-year-old Frannie and her two
         sisters in front of the Metropolitan Museum. The girls are smiling, but Frankie isn’t
         even trying. A decade or so later, at the Stork Club in New York with young Philip,
         Frannie, and Mary Ellen, she is a well-dressed, older woman, her gray hair tucked
         back under a tweed hat. The daughters have learned to pose for the camera like she
         always has, adding a sophisticated disinterest to the mix. It is 1941, and my uncle
         Philip, in uniform, is trying to look optimistic on the eve of what must have been
         his departure for Germany. 
      

      
      Beautiful, well educated, wealthy, Philip and Frankie lived in spacious apartments
         in New York City, including one on Park Avenue. They spent summers in Rumson, New
         Jersey, where he kept polo ponies and played for the Rumson Country Club. Uncle Philip’s
         account includes a list of their automobiles: “his cars were spectacular—a Stutz Bearcat,
         a Locomobile touring car, and finally a yellow four door Rolls Royce convertible.”
         They had weekend guests and dinner parties in Rumson, went to balls in New York, and
         kept up a rich social life in Long Island and New Haven. 
      

      
      And then in 1929, the stock market crashed. Philip and Frankie lost everything. Fog
         in the family memory blocks the view of what happened next. Philip left. My mother
         never, ever, talked about it. My aunts and uncle gave slivers of the story, but I’ve
         never had the whole picture. The shock of Philip’s disappearance was amplified by
         the grim fact of a life of wealth and privilege gone down the drain. It was all his
         children had ever known. They were still in grade school. Now they had to bunk with
         relatives, wondering, season to season, how they would fare. Sally, the oldest, was
         sent to live with an aunt while Frankie, Philip (IV), Frannie, and Mary Ellen settled
         into a house in Avon-By-The-Sea, on the Jersey shore. It was built for summer vacations
         and never meant for more. Eventually they moved in with Philip’s mother, Mary Ellen
         McDermott Walsh, in the house at 300 Roseville Avenue in Newark that my mother’s grandfather,
         Philip C. Walsh II, had built in the heyday of his own success in the steel and scrap
         metal business. 
      

      
      Frannie stayed on at Prospect Hill, a private school in Newark, thanks to the administration’s
         generosity and her good grades. She was ten years old and should have been in fifth
         grade, but they’d let her skip ahead to sixth. She was “smart—not brilliant, but smart,”
         by her own account. Her brother Philip went away to the Newman School on a scholarship.
         Frankie summoned up her energy and did some substitute teaching. 
      

      
      The reasons for Philip’s departure are clouded in uncertainty, but we know he went
         to California. He may have been too depressed at the sight of his family’s bad fortune
         to bear it. Or perhaps the money situation put too much stress on the marriage; perhaps
         he wanted to get away from Frankie. In either case, the fact of leaving would have
         been shameful enough in itself to send him clear across the continent, far from the
         large family’s ears and eyes. A third option haunts: Philip left because he’d fallen
         in love with someone else. By 1932, anyway, he and Frankie were divorced; and shortly
         after Frankie learned he was married again. We don’t even know her name. My uncle
         Philip, wrote in his family history, “Dad married again, which I learned from the
         newspapers while I was away at prep school, and that wasn’t the best. We kids hated
         her, of course.” And then Uncle Philip put in print what my mother would never talk
         about: “In the early 1940s drink got the better of him. . . . Things went downhill
         for the poor man, and he died in 1946 at the age of 50.”
      

      
      “Drink” was something of a family disease, and Philip III was susceptible. Many hard
         stories have warned us, their progeny, of the dangers. We watch for the symptoms in
         ourselves and in each other. Some of the family stories magnified the comic element
         in drunkenness. An often-told tale had it that a distant uncle, chosen one year during
         the 1930s to lead the Saint Patrick’s Day Parade in New York City, spent the morning
         tippling green whiskey. Leading the way up Fifth Avenue on horseback, he dozed rightward
         at 52nd Street and steered his mount to the east. The rank and file immediately behind
         him made the same turn before somebody realized a mistake had been made. Veering back
         to Fifth Avenue, they saved the rest of the parade from the same error. Meanwhile,
         the besotted leader continued on across 52nd Street, a lone rider amid the motor traffic,
         carrying on his own St. Patrick’s celebration. 
      

      
      My mother would laugh with everyone else about a story like this, but she never laughed
         about her father’s drunkenness or the scenes he created. She never countenanced his
         drinking. In her memory, he was a prince and a hero. She loved to talk about Philip’s
         polo ponies, the Rolls, the house on Park Avenue. And she relished images of him as
         an artillery officer in World War I. In the houses where Frannie grew up, photos of
         him in uniform decorated the walls and dressers. Like the doughboy picture of my father’s
         father, it was a household sign of the intimacy the family maintained with the nation
         by handing over its men for military service. Nothing separated the government from
         the nation, nor the family from the government. America was a personal thing, part
         of who they were. 
      

      
      If Frannie’s father actually disappeared in a cloud of mystery, images of him as a
         polo player and a soldier never left her mind’s eye. Her frank veneration of him drew
         the two portraits of the princely polo man and soldier together into one. When he
         disappeared from her life she began an elaborate process of missing him, the elegant
         soldier man, of looking for him. The process got richer as the years went by. 
      

      
      Frannie didn’t, on the other hand, have all that much to say about her mother. We
         heard about Frankie’s beauty and her magnificent wardrobe, but most of Frannie’s stories
         about her mother had complaints embedded in them: she didn’t stand up to face what
         came at her. She pitied herself too much. To meet a threat bravely, with strength
         and decorum, was something Frannie herself valued a great deal. When troubles rained
         down you needed to get tough, like a soldier. 
      

      
      I’ve always wanted to know more about Frankie, about how she talked, if she moved
         slowly or fast, whether the expressions on her face in the photos show a genuine thoughtfulness
         that she protected in herself, or if they were mannered performances. I want to think
         the former, that she was what I want to be: well placed in an un-wandering, reflective
         way of being, regardless of others’ wishes that I smile. I never met her, and she’s
         lost in distant sadness. This allows me to make up—and to deny—what I wish about her.
         My mother once quoted somebody—it might have been her father’s mother—who said after
         the marriage broke up in 1932 Frankie lost hope, that she was a woman without hope.
         There’s something of this in the early pictures too, when she was young. Standing
         in the garden behind her nineteenth-century parents, looking stylish and exquisitely
         lovely, her expression seems to say, “I’m not expecting much.” Frankie’s mystery might
         have been part style, but it’s clear too that she was blue. We call it depression
         now. When my mother passed the comment on to me in the late 1980s about her mother
         having no hope, I thought, after so many years of wishing I could’ve been close to
         her, living with Frankie might not have been too much fun. 
      

      
      But Frannie made her own good times, apart from the troubled family. In 1941 she started
         working at Saks Fifth Avenue, which became a launch point for her bright life in the
         city. Her first job was staffing what she called the “accommodations desk.” “We did
         all kinds of things. Mainly we were there to give information about where things were
         in the store. Then you’d go find a lost child, watch a lady’s package. The best was
         helping out the men with lots of money but no clue what to get their wives and girlfriends.
         We’d spend the money for them, picking out jewelry and the most expensive perfumes.”
         Larking about the great old store, she had a splendid time. When a job opened in the
         advertising department, Frannie applied for it and soon found herself bearer of the
         title assistant to the advertising manager. She was hardly prepared for the position,
         with a year at Pine Manor, a women’s college in Wellesley, Massachusetts, where she
         focused mostly on “music and tennis,” as she put it. But Frannie had a lot of style;
         and, it turned out, a certain talent for design and layout. She helped set up ads,
         arranged for linotype and worked with the newspapers. On a few occasions she modeled
         for hand drawn ads. The job didn’t pay well, but it could open doors to design houses
         on Seventh Avenue if one were ambitious. Frannie wasn’t particularly. Saks was a great
         time for her, and she wanted life there to go on forever. 
      

      
          Frannie at work at Saks, 1946

         

      

      After work she and her friends would go to clubs and stay out half the night. “We
         didn’t smoke,” she answered, as if that were the issue when I asked how they managed
         to get to work the next morning and do a decent job. Not smoking left drinking free
         of blame; but then she claimed they didn’t drink much either and spent most of their
         time dancing. Whatever it was they did and didn’t do all night long, Frannie was having
         the time of her life. Uncle Philip would describe her many years later, as “wild—she
         was really something, running around New York like she did. She had lots of friends—and
         boyfriends!” I know of two, somebody named Freddy who her friends and housemates at
         Pine Manor refer to in notes inscribed in her yearbook. Frannie never talked about
         him, so he’s a mystery man. During the Saks years, she was engaged to the heir to
         a famous grocery store chain. She “liked him,” which meant simply she would have married
         him if the engagement had held up. Her way of dealing with the fact that it didn’t—or
         at least her way of describing the way she dealt with it—is characteristic of Frannie’s
         strategies for problem solving. “He didn’t want to get married. I wasn’t upset. Maybe
         I was. I don’t remember. Fortunately I was very busy.” This was a good example of
         the wisdom she often gave on dealing with pain: repress it. Her motto was “don’t pay
         any attention to it.” She had her job and there were other fellows in the wings. It
         was all too distracting, she claimed. Pining away for the lost engagement would’ve
         been a waste of time. In any case, one of the fellows she was going out with was Jack
         Lawlor. Soon she stopped seeing everybody else. 
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 3

      The Coming of the Cold War

      
         
         
      

      
      After the war Jack returned to South Orange exhilarated. The national joy with victory
         over fascism on two sides of the globe was personal. He happily took up invitations
         to the many welcome home parties, just as battalions marched down Fifth Avenue behind
         Patton and McArthur to the citizens’ applause. The costs of war had been incurred
         for the nation’s and the world’s good. America came out of it with its WWI character
         reconfirmed: the stronger, benign younger brother of the venerable allies across the
         seas. 
      

      
      When the noise died down, ordinary life was there waiting. Jack, at twenty-five, had
         seen “the world” close up—Pacific jungles in full flower and men dying in agony. Now
         in his parents’ house on Richmond Avenue again, how would the horizon look? The double
         oak in the front yard dappled the lawn and blocked the sun’s glare. He was used to
         the rush of adrenaline on a daily basis, but that was something South Orange didn’t
         serve. Excitement would come not from danger, but romance. 
      

      
      He had met Frannie during the war at a party her older sister Sally threw for somebody’s
         birthday. This story was like our family creation narrative, and we all knew it well.
         Jack was home on leave. As a friend and sometimes date of Sally’s he’d been invited
         to the party, while Frannie in fact hadn’t. She showed up anyway. When Jack walked
         into the living room, there she was, perched on the mantel in a red dress, the full
         skirt framing her like a throne. At twenty, her black Irish features were in full
         bloom. She was striking. Her long, dark hair, the envy of classmates at Pine Manor
         College, was thick and wavy. She had clear, fair skin and well chiseled features,
         but there were two tricks to her face. She wore glasses and probably had them on that
         night because she really couldn’t see without them. And her teeth were slightly crooked.
         The glasses—tortoise shell horn rims—made her look intellectual. The teeth, the way
         she didn’t try to hide them, gave her face a hint of goofiness and, at the same time,
         a wry sense of humor. Her leggy frame and trim waist were clues to the great figure
         she would keep until her death fifty-six years later. Frannie never thought herself
         good looking, but Jack used to say what drew him to her first were her gams and that
         face. 
      

      
      Jack probably carried himself modestly when he came in the room, but Frannie fell
         for him right away. “He was very handsome and great fun. He was grand,” she would
         say. Tall and skinny as a stick, he had a quick, graceful energy about him. His face
         was angular and very Irish, with high cheekbones, a well-shaped jaw and bright, amiable
         blue eyes. They chatted briefly, Frannie flirting overtly as was her wont. At some
         point during the party she slipped away and found his coat in the front hall closet,
         scribbled a note and put it in the pocket. How she knew which one was his I can’t
         say, but that’s how the story goes. The note read “You have a date with Frannie Walsh
         tomorrow night at 6:00 at the Central Park Zoo.” The next evening, there he was at
         the zoo. The story doesn’t tell us how they approached each other, what they said,
         where they went, only that they had a “grand” time. And then the mysteries of sequencing
         left them to drift apart for the next couple of years. They were both engaged to other
         people. Off and on during the remaining war years they saw each other, but Jack was
         busy with the Merchant Marines and flight school. Nothing happened until 1944 when
         Frannie ran into him in Pensacola, where she’d come for a friend’s wedding. I wonder
         if on the train ride down with the bride to be, she knew or was speculating that Jack
         would be there. He turned up amid the week-long celebrations before the wedding date.
         The event was delayed as flight training went on unexpectedly longer, but they all
         “had a marvelous time waiting around,” as Frannie put it. She saw a lot of Jack. “It
         was very gay—a word we used in those times.” 
      

      
      In 1945, not long after Jack came home from the war, he and Frannie started spending
         serious time together. He was amused by her dramatic antics and crazy energy. For
         Frannie, Jack was a bulwark of stability, with his seeming lack of fear and the healthy,
         larking family in the background. There were family connections too, the Ferris and
         Walsh clans moving in the same upper echelons of central New Jersey’s Irish Catholic
         society. On a chilly day in November 1946, Jack and Frannie were married at Saint
         Rose of Lima Church in Newark. Her mother came to the wedding, but her father was
         already “gone to California.” It wasn’t just the geographical distance that kept them
         from expecting him. He was out of the picture now, or rather he had become a picture,
         at least to Frannie. The image was palpable, but the actual man had disappeared.
      

      
      They went to Lake Placid for a weeklong honeymoon and then moved in with Grandma Walsh
         at the house on Roseville Avenue. Two weeks later, they bought their own house in
         South Orange. It was “a square box, a cute little thing” as Frannie described the
         place, not a little nostalgically, many years later, after decades of living in government
         and rented houses for two years at a time. Soon the country would begin to grow fields
         of suburban housing from Levittown, in Long Island, to Lakewood, California. Jack
         and Frannie were a little too early for all that, but the house itself was just the
         sort of simple box that would be mass suburbia’s staple.
      

      
      The “cute little thing” was in an old neighborhood not far from downtown South Orange.
         It was spare, with two bedrooms, a living room, kitchen and bath. Frannie was inspired.
         She painted the walls yellow with white trim. She hung white curtains. They found
         a gray couch and gray lamp shades for the living room. There was a small yard with
         a couple of big maple trees and a picket fence. Down the street was an enormous playground,
         built by the City of South Orange, where my sisters and I would have played if the
         family hadn’t started a career of moving three years later.
      

      
      They bought a car, a blue Ford, with war bonds. Every month since he’d joined the
         service, the government had been issuing Dad a bond as part of his salary. This was
         a nonvoluntary program, but he would never have complained, as short on money as he
         inevitably was. Frannie was glad enough that they could use the bonds just like cash
         when they came due.
      

      
      In June Nancy and Lizzie were born. No technology was available to tell them in advance.
         Only the frank surprise of a nurse coming into Frannie’s hospital room after the birth
         with a baby in each arm told her she was the mother of not one but two children. 
      

      
      Saks appeared interested in this development and had Frannie pose with them for an
         ad campaign. Nancy and Lizzie were labeled the “Security Twins.” “Security” seemed
         to mean the support Saks would provide, in the form of dressing needs, through the
         years of babyhood. But the slogan can also be taken to mean these kids are safe. Safe from poverty, from the thunders of war, and from the growing national sensitivity
         in 1947. They’re safe from communism. As protector and provider of the twins’ security,
         Saks appears as a kind of benign power and representative institution. These are American babies, representative kids, as innocent as America itself. A year later an ad appeared
         with the caption “Security Twins are a year old,” featuring Frannie in a white piqué
         sun dress with black trim and the twins in frilly sundresses and bonnets. The three
         of them are curled up on a grassy slope under a big maple tree—probably the yard in
         South Orange. The text tells the story of Saks’ continuing commitment to supplying
         baby clothes and keeping the girls on as models into the future. The “Security Twins”
         were little babies, but Saks made them models of a secure future for a democratic,
         open market America. For two years, photo ads appeared for children’s clothes featuring
         Nancy and Lizzie in white dresses, shorts and sun suits. Like many plans developed
         in our family, this one would evaporate when we moved. 
      

      
      Being parents didn’t stop Jack and Frannie from going to New York or the beach or
         doing whatever they wanted. The twins got packed up in side-by-side baskets and loaded
         into the back seat of the Ford. There were no seat belts, so Mom secured them with
         suitcases, boxes, whatever she had. In August they went to Ortley Beach, on the Jersey
         Shore, for a short summer vacation. Papa and Grandma Lawlor joined them, along with
         Jack’s brothers Edmond and Richard and his sister Anne. Later that month they drove
         up to Tuxedo Park, New York, to visit Aunt Sandy’s sister and her husband. The twins
         came along to be shown off like prizes Jack and Frannie had won. Beneath a photo of
         herself holding them on the beach at Ortley, Mom wrote “Frannie and her dolls.” 
      

      
      In the first week of July 1949, my mother went to Orange Memorial Hospital for the
         second time and came home with me. Jack and Frannie now had a third girl child. The
         dark significance of this became an obsession when I was in my late teens. For years,
         I nourished an idea that my father, the all-American pilot and man’s man, disappointed
         but nevertheless charmed at the birth of twin daughters, was demoralized when yet
         another girl came along. Sarah, of course, would have more of a claim to this idea
         than I would. In the story I told myself, Dad was dismayed by my non-male birth; but
         by the time Sarah arrived he was resigned to the overwhelmingly female character of
         the household—so much so that her gender didn’t make any difference. The story had
         the paradoxical effect of distinguishing me from my sisters, of giving me a specific
         shape and identity they didn’t share. The bitterness I imagined in him became my own
         bitter romance as the unwanted one, the cause and innocent victim of the family’s too feminine profile.
         I was the one who was supposed to have been a boy, not my sisters. I was the one who
         failed Dad’s wishes. Our weakness sprouted from me. 
      

      
      All I can do is guess, really, at my father’s feelings in the summer of 1949 about
         his growing brood, although there are cues in the photographs. Walking along the beach
         with a daughter in each hand, he is strikingly young, a little surprised, even bewildered.
         He’s having fun but something clouds his gaze. 
      

      
         Jack, Frannie, Nancy, Lizzie, and me, 1949

         

      

      Maybe there were too many of us, whatever the gender. One thing is clear: there was
         too little money. 
      

      
      Jack had worked for National Cash Register as a salesman since early 1949. NCR had
         moved beyond cash registers during the war, producing a variety of complicated machinery
         for the Allies, including engines for airplanes and an American version of the “Bombe,”
         a cryptological device that helped break German codes. But Jack’s work didn’t involve any of that. He sold typewriters and adding
         machines to businesses in New Jersey. The job was an opportunity for getting out and
         about. He took a novel approach to salesmanship. His brother Edmond told me he’d drive
         to West Orange, park the car at a riding stable, and rent a horse for the day. On
         horseback, he’d visit shops in nearby New Jersey towns, asking if they were in the
         market for cash registers. A rider since boyhood and polo player for the New Jersey
         National Guard team, he loved cantering around the countryside, tying up at local
         businesses to give his sales pitch. This was how he made his quota much of the time,
         baffling shopkeepers with the strange, anachronistic method for peddling modern business
         machines. 
      

      
      Otherwise, the job didn’t have much appeal. The war machines the company still brandished
         in logos and advertisements stimulated his memories of the recent past. They reminded
         him of flying. In 1950 he took a new job with Purina Feed, and we moved to Chittenango
         in upstate New York. Driving the backcountry, Jack sold “cow chow” to farmers. The
         job came with a list of regular customers, so all he had to do was show up on time
         and be friendly. He actually liked spending time with these rural strangers, learning
         about how farms worked. As Frannie put it, “he was thrilled with the idea of Chittenango
         because it was out in the booneys, and there was hunting and fishing, and hanging
         around with the men.” But before long the farm talk grew old. 
      

      
      Jack was driven by an impulse to see new places and try on new experiences. This desire
         had sent him running from the house on Richmond Avenue to the Merchant Marines and
         the Navy. Back home as a civilian, he’d been in two sales jobs in three years, and
         although he found attractions in both, neither held his interest long. To keep himself
         entertained as the Purina job lost its appeal, he took up theatre. Frannie went along
         with it too. Among the unorganized boxes of papers my parents left behind I found
         a page from the Madison County Times of May 12, 1950, announcing the formation of the “Chittenango Players.” The group
         was to produce two plays a year in support of local churches. An unnamed piece was
         already in production, with Dad as a member of the cast and Frannie on the “executive
         committee.” In a prerehearsal photo, Jack reads the play text and smokes while Frannie
         looks. On the back of the picture she wrote, “Jack Lawlor getting ready for a play,
         while Frannie holds his coat—as usual.” 
      

      
         Jack reading for a play with the Chittenango Players while Frannie looks on

         

      

      Frannie hated Chittenango. It was a small, dull place, and there was nobody she could
         talk to. She was used to a busy social life in Newark and New York. Upstate, Frannie
         found herself in the middle of nowhere, remembering all the action and attention of
         her earlier years. Resentment blossomed in her relationship with Jack, especially
         when he started spending time with “the men in the bars.” In 1951, Sarah was born.
         Jack and Frannie, only four years before a happy, charming couple running on mutual
         enchantment, were now at the head of a family of six. With the responsibilities came
         worry, exhaustion, impatience.
      

      
      At the same time, the national joy in victory of the immediate postwar months had
         faded. By 1950 the bright blacks and whites of wartime thinking had gone rough at
         the edges. When I asked Frannie to tell me about her first inklings of the Cold War,
         she backed up and began with the war. The clear moral stakes and transparent after-effects of World War II were easy for
         her to describe: “It was a wonderful war. There was a real problem to overcome. Nobody
         was critical of it. It was a very optimistic time. The men came home and were happy
         to be alive.” Then she added, “We never thought about the Russians. They were real
         foreigners. They were very far away.”
      

      
      The note about the Russians sounded like an afterthought rather than the point, the
         answer to the question I was asking. Stalin and his people had at the end of the war
         inhabited a place too far away indeed for many Americans to know. He was an exotic,
         even mystifying presence at the far eastern reaches of the European war and at the
         treaty tables in Yalta and Potsdam. The Russians were indeed, to most Americans, foreigners.
         But Frannie’s comment suggests how much the enormous, often unreadable ally had metamorphosed
         into a threat to the United States by the late 1940s, even in the eyes of casually
         informed citizens. Soon the Soviet geographic range would be referred to as the East,
         to clarify Russia’s place outside of and apart from the West. 
      

      
      By the time I was born, Jack, Frannie, and all their friends and relatives had heard
         the words cold war in print and on the radio. George Orwell had already used the term in newspaper articles
         in Britain in 1945 and 1946. On this side of the Atlantic, Bernard Baruch, financier
         and advisor to several American presidents, had put the term in circulation in a much-quoted
         1947 speech to the South Carolina legislature. It was in September of that year, though,
         that the cold war made its way into popular discourse. The legendary journalist Walter Lippmann titled
         a series of articles in the New York Herald Tribune “The Cold War.” The occasion of Lippmann’s piece was the newly proposed policy of
         “containment,” put forward by George Kennan in his famously anonymous “X Article,”
         or “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” in Foreign Affairs in July. Later in 1947, Lippmann republished his Herald Tribune articles in The Cold War: A Study in U.S. Foreign Policy. He charged that containment was a big mistake. He questioned the constitutionality
         as well as the affordability of Kennan’s idea. 
      

      
      It would be more effective, Lippmann argued, for the United States to treat the Soviet
         sphere of influence with respect. The Russians’ desire to protect their borders from
         Western military and economic powers was understandable, Lippmann claimed. If the
         United States could bring itself to honor the Soviet logic for maintaining a ring
         of buffer states, a balance of powers might be achieved. Peace was more likely by
         this approach than by pursuing Kennan’s nerve-wracking vision of containment at “a
         series of constantly shifting geographical and political points, corresponding to
         the shifts and maneuvers of Soviet policy.” 
      

      
      The Herald Tribune and Walter Lippmann’s column were regular fare for Jack, Frannie, and their friends
         and siblings. At home and school and certainly during their college days they’d been
         pressed to know what was going on in the world beyond New Jersey, especially during
         Hitler’s rise to power. The radio was a daily source of world news, a ritual recorded
         in all those photos of families clustered around the speaker. My parents may not have
         known about Kennan’s “X” article. Foreign Affairs wasn’t part of their diet. But Lippmann’s rebuttal of Kennan’s idea explained for
         his vast readership what this idea of containment involved. Over the dinner table the Walshes and the Lawlors argued about what it
         implied in terms of national policy and what it might mean for people at home, whether
         the men would be sent off again. On the train to New York, at work, out at night with
         their friends, they smoked and ruminated over the possibilities of another world war
         on the Russian frontiers.
      

      
      In the summer of 1948, the drama of Berlin showed how much US-Soviet relations had
         gone bad. Stalin’s blockade and the British-American airlift inched out a story whose
         ending would be cause for joy or terror. The Soviets, closing off Berliners in the
         French, British, and American sectors of the city from food and fuel, drew an American
         and British response worthy of Hollywood’s most gifted directors. Every day national
         and local presses reported on the building danger. The Western fliers came to the
         rescue. Pictures of military aircraft taking off one after another to relieve the
         Berliners gave a second life to the World War II ideal of Allied intrepidity. Now,
         however, the enemy was a former ally, and the Germans were the victims. Against the
         human appeal of the Airlift’s chocolate parachutes and raisin bombs, Stalin and his
         men took the place until recently occupied in US popular media by Hitler and the SS.
         With the Russians now positioned as foes and the stakes of Berlin clear to everybody,
         the most frightening prospect—World War III—moved forward from the realm of the possible
         to the probable. When the blockade was lifted, the global applause rang like an encore
         for the victors of World War II.
      

      
      In the spring of 1950 the National Security Council would make the case to Truman
         that just the sort of military budget Walter Lippmann found implausible and unconstitutional
         in 1947 was needed to face the Soviets. NSC 68, presented to Truman in early June,
         demanded an increase in military spending of up to 50 percent of US gross domestic
         production to counteract Soviet power. The document was secret, but the policies it
         advocated were soon public knowledge. The rhetoric and the ideology of NSC 68 were
         vintage Americanisms, framing a new global situation in the years since Kennan’s and
         Lippmann’s debate. First there had been the Berlin standoff. Then in 1949, the Chinese
         Revolution resulted in a communist state in the most populous country in the world.
         In the same year the Russians tested an atomic weapon. Truman signed National Security
         Council Document 68, fiercely militarizing the nation just in time for the next big
         event in the fast heating Cold War.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 4

      Waiting Out Korea

      
         
         
      

      
      In June 1950, 230,000 North Korean soldiers invaded South Korea. Questions pulsed
         across America. How had it happened; how much of a threat was it? If the United States
         was the world’s greatest power, its Asian allies shouldn’t have been taken by such
         horrific surprise. What did the invasion signify about America’s actual strength?
         The really frightening thought was that Russia was behind this, or its ally China—that
         the globe really was divided again. If North Korean, a small, heretofore unnoticed
         half of an Asian peninsula, could pull this off, what else was possible? What witches’
         brews were stewing in the East? 
      

      
      Questions like these circulated in newspapers across the nation, on the radio and,
         suddenly, on television. Relief followed the chill when Allied counterattacks, dramatically
         effective, drove the North Koreans back across the old boundaries. Douglas MacArthur
         was an instant hero in the United States, an image of the sort of masculine authority
         and ingenuity his dazzled fans associated with the successes of WWII. The lanky, imposing
         body, the mystifying aviator shades and movie-star looks, the easygoing corn cob pipe—these
         were the features of a confident, worldly America. MacArthur was the nation itself,
         out in the Pacific again. Just as the Allies in Berlin had the year before, MacArthur
         in Korea would prove the victories of the Second World War had an afterlife. But when
         the Chinese entered the battle in October of 1950, everything started moving in reverse,
         from the armies on the peninsula to the feelings of citizens at home. The creeping
         thought was undeniable: this war could go on indefinitely.
      

      
      Jack had been relieved from active duty in June of 1946. Since then, he’d kept his
         status as a first lieutenant in the reserves. Eleven days before the North Koreans
         crossed the 38th parallel into the South, he completed a brief of his military record
         requested by the Marine Corps Reserve Headquarters in Washington, “in the event you
         may be recalled to active duty in time of war or National Emergency.” By August of
         1951, when the Korean War had been waging for over a year, Jack was promoted to captain
         in the Reserves. He was called back into service in October. His officer data sheet
         detailed his personal information and described previous military experience. In the
         space for “preference of duty,” he wrote “pilot.” Then he scratched it out and put
         “fighter” instead. 
      

      
      Jack reported for duty as a Marine aviator at the Naval air station in Niagara Falls,
         where, the now yellowing invoice shows, he was issued the preliminary equipment he
         would need as an aviator: a headset, an oxygen mask and microphone; a flight suit,
         helmet, flight jacket, goggles, and sun glasses. Orders show his job was electronics
         officer for the Marine Fighter Squadron 441. In early December he had another assignment
         as defense savings bond officer; and on January 4, 1952, he was made the squadron’s
         intelligence officer.
      

      
      It was clear Jack would be leaving soon, but who knew how long he’d be gone? Frannie
         wasn’t about to sit out the time, no matter how brief, in Chittenango. On the spot,
         the question came up, where would we go while Dad was away? The Lawlor house in South
         Orange was still full of Jack’s younger siblings. The Walsh house in Newark didn’t
         have much appeal either. Jack and Frannie had lived there for a few weeks in 1946,
         right after they were married. They were still in a honeymoon spirit at the time and
         could have lived anywhere. Besides, Frannie adored her grandmother. Going back to
         Roseville Avenue now would have been another story. With her sizable brood in tow,
         it would have been too much like her own mother’s return years before to Mary Ellen
         Walsh’s doorstep, her husband gone and four kids dangling at her side. 
      

      
      A girlhood friend of Frannie’s convinced her to wait out the war with her in New Canaan,
         Connecticut. Her husband was in Korea too. Frannie could find a house nearby. Not
         knowing how long the war would last, they could keep each other company, have as good
         of a time as possible under the conditions. The kids could entertain each other through
         the long winter, and if the war went on, the hot, New England summers. Mom found a
         house in the country on the edge of New Canaan, a town that hadn’t yet become the
         icon of new wealth it emerged as decades later. The house was small but it had plenty
         of room for us, and the lot was ample. For Frannie and Dad, everything was in a state
         of flux. The move to New Canaan meant boxes all over the place, and with war in the
         air again, a nervous excitement filled the new house. 
      

      
      In mid-January 1952, Jack flew from Niagara Falls to the Marine Corps air station
         at Cherry Point, North Carolina. Frannie decided to join him there. The four of us
         were left in the hands of our nurse, the reliable—and affordable—Mrs. Buttons. Mom
         took the train to North Carolina and stayed for a couple of weeks while Dad and the
         other pilots prepared to leave for war again on the other side of the world.
      

      
      The Marine Corps put him through a course of combat flight retraining in the Corsair,
         the small fighter plane he’d flown in Okinawa, the nimble bomber fêted by aces throughout
         the Pacific theatre. The Corsair. It was a sacred word in our house, the name of a creature, like a fast, flying horse,
         more than a machine. Swift and fierce as Mediterranean pirate ships of the 1600s,
         it was at the center of stories and photographs Dad brought from Korea. For now, riding
         the Corsair high in the sky over North Carolina, Jack’s life became, once again, a
         dangerous, thrilling experiment. 
      

      
      Meanwhile Frannie set up household in the quonset hut Jack had been assigned at Cherry
         Point. Like refugees making the best of a dreary encampment, she and other wives spruced
         up the tin quarters with curtains, tablecloths, lamps they found in the dime stores
         nearby. But it was all so temporary. The decorating was sad. The roofs were low on
         the sides, and you could only stand up straight in the middle. Jack and Frannie cooked
         on two-burner stovetops. They made up for the shabbiness by dressing for cocktails
         and dinner at the Officers Club, where they danced into the night. Young and full
         of confidence about the conflict that was soon to engulf their lives, they made their
         own society in what Frannie thought the middle of nowhere. Cherry Point became for
         her an outpost of northeastern culture reminiscent of some tropical colony. 
      

      
      She wore her Saks dresses, pumps, the pearls her father had given her years before.
         She found herself surrounded by Dad’s pilot friends, all of them “marvelous.” She
         named a few her “favorite bachelors.” She was buoyed by the suddenly intense social
         life. In the photos, Dad and his new pals grin with happy eyes. They seem to register
         no fear of what is coming. They look as if they were having the time of their lives,
         reliving the romance of World War II. 
      

      
      Frannie and Jack took to each other like a couple again, holding hands, talking late
         in the night. He taught her how to recognize different planes by the sounds of the
         engines. They were on their own in the boondocks, dancing up the new war. 
      

      
      In March they went back up north so Jack could say good bye to the family. On the
         last day of the month he flew out to California. “Daddy was gone for about a year,”
         Frannie explained to me on a dreary afternoon in the year 2000. We were two hours
         north of New Canaan as she related the story to me, in the Noank house where she and
         Jack had retired in 1978. “I didn’t like it, but I was not nervous.” The was not got special emphasis. “There was a steady element of worry. But we had Pusan John.”
         Pusan John, another resonant name in the family stories, came to us almost by accident.
         Soon after returning to New Canaan from Cherry Point, Frannie saw a state trooper
         cruising the backcountry road that ran past our house. Quick at befriending strangers—a
         trait that would embarrass my sisters and I many times in years to come—Frannie waved
         him down, introduced herself, and let the trooper know a patrolling eye would be welcome.
         The next day the trooper showed up with a dog, a mixed breed, “an ugly little thing.”
         Frannie named him after Dad and the place where he’d been sent. Pusan John knew how
         to retrieve birds, but his key feature as far as she was concerned was “he bit men.”
         She spat out the words with relish. “He wasn’t trained to—he just didn’t like ’em
         around. He hardly ever saw any. He lived with women.” Frannie talked tough like this
         at times, in short sentences, spicing her style with contractions like the ones Jack
         brought home from the barracks. Whether the dog had actually lived with women before
         and been trained to distrust men or if the habit of biting them came with his new
         home, Frannie never made clear. But she loved Pusan John, and his name rang down the
         years in family memory, the noble dog who watched over us while Daddy was in Korea.
         
      

      
      With Pusan John and one of Jack’s .22s, Frannie felt properly equipped for frontier
         living. He had taught her how to fire the gun, and she took it up like a good soldier,
         shooting rounds over the fields every morning to stay in practice. 
      

      
         Frannie at rifle practice

         

      

      Her confidence grew. In the eyes of one neighbor, she had too much. This man was slowly
         building his own house, at night. Disinclined to deal with the town hall, he had skipped
         the permit application and the fees. Working in the dark, he thought no one would
         see or hear. But our dog heard him. One night soon after Pusan John came to us, we
         were all deep in sleep when he opened up, barking and howling wildly. Frannie went
         out to have a look. She took the gun along. The dog kept at it, his head pointed toward
         the neighbor’s field. Mom took aim and shot round after round into the dark.
      

      
      In the morning, cautiously, the neighbor approached our house. He and my mother hadn’t
         met. In a tone of embarrassed aggression, as Frannie described it to me many years
         later, he blurted out, “I own that field over there, lady, and you almost killed me
         last night!” The charge made, he sank back into himself, abashed. He confessed what
         he’d been up to, hoping to gain her trust. Frannie, for her part, showed no remorse
         for shooting at him. A woman alone defending her babies, Frannie saw herself as unassailable.
      

      
      Shooting the .22 into the night, pinning the neighbor man to his guilty foundations—this
         was one of Frannie’s favorite stories. In every telling, she characterized herself
         as a righteous, comically inept Annie Oakley. The neighbor was a presumptuous sneak
         and a hopeless whiner, a self-cast victim of the town codes and her gun. Frannie was
         the soldier, and this guy was not so much an enemy as a coward. His problem in her
         view wasn’t just a matter of character. He was a fellow citizen who wasn’t doing his
         part in the national effort to uphold the spirit of heroic goodness in the world.
         She never turned him in, and their separate concerns—he for the law, she for her vulnerability
         as a mother alone—became a form of mutual protection. He went on building his house,
         bit by bit. Through the nights, Pusan John, now aware the man was okay, listened to
         him working and watched over our house. Standing duty in the darkness, the dog earned
         endless affection in my mother’s memory.
      

      
      The Cold War was everywhere in the air now. The fears my mother harbored were not
         only about our safety or her own, not just about some stray man lingering near the
         house. Fear was blooming everywhere. It had become an everyday condition. The neighbor
         sneaking in the field was too close a metaphor for the political malignancies Frannie
         and many others felt lurking in ordinary American life. Movie stars, familiar household
         names and faces, were suspected of sympathizing with the Communist Party. Joseph McCarthy
         had everybody on alert. People in government, men who Frannie might have voted for
         and her candidate might have appointed to high office in the State Department or the
         Department of Defense, were actually accused of being Communists. If high placed officials
         were vulnerable to communist influence, you could never be sure about the folks down
         the block. And if the accusations were wrong, damage was done anyway. That was frightening.
         Frannie never turned anybody in, but, telling me about it all years later, she wondered
         about other people, narrowing her eyes to show what she meant. 
      

      
      A whole crop of writers publicly bemoaned the developing social ills. David Riesman’s
         The Lonely Crowd, Vance Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders, and William Whyte’s The Organization Man—books Jack and Frannie never read—mapped and diagnosed the problem as a threat to
         individualism. The figure in the crowd and the corporate office stood to lose control
         over his (they only spoke of men) own personality. Instead of standing up and asserting
         his independence and sovereign identity, he had been co-opted by forces much larger
         than himself. Ideologies and corporate interests filled his brain, shoving aside genuine
         selfhood. Daniel Boone muffled in a grey flannel suit. 
      

      
      Another book my mother never read was J. Edgar Hoover’s Masters of Deceit. Frannie thought Hoover a bully and a pig, although she shared his ideology. Not
         reading his writing was a matter of taste. In Hoover’s plodding chapters, women were
         especially vulnerable to the weakness of influence, to the invasion of communist mind
         snatchers. Masters of Deceit was full of stories about women seduced by ordinary-seeming men who were really communist
         ideologues; women who then became sneaking, lurking figures themselves, waiting to
         please their leaders by catching the next dupe. In his (or his G-men ghost writers’)
         rough style Hoover warned reader-citizens to watch out for this “menace that threatens
         his future.” 
      

      
      If she didn’t actually read Hoover, Frannie accepted similar ideas with a style of
         her own. She was convinced communism was an unnatural program. “A woman wants a new
         dress,” she argued. “And she doesn’t want to have to share it!” Try as I might later
         to fill in some of the gaps in her understanding of Marxism, Frannie stood by the
         hard core reductions to the end. She knew she’d never be seduced by some sneaking
         communist. Neither did she see herself as the sort of person who would turn somebody
         in for suspicious activities. She was just herself, a good, honest citizen and a patriot.
         But if Frannie didn’t fear being co-opted herself, she didn’t doubt the forces others
         warned of were alive in the land. Even if she wasn’t vulnerable to their influence,
         they still gave her the creeps. She was ready to shoot, just to keep them at a distance.
      

      
      The days of waiting wore on. At first Frannie heard from Dad regularly, “then never,”
         she sulked, fifty years later in Noank, still sore at him after he’d been dead for
         six years. “He’d go for months without writing,” she complained. “He was a terrible
         letter writer.” She frowned at the memory and flicked her cigarette. “Of course when
         he wrote, the letters were marvelous.” That was one of her favorite words, “marvelous.”
         The marvelous things entertained her, pleased her like a bouquet of flowers, a satin
         gown, or a good joke would thrill Talula Bankhead. 
      

      
      By contrast, Frannie wrote Jack regularly, every other week. “Some people wrote every
         day,” she said with a half smile, as if that were absurd. “I was too busy with four
         little girls to take care of.” But the one sided communication was jarring. After
         months passed with no word from Jack the fears started to flame. Had he been captured?
         Was he dead? The dark wondering took her, as it would later during the Vietnam years,
         to images of Dad in some torturer’s hands. Finally she called the Red Cross and the
         Marine Chaplain’s Office to see if they knew anything. “They confirmed he was okay,
         but they couldn’t do anything about getting him to write.” Knowing she’d heard from
         the Red Cross must have relieved any latent sense of obligation or guilt Jack himself
         may have felt about writing, for after that Frannie “just didn’t hear from him ’til
         he came home.” 
      

      
        In the evenings, Mom listened to the radio for news of the war. Before the Korean
         War MacArthur had been a stranger to her, but by the time Truman fired him he’d become
         a household word. When Jack got to Korea, MacArthur had been replaced by Matthew Ridgway.
         “That was Truman,” Frannie explained. “If he didn’t like people, he fired them. He
         fired the whole Marine Corps—didn’t think we needed them. We had a Navy, an Army,
         and an Air Force now.” Frannie’s understanding of Truman’s vehement dislike of the
         Marines “had something to do with his daughter Margaret. Somebody insulted her singing
         voice. He didn’t have a plan to let the Marine Corps go, but he was letting it happen.
         The Army was getting much bigger, at the Marines’ expense.” 
      

      
      Mom’s analysis of Truman’s firing of MacArthur was a good example of the way she sometimes
         took in political news. Her memory conflated two separate events that had nothing
         to do with each other. The first took place in 1950, when Margaret Truman gave a concert
         in Washington. Paul Hume, music critic for the Washington Post, wrote a sharply critical review of Margaret’s singing. Truman responded—a striking
         fact in itself—with a terse letter that concluded: “Some day I hope to meet you. When
         that happens you’ll need a new nose, a lot of beef steak for black eyes, and perhaps
         a supporter below!” The president’s hot words appeared almost overnight in newspapers
         around the country. 
      

      
      The second Truman incident fused in Frannie’s memory with the Paul Hume story. Responding
         to his voluminous mail, the president came across a letter from Congressman Gordon
         McDonough, Republican from California, asking him to consider including a Marine general
         among the Joint Chiefs of Staff. This was the latest of a number of identical requests
         that had come to Truman in recent weeks. He had cut back dramatically on the Marine
         Corps budget at the end of World War II and was still trying to reduce conventional
         military spending. Money for the development of nuclear arms would soon have his full
         support, but for the moment, the Marines, even more than the other services, would
         have to live with his cutbacks. 
      

      
      Truman wrote in anger to McDonough: “The Marine Corps is the Navy’s police force and
         as long as I am President that is what it will remain. They have a propaganda machine
         that is almost equal to Stalin’s.” The comment got out in the press a few weeks later,
         and angry calls flooded the White House switchboard. 
      

      
      Truman’s scandalous anger, the common feature of these two stories, was what Frannie
         remembered most. Through the years, it linked them in her memory as parts of a single
         episode. The Marines get blamed for insulting Margaret’s singing voice. Frannie presented
         this to me as what she knew about Truman and the Marines.
      

      
      Five decades passed before Frannie reported these stories to me. I give her a break
         for the passage of time, and perhaps the fading memory. When Dad was in Korea, as
         in all the years I was growing up, she read the newspaper and listened to the news
         every day. She paid attention because there was a lot at stake for her in what Congress
         and the White House and the military leadership were doing. With a husband flying
         dangerous airplanes in distant parts of the world and children at home, Mom was not
         just curious but anxious about what plans and tactics were afoot in Washington. Nevertheless,
         she had a homey way of interpreting the news. The facts as they stood on the page
         rarely restrained her impulse to make a familiar, even domestic account of how world-shaking
         events happened. At one point, the stories of Harry Truman’s attitude toward the Marine
         Corps and of Margaret Truman’s concert must have sat on separate shelves in her mind;
         but she would have liked to understand the president’s policies in terms of his daughter’s
         voice. It was the kind of logic she was drawn to, habitually. 
      

      
      That way of thinking—interpreting world news in terms of domestic priorities—worked
         for Frannie as a way of soothing and softening the hard edge of danger lurking in
         the news from abroad. If she could explain Corsair bombing over North Korea as “Daddy’s
         work” and the bitter war against the Chinese as a fight to end communism because “a
         lady wants a new dress,” the horrors behind the news would become more consumable,
         for herself, for us, for the nation. 
      

      
       

      
      Dad came back, and everybody was excited. Nancy, Lizzie and I got to try on his war
         gear. 
      

      
         Lizzie, Nancy, and me (left to right) in Jack’s Korean War gear

         

      

      My memory is too faint, but I imagine him looking like he did in later years when he came back from maneuvers or from Vietnam. He is
         almost too big for the doorframe. His gaze is strange, like he’s studying something
         across a great distance. His eyes must have looked like that when he was flying, the
         aviator’s gaze. Who saw it besides the copilot, if he cared to look? On the ground,
         in a room, the remote stare could be chilling. Vacant and intense at the same time,
         his eyes looked like they were still watching for dangerous things and didn’t quite
         know how to see home. 
      

      
      Jack had reason to feel out of place. He’d seen violent action in Korea on an inhuman
         scale. From his Corsair, he had dropped bombs over North Korea. In the spring and
         early summer of 1952, he participated in at least twenty aerial missions under fire
         in the Corsair. For attacking enemy positions, Jack won an Air Medal and a Gold Star.
         On August 9, he led four other attack aircraft in a raid on enemy units firing on
         United Nations troops. For this he was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross. The
         citation, in part, reads “Captain Lawlor led his flight in a series of bombing, napalm
         and strafing attacks that destroyed three mortar positions, four bunkers, damaged
         four additional bunkers and inflicted numerous casualties upon the enemy.” The Air Scoop, the base newspaper at the Marine Corps air station in Miami where Dad was stationed
         when the award was made in July of 1953, reported, “Captain Lawlor’s accurate and
         aggressive attacks ‘effectively neutralized the enemy mortar fire.’”
      

      
      These awards frame Dad’s Korea experience in the bright terms of heroism. His actions
         read like the valiant performances of a dedicated warrior. None of the gore or blood
         or burning bodies turn up in the citations. I remember hearing somebody, probably
         my mother or my father, saying Jack and a friend were named by a North Korean radio
         diva “the killers of Charlie Kahn.” This moniker, when it creeps out of memory, makes
         me ill. I don’t remember the first time I heard it, but when I was younger it made
         me want to cry. I would hope it would somehow go away, that I’d forget it. But this
         hideous nickname echoes whenever I think of Dad in Korea. What is Charlie Kahn? I
         try to imagine him in the airplane, swooping low over a village, dropping his bomb.
         But then this is not something I want to think about. It comes back anyway. I go looking
         in books for how to imagine it, to see how other people who lived with bomber fathers
         feel about it. 
      

      
      “Why is bombing controversial?” Daniel Swift asks in his book Bomber County, the Poetry of a Lost Pilots War, published in 2010. He puts the question to a World War II bomber pilot for the Royal
         Air Force, a fellow squadron member of Swift’s grandfather who died while conducting
         a bombing raid. The question is striking out of context, but Swift has a good reason
         for asking it. The former pilot is pushing for a memorial to the British bombers who
         attacked Germany throughout the war. Together with the US Army Air Corps, they ignited
         firestorms over Dresden, Hamburg, and elsewhere, killing almost a half million Germans.
         Since the end of the war, the British state has resisted memorializing the bombardment.
         Swift’s narrative suggests the country has declined to think about these episodes
         publicly. 
      

      
      The issue, the pilot answers, is that civilians were killed. Swifts puts a more personal
         question. He asks if he was scared. The pilot answers that he was too busy, that he
         got accustomed to the situation. Swift tells us his own father, sitting in the next
         room and overhearing these recollections, adds one of his own: “this grief distorted
         my childhood.”
      

      
      Did the bombs Dad dropped on Korea distort my childhood? I can’t say exactly what
         the effects were, or are. The thought of it, the images of his plane, dropping the
         bombs from high above, turns everything inside out. I feel as sick as if I were dive-bombing
         with him, upside down, vision distorted. They were real people. The nation where my
         citizenship is planted ordered the plane to release the weapons. My father was in
         the pilot’s seat. He pressed the button. In all the guilt that drives me, I know this
         one is there. Periodically it emits black smoke. I don’t know where I am in these
         moments, or where I belong. The sense of placelessness is aggravated, the feeling
         of alienation from everyplace. I wonder how much Jack’s bombing of North Korea had
         to do with the beginnings of that sense. I wouldn’t have known what happened at the
         time, but the stories began when he came back late in 1952. I was three years old
         then, talking; and starting to take things in. 
      

      
      As the years wore on, Jack had a harder time coming back from war to domestic life.
         His gaze was too far away for the close walls of whatever house we were living in.
         The rooms seemed too low for his height, too confined for his presence. The communications
         between him and us couldn’t have been as distinct as they’d been in the all-military,
         all-male scenes of war. He seemed fiercely contained, but lost nevertheless. It must
         have been so strange for him to be in the house again, with us. I felt at times he
         didn’t want to be there, that he’d rather be back on the post, back in his airplane.
         He stayed, and his distance was palpable. It made home life strained and difficult.
      

      
      In those days the services didn’t openly acknowledge the problems warriors faced shifting
         from the explosive experiences of war to the stillness of home life. Even less so
         did they address traumatic effects on spouses or children—fears for the soldier’s
         safety, nightmares of things going wrong. Since 2007, the Department of Defense has
         maintained the Defense Centers of Excellence for Psychological Health and Traumatic
         Brain Injury, “Military One Source,” a hotline offering mental health support, and
         other forms of assistance for military personnel and their families. The Department
         of Veterans Affairs has a Center for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, which sponsors
         research and gives aid to former service personnel. The Army maintains a “well-being”
         division that focuses “on meeting the needs of Soldiers . . . before, during and after
         deployment.” In programs like these, the powers of war on the soldier’s psyche are
         perhaps beginning to be understood. The simple point is something military kids and
         spouses have known for centuries: battle coats the combatant in powers too fierce
         for ordinary, domestic life.
      

      
      Jack’s tense, quick body and the strange look in his face must have been common among
         men coming back from Korea. I remember how he looked coming back from later missions.
         Like his departures, his homecomings changed everything. He was frightening. Eventually
         he would start telling us stories, playing with us, taking us for car rides. Jack
         would become Daddy again. His returns also meant time in the house was different.
         While he was gone, we lived in a plain field of vaguely nervous days, one following
         another without distinction. When he was back, the tension carved the time into hours.
         We stiffened at 5:30 when Dad came back from the airfield. What would his mood be?
         The chance of getting his attention made the evening interesting. Bunched together
         with my sisters, I listened for the voice tones. We were sharply adept at catching
         notes of anger, weariness; relieved at humor and ease. Cocktail hour sometimes soothed
         them, sometimes made things worse.
      

      
       

      
      In October of 1952, while he was still assigned to the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing in
         Korea, Jack received a letter from General Lemuel Shepherd, commandant of the Marine
         Corps, commander of the Sixth Marine Division in the Battle of Okinawa during World War II and afterwards in Tsingtao, China. General Shepherd asked Dad to consider remaining on active duty once his
         time in service ended. “My Dear Captain Lawlor,” the letter began, invoking the terms
         of affection by which members of the Marine Corps officer cadre, then and now, regard
         each other. It was a form letter, but Shepherd didn’t try to hide that fact or make
         the collective addressee appear an individual one. “The tense international situation,”
         Shepherd wrote, “coupled with the present status and authorized size of the Marine
         Corps, grants assurance that there will be a continuing need for active duty reservists
         for several years to come.” The general added that his appeal should not be “construed
         as placing any sort of pressure upon you to remain on extended active duty. It is
         my purpose to state simply that not only does the Marine Corps need you now but will
         continue to need you in the future.” 
      

      
      General Shepherd’s letter was succinct and without sentiment. He had a need. The person
         he was addressing was one among many who could satisfy that need. Jack’s work in the
         war fields of Korea had shown he could be relied on to serve effectively, even valiantly.
         The general wanted his men to stay close.
      

      
      Shepherd’s appeal came as no surprise. The “tense international situation” he referred
         to was building momentum, and the fact that no overt victory was in sight confirmed
         the appropriateness of his words. “Tenseness” was beginning to reign as a feature
         of public debate, of political decision-making, of community life, of household feelings.
         Things weren’t going the way they had in World War II. The communists had shown themselves
         a serious threat. America could lose. 
      

      
      Jack and Frannie put their heads together. My mother had always held the Marine Corps
         in the high esteem otherwise reserved for her father: all heroics and elegance. The
         Marines took care of their own. They were dashing gentlemen to the women and children.
         But there was a problem about Dad staying in the military. Years later in the Noank
         living room she explained this problem to me. Everybody “up North” got out of the
         service after the war. Staying in wasn’t the thing to do. She offered a little story
         to illustrate the idea. “Say a man who was a major would come to somebody’s house
         for a party. People would say ‘we could get you a job.’ ‘We could get you a good job,’
         like you didn’t have one already; like there was something wrong with it. This was
         what they said after World War II, and it was still true after Korea. It was different
         for people who went to West Point or Annapolis, but mostly it just wasn’t the thing
         to do up North.” Of course, when war was declared, good people didn’t resist joining
         up. “It was something you did for your country,” she said, “but you didn’t make a
         career out of it.” Frannie herself claimed not to have been influenced by this thinking.
         To a great extent, I believe she was telling the truth. On the other hand, there was
         much about military life she looked down on and found distasteful. Even as she adored the Marines and, later, found the Army aviators marvelous, there was always a hint of disdain in my mother’s regard for military society. Jack
         would have been well aware of this, even in 1952. Later he would say she had her “nose
         up in the air” about it. And he knew she was ambivalent. In spite of Frannie’s nose,
         the Korean stalemate, and the muddying of America’s winning WWII profile, his own
         inclination was overpoweringly to sign on with Shepherd, to keep flying and fighting.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 5

      Camping Out in Miami and Topsail

      
         
         
      

      
      Once Dad said yes to Lemuel Shepherd, he was assigned to the Marine Corps air station
         in Miami. It was now January 1953. He underwent more flight training. On temporary
         duty at Pensacola, Jack learned to fly the helicopter. In May the five of us joined
         him in Miami, and for the first time in two years we were living with our father.
         We kept moving like gypsies nonetheless. A friend of Mom’s grandmother who wintered
         in Florida had arranged for our first house, near Miami International Airport. Hibiscus
         trees lined the front walkway, and there were blue shutters on the windows. In spite
         of the cheerful colors, the house was dark and hot inside. We might have endured it
         for a while if it hadn’t been for the feisty cock roaches. It was “a dreadful place,”
         Frannie claimed. According to Frannie, we stayed for one night. The next day, Dad
         found us a place in Miami Shores, on Biscayne Bay. This house had a palm tree in the
         yard and a patio. There were lots of windows; the sunlight poured in. My parents were
         overjoyed at the outdoor winter life. “The whole business was good,” Mom pronounced,
         happy to remember it. “We had such a good time. And Daddy was happy with his job.”
         
      

      
      
         Me, Nancy, Sarah, and Lizzie (left to right), Miami 1954

         

      

      
      Jack was flying DC3s and once again the Corsair, the small fighter aircraft he’d piloted
         first in World War II and then again in Korea. In the well-trimmed plane, he darted
         around the Caribbean on support missions, flying personnel and equipment to the many
         US military outposts in place since the war years. 
      

      
      In July 1953, after just a couple of months in Miami, orders came for us to move to
         Camp LeJeune, North Carolina. Jack and Frannie packed up everything with help from
         Nancy and Lizzie, now six. Soon we were living in New Bern, North Carolina, a suburban
         development of the sort cropping up all over the country, on the model of Levittown,
         New York. Our households would continue for many years to look like these places,
         the temporary dwellings of camp followers. We were Bedouins in our native land.
      

      
      In October we gave up that place for newly constructed base quarters at Tarawa Terrace.
         I can see that house in dim outline: a white rectangle with no basement, a small,
         square back yard, no trees. The street ran up a low hill, and our house was set almost
         at the top. In the distance were fields. There was nothing to shape the hot, empty
         landscape. I remember the heat of fever too, of taking my turn with the chicken pox,
         lying in a dark room with the blinds drawn, sweating. Everything seemed vacant in
         that world, the house, the yard, the fields. Sick and clueless about where I was,
         I dreamed we lived in an old house in the Northeast, near my cousins; and never moved.
         
      

      
      Many years later, researchers investigating a plethora of cancer in former residents
         of Camp Lejeune, would report that toxic contaminants had been affecting the base
         water supply. Tarawa Terrace in particular was sited. Documents suggest that from
         1950 to 1952, when Tarawa Terrace was being built, wells were installed downhill from
         a cluster of fuel stations, dry cleaners, and auto repair shops. Their wastewater,
         containing tetrachloroethylene, was deposited into ground septic systems close to
         family housing. The information would come to haunt our family when we learned about
         it in the 1990s, after cancer had moved in among us.
      

      
      In 1953 North Carolina was a different place for Frannie from the lark it had been
         during the pre-Korea days in the quonset hut with Dad. At Cherry Point, she had been
         the pilots’ muse and a social heroine; now she was a wife and mother. For the rest
         of her life she would try to create harmony between these roles, but they were always
         in conflict. It thrilled her to be caught up in the exuberance of social energy. In
         a series of photographs she appears at the Officer’s Club for the Marine Corps Birthday
         Ball, gussied up in a liberty print dress with spaghetti straps and scarf to match,
         gold bracelets and white gloves. She sits with Jack and their friends, the table dotted
         with half empty cocktail glasses. They’re brown and healthy, smiling happily at the
         camera. 
      

      
      There are no pictures in the family albums Frannie made that show her at home, cooking,
         making our clothes, stretching Dad’s paltry paycheck for the groceries, keeping the
         house clean. As keeper of the household, she had no audience but Nancy, Lizzie, Sarah,
         and me. She could be funny, galumphing around the house and telling us silly things
         about what Daddy and “the men” were doing. But she was moody and for long stretches—hours,
         memory says, days—moved about the house in silence. We were always fed and clean,
         but Mom’s growing unhappiness was palpable. The vacant life at Camp Lejeune, the bare
         houses and blank landscapes, were viciously dull. They didn’t bore her—Frannie claimed
         she was never bored—but the hours of tense quiet when she roamed the house without
         acknowledging us, as if looking for something and never finding it, have the stink
         of depression. 
      

      
      It wasn’t just the lack of glamour and action in the house that drove her down. The
         moving was getting on her nerves too. From early on Frannie had nourished a hope that
         she and Jack would buy a house of their own, where we would return during vacations,
         holidays, and between moves. GI loans in those days were cheap. Servicemen were known
         to buy houses without so much as a down payment. But Dad was on the move too much,
         and trips back to New Jersey, the only logical place for this dream house, were too
         rare for the plan to develop. As time went on Frannie’s wish was deferred again and
         again. It became an ideal, an abstract image. I think she concluded there was something
         tacky about our life as it actually was. We were too unattached from any place to
         count for anything.
      

      
      She tried to dress up the house at Tarawa Terrace, as she would so many others to
         come. The squared off, concrete military quarters we passed through would be transformed
         to aesthetic heights with our lyrical antique furniture, the family silver and china,
         the paintings Frannie packed and unpacked every two years. The model of home she bore
         in mind was never supposed to be tedious or banal. What she had in mind was something
         like the house on Roseville Avenue in Newark or the two-story apartment on Park Avenue
         during her father’s halcyon days. She remade the interiors of our many quarters with
         these memories of elegance in mind. The efforts, more than anything, showed up the
         differences. 
      

      
      Later that summer, Jack and Frannie went off by themselves one weekend, exploring
         the strip of barrier islands off North Carolina. Enchanted with a place called Topsail,
         they found a little house there and decided to rent it. So after two months at Tarawa
         Terrace, we moved again, across the pontoon bridge that connected Topsail to the mainland.
         My sisters and I were more than a little dismayed to find that the house our parents
         had found so cute was another cement rectangle with no cellar or attic and a yard
         made mostly of sand. Whatever its shortcomings in size and beauty, however, were made
         up by the fact that the house sat right on the Inland Waterway. We crept through the
         rooms, hoping to find the answer to the riddle of why they’d brought us here, and
         there it was, a patio off the living room facing directly on the water. A small pier
         extended from the beach, right there, where Jack would keep a fishing boat. We were
         ecstatic. 
      

      
      For the most part, Topsail was home for Frannie and the four of us. Mom seemed to
         thrive there. She loved the swimming and sailing. Other Marine wives, women she liked,
         lived nearby. Dad would join us on the weekends when his flight duties allowed. He’d
         bring friends along, and the neighbors would join us. Kids were everywhere. We swam
         and learned to fish. Pictures show Dad with his pals, bringing up sacks of oysters
         from the row boat; Lizzie stepping in the boat gingerly, her turn to go out fishing;
         Frannie in sunglasses, standing in the waves; a neighbor friend with a tray of martinis
         to celebrate her new sailfish, “The African Queen.” The parents had parties under
         the ocean sky deep into the night. Early to bed, we stayed awake late peeking at them
         through the curtains as they told stories, gestured, laughed, and drank.
      

      
       

      
      On July 27, 1953, the armistice in Korea was finally signed after being drawn out
         for nearly two years. The war was officially over. Stalin was dead. Nancy, Lizzie,
         Sarah, and I were, of course, ignorant of these things, but our parents found reason
         in them to keep up the high-spirited partying and the good moods at Topsail. 
      

      
      President Eisenhower, feeling the American public didn’t have a clear enough picture
         of the building world tension, came up with Project Candor, “to inform the public
         of the realities of the ‘Age of Peril.’” In the fall of 1953, Ike’s National Security
         Council issued a report claiming:
      

      
         The American people do not yet grasp the import of the President’s words that we live
            in an age of peril. A greater effort is needed to make clear the dangers that confront
            us, the power of the enemy, the difficulty of reducing that power, and the probable
            duration of the conflict.
         

      

      In response, Project Candor called for efforts on the part of government, the Advertising
         Council, and the media to “overcome current apathy” among the American public concerning
         the growing Cold War. In consultation with his advisors, the president plotted a series
         of six fifteen-minute talks to be broadcast over radio and television. Titled “The
         Age of Peril,” the series would include an introductory episode, “The Nature of Communism,”
         outlined by the president and the secretary of defense, John Foster Dulles. Notes
         for the program, declassified in 1983, indicate the president and Dulles would emphasize
         the probability that the struggles with the communists would be of long duration,
         a point that wouldn’t sit well with “one of America’s weaknesses: impatience, the
         search for quick cures.” They would explain to citizens how intensely the communist
         vision was “a denial of individual rights and democratic principles, results in gang
         rule, secret police, mass murder, general perfidy. Nothing we can’t lick, but facts
         must be faced.” Another episode titled “The Capabilities of the USSR” would follow.
         An overview of Russian economic and military strengths as well as recent Soviet advances
         in nuclear weaponry; Dulles’s brother Allen, head of the CIA, would present it. The
         third installment was “The Threat to the United States,” by Admiral Arthur Radford,
         chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and an advocate of intervention in Vietnam at
         this early date, would include an explanation of America’s “retaliatory deterrent”
         and of the Civil Defense Ground Observer Corps. The fourth was to be called “The Free
         World and the United Nations,” and was to be hosted by Henry Cabot Lodge, ambassador
         to the UN. Lodge would outline the importance of the UN in America’s efforts to maintain
         mutual support with its allies. The next episode was titled “Communism at Home” and
         featured J. Edgar Hoover along with Herbert Brownell laying out the “real extent of
         internal dangers here” and “how citizens can cooperate with the FBI.” The last episode,
         to be delivered by President Eisenhower alone, would summarize the series and urge
         mindfulness of the “patience, determination, and fortitude” needed to face the Age
         of Peril. A White House spokesman would appear on each installment “in an ‘Ed Murrow’
         role,” and iconic settings associated with each speaker would be visible in the background
         (Department of Justice for Hoover, the UN for Cabot Lodge, the White House for Ike,
         and so forth). In the end, Eisenhower and his advisors changed the name for the series
         from the dark and ominous “Age of Peril” to the more hopeful “The Safety of the Republic.”
      

      
      Notes and plans for the “fiber-toughening” TV series show the elaborate intentionality
         of Ike’s National Security Council. Project Candor was nothing short of a public relations
         campaign aimed at hearts and minds, to show “the power of the enemy, the difficulty
         of reducing that power, and the probable duration of the conflict.” 
      

      
      The edgy vision of an age of peril would influence official discourse at every level.
         Most especially, it would come in the president’s speeches. In December 1953 Eisenhower
         spoke before the recently founded United Nations. Broadcast on radio and television,
         his “Atoms for Peace” idea was heard by everybody who kept up with the news, everybody
         thinking about the post-Korean future. The dangers of atomic power, he emphasized,
         were dangers for the world, not just America. Bombs tested by the United States are
         far more powerful, and there are far more of them, he explained, than during the Second
         World War. “But the dread secret, and the fearful engines of atomic might, are not
         ours alone. . . . The secret is also known by the Soviet Union.” War with Russia,
         given “the awful arithmetic of the atomic bomb,” would be devastating for everyone,
         in spite of America’s overpowering capacity for retaliation. The point of the speech
         was to argue for an alternative use of atomic power, a peaceful form of atomic technology,
         instead of allowing the weapons to develop, unmanaged, so that “two atomic colossi
         are doomed malevolently to eye each other indefinitely across a trembling world.”
         To move out of this “chamber of horrors,” Ike proposed an international atomic energy
         agency with the mission of collect and controlling atomic materials from around the
         globe. It would also sponsor research into beneficial atomic technology for agriculture,
         energy, and medicine. While this is the ostensive gist of the speech, the aim toward
         which it actually runs—and the bulk of Eisenhower’s talk—laid out the dark terms of
         the world he faced, the dangers, the shivering, “fateful” future. He spends the first
         five of seven pages focused on the dangerously unstable conditions of the US relationship
         with the Soviets. Proposals of “atoms for peace” get the last page. At the end, he
         returns to the threatening language, repeats what his peaceful ideas stood against:
         a “fearful atomic dilemma.” Getting past this dilemma would call for all the “miraculous
         inventiveness” mankind could summon. 
      

      
      We didn’t have a TV yet, so Jack and Frannie listened to Eisenhower’s address on the
         radio. They’d both doubted his abilities and had voted for the more intellectual and
         charismatic Adlai Stephenson in the last election. Now, as Frannie told me many years
         later, they were impressed with Ike’s rhetoric force. They found bravery in the hard
         realism. They paid little attention to the sunny images of cooperative research for
         the “needs rather than the fears of mankind” and went straight to the fears the president
         outlined. The speech gave fresh fuel to the Soviet threat for Jack and Frannie and
         deepened the shadow of worry hovering over the nation. My sisters and I, ignorant
         like most kids, soaked up the noire atmosphere
      

      
      The twins received their First Holy Communion in June 1954. The fragile veils and
         white dresses seem in retrospect like symbolic armor. They look proud of themselves.
         And sense of the value of prettiness seems to have come into view. They pose for photos
         from the stuffed chaise lounge on the patio at Topsail, crab nets in the corner, the
         tin birds and curly cues on the screen door insisting on happy times in the American
         subtropics. Frannie is there with her everything’s fine, official grin, but I can’t
         tell if the twins themselves are smiling. 
      

      
      Late that summer and into early fall, a slow parade of hurricanes passed through Topsail.
         Booming onto the island like angry gangsters, they took what they wanted and left
         smashed houses, sad bits of clothing, kitchen debris scattered across the beach. When
         the storms threatened real violence, the Marines came and evacuated everybody, civilian
         as well as military. Eventually we’d go back to find our house had stood firm, squat
         little rock that it was. The big, two-story, wooden structures on either side of us
         came down, like they had time and again, but the owners diligently rebuilt. As my
         parents told the story, our neighbors were dedicated settlers who had no insurance
         to defend their claims on Topsail’s vulnerable ground. I remember my confusion at
         this, thinking what a waste of time. It would happen again. And after all, it was
         just a house. Why not move and get another one? 
      

      
      Hurricane Hazel came bullying through in October, knocking down everything in her
         path. We were evacuated by the Coast Guard and had to move back to the base. The sunny
         Topsail days ended abruptly with this drama. Once again home was a banal rectangle
         in a neighborhood of identical base housing. Mom didn’t have to endure it long, for
         in just over a month we’d be on the move again. 
      

      
      In June, Dad had received a memo from his commanding officer notifying him he had
         temporary access to classified matter, including top-secret information, connected
         with something called Operation HARDROCK BAKER. “This battalion,” the commander began,
         “is presently a part of a larger force assigned to the planning and execution of Operation
         HARDROCK BAKER. Your duties require that you have immediate access to Top Secret information
         in order that you may carry out your assigned tasks.” The delay involved in getting
         a more finalized clearance “would be harmful to the national interest,” so Jack’s
         access was immediate. It was to be cancelled when the unit had finished its part in
         the operation.
      

      
      Operation HARDROCK BAKER was a classified mission to patrol and board all shipping
         in the western Caribbean while the Guatemalan government was routed in a coup. The
         role of the Central Intelligence Agency in the coups is now acknowledged in documents
         made public by the State Department and the CIA itself. A month before the June 20,
         1954, memo from Jack’s commander, Navy and Marine forces had initiated a schedule
         of air and sea patrols in the waters off Guatemala. The monitoring was supposedly
         aimed at protecting Honduras from a leftist invasion out of Guatemala, but it was
         actually to prevent arms shipments to President Jacobo Arbenz and his army. In the
         first week of June, the commander in chief of the Atlantic fleet ordered what was
         called an “evacuation force” to the region of Guatemala near the Bay of Honduras.
         The force included amphibious assault ships with Marine Corps landing teams and an
         aircraft carrier with helicopters aboard. Jack’s job in Miami had been to help develop
         helicopter use for the Marines. In Camp Lejeune, these experiments had been put to
         use in preparation for Operation HARDROCK BAKER. 
      

      
      Digging through my father’s papers in the process of writing this book, I found the
         memo assigning him to the operation. This, it seems, was the reason for Jack’s many
         long absences from home while we were at Topsail. I never thought about why he was
         gone at the time. A child, I simply took this as the way things were. Dad was gone
         a lot. We never knew where he was. He was with men, in an airplane, somewhere women
         and families weren’t allowed. It was a wide-open universe out there, and what he did
         in it, where he went, was beyond what we could know or share in.
      

      
      In later years while I was putting this book together, Frannie talked about Jack’s
         work while we were at Topsail. This was before I discovered the memo about Operation
         Baker. She told me he was away from home for six weeks in the summer of 1954 to help
         evacuate American citizens from the Dominican Republic. “They were staving off something,”
         she told me. At the time, Rafael Trujillo, dictator of the Dominican Republic, still
         maintained a flourishing economy in a hideously repressive state. Dad would indeed
         go to Ciudad Trujillo for two days in the fall of 1955, but his orders clearly indicated
         that the trip, paired with a flight to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, was an ordinary training
         flight. There was no indication of any trouble in either location. Nothing was confidential
         or secret. By 1960 Trujillo would run out of luck and be deposed, but for now there
         was no need for “staving off” anything in his country. Frannie may have simply forgotten
         about Guatemala; or perhaps she never knew about it. Dad may well have kept secret
         military information from her, just as he did from my sisters and me, even in the
         years after retirement. It’s also conceivable that she knew and managed to keep it
         to herself, even after so many years had passed. If Frannie knew about his work in
         the waters off Guatemala, she did a good job until the end of her days acting as if
         she didn’t. I think what’s most probable is that the story she had of Jack’s flights
         to the Dominican Republic in the summer of 1954 was a cover, fed to her by Jack himself,
         for what he was really doing at that time: helping depose a democratically elected
         ruler in Guatemala. 
      

      
      “Most high level US officials,” Gerald Haines wrote in a CIA-sponsored history of
         the events, “feared that Guatemala would become a client state from which the Soviets
         could project power and influence throughout the Western Hemisphere.” This, of course,
         would still be the issue eight years later when Castro’s revolution overtook Cuba.
         But ideology wasn’t the only issue in Guatemala in 1954, nor was the situation in
         this single nation much of a threat in itself to US national security. The issue was
         the global power struggle. And more immediately to the point, American corporations
         had a lot invested in Guatemala. This was especially true of the United Fruit Company.
         Haines wrote that “United Fruit dominated Guatemalan banana production, controlled
         the International Railroad of Central America, and its merchant fleet had a virtual
         monopoly of Guatemalan overseas shipping. It was second only to the Guatemalan government
         as an employer.” 
      

      
      United Fruit had been in Guatemala since 1901, when the government invited the newly
         formed corporation to run its postal service. By 1936, the company had won from the
         Guatemalan government the rights to build and operate the nation’s rail line—an enterprise
         that would grow to become the International Railways of Central America by 1912; and
         two separate grants to enormous tracts of uncultivated land in Guatemala where the
         company established its banana plantations. By this time, United Fruit had substantial
         holdings in Ecuador, Colombia, and elsewhere in Latin America. Apart from its holdings
         and infrastructures, the company had close ties to the Eisenhower administration.
         The law firm of Secretary of State John Foster Dulles also represented United Fruit.
         CIA director Allen Dulles was on the board of United Fruit. Assistant Secretary of
         State for Inter-American Affairs John Cabot had a brother who was at one time president
         of the company. United Fruit’s chief lobbyist in Washington was the husband of Eisenhower’s
         personal secretary. Eventually, in 1958, the administration would initiate an antitrust
         suit against the company, forcing it to reduce operations and eventually sell off
         the Guatemalan holdings. But throughout the early 1950s, United Fruit had immense
         privileges in Washington.
      

      
      Plans were made for the assassination of Guatemalan government figures and others
         identified as communists by CIA personnel and their agents. Hit lists were drawn up
         and schedules of killings arranged. Gerald Haines tells us that while the CIA has
         made these machinations public in at least one historical analysis in recent years,
         the agency’s records show no evidence that the assassination plans were ever implemented.
         Whether this means in fact they never were isn’t clear, but the heavy hand of the
         United States in Arbenz’s overthrow is now widely taken for granted. And Jack was
         right there in the thick of it.
      

      
       

      
      The rhythm of moving every two years, the fact that we didn’t have a place of our
         own, continued to be painful for Frannie. If ordinary, middle-class American home
         life was a shabby affair, not having a home was even worse. Shifting from place to
         place would nevertheless fuel the cosmopolitan sensibility my mother liked to cultivate.
         Moving always had this double-edged quality to it. A sense of adventure and excitement
         came with the prospect of traveling and resettling elsewhere, but it pulled the rug
         out from under any stability she might have built into our household and the location
         we were leaving. And Frannie’s conflicted feelings had a good deal of influence on
         my sisters’ and mine. Our collective family vision ran a loop that started with self-satisfaction
         and more than a little vanity, followed by a set of doubts about our social and geographical
         identity, which gave way in turn to a feeling of tawdriness, of being displaced, marginal
         people with only dreams and fantasies to fuel our sense of ourselves. I couldn’t put
         this analysis together at the time, of course, but I can still see those tight, unhappy
         looks on my sisters’ faces, mirrors of my own. I can hear the high tension in Frannie’s
         voice, feeding and stringing out the unnamed, unshaped anxieties following us from
         house to house. 
      

      
      About six weeks after we’d been evacuated from Topsail and moved back to Camp Lejeune,
         the family was transferred once more to Miami. Dad was flying helicopters and fixed
         wing aircraft around the Caribbean again. Our first house this time was on Jann Avenue
         in Miami. After a few months we moved to Opa-locka, close by the airfield. A Naval
         architect had built the house so it faced the trade winds and stayed cool much of
         the time. There were grapefruit and cumquats growing in the backyard and a giant mulberry
         tree. We had hibiscus and bougainvillea and roses. My mother picked up an interest
         in gardening again, which always picked up her spirits.
      

      
      Our kiddy lives went on, colorful and sunny in the easy Miami climate. 

      
      Life in Opa-locka was good. Founded in 1926 by aviation pioneer Glen Curtiss, the
         city was originally developed for some reason with the Arabian Nights as its theme.
         Throughout the city, domed and turreted, Moorish styled buildings recall the fantasies
         of town planners and architects to reproduce a Hollywood version of Arabia. Streets
         are named Ali Baba, Sultan, Sharazad, and Aladdin. Every year the mayor, the city
         council members, and anyone who had the right costume took part in an elaborate Arabian
         Nights parade, with camels and snake charming music played by the high school band.
         Apart from the city fathers and the band, the parade was made up mostly of kids. Frannie,
         who was a good seamstress, made taffeta and crinoline balloon pants for us and blouses
         with transparent sleeves. We had face veils that hung from cotton headbands and plastic
         jewels from the dime store. 
      

      
      There was no Arab community in Opa-locka, no historic or sister-city relation with
         any place in Saudi Arabia or elsewhere in the Middle East. We were never given an
         explanation for the name. Perhaps it was south-Florida pride in being America’s tropical
         zone, a palm-tree place identifiable with other exotic sites in the world, and different
         from what was fast developing as a generic, suburban American landscape. Whatever
         its sources, the Arabian Nights festival sits in my memory as an early opportunity
         for fantasizing about far-away cultures and imaging them in glittering, childish stereotypes.
         
      

      
      The Arabian Nights Festival was our introduction to a way of seeing strangers that
         was developing in American culture at large. Soon we would be learning about people
         in distant lands at school. Although they would be drawn for us in clear, cartoon-like
         designs that reduced culture to a short list of facts and images, the feelings we were encouraged to adopt about certain places would have a lot to do with whether
         their governments were friends or enemies of the United States. If they were friends,
         like Japan or the Philippines, a smiling simplicity might characterize the society,
         its customs and “chief products.” If they were not, like the Russians, of course,
         the picture would emerge with trouble attached, as if to say the people were living
         under some dark cloud. We should feel sorry for them, but we shouldn’t trust them.
      

      
       

      
      We had a maid named Pauline who lived nearby in an African American neighborhood that
         would grow to encompass all of Opa-locka in later years. Pauline helped Frannie keep
         the house and the yard; she did the laundry and cooked. Her own family waited at home.
         Where she found time to take care of that household is hard to imagine. Pauline came
         to our house every day, except Saturday and Sunday. Frannie didn’t have much money
         to pay her. Pauline probably had to work as many hours as she could to make ends meet.
         We didn’t know her family. She talked about her husband and her kids, but we never
         saw them.
      

      
      Relations between the races were still very, very separate in the South of those days.
         Bathroom doors were marked “colored” and “white.” Seats were segregated in movie theaters,
         churches, and of course, on buses and at lunch counters. The civil rights movement
         wouldn’t get under way for several more years. I have a faint memory of my first encounter
         with the idea of racial difference. We were driving around Miami, all six of us, in
         the Nash Rambler my parents bought in 1955. At a certain point we slowed down for
         a stoplight. My mother turned around to say something to the four of us, sitting in
         the back. She happened to look out the rear window. “Look, the colored people behind
         us,” she said, in a low, slow voice that signaled instruction. I remembered having heard the expression before and thought it meant people who
         were green or blue or purple and was excited now to see this strange phenomenon. The
         people in the car behind us showed none of this. I couldn’t see what was special about
         them and said something like “I thought they were green.” Everybody laughed. I got
         no answer, no definition of what “colored” meant. It was one of those things you had
         to figure out yourself, piece together what it was you were supposed to understand;
         and what made the boundaries go up.
      

      
      While my mother and the four of us kept house in Opa-locka, Jack flew with his squadron
         to St. Croix for maneuvers, to Vieques and Roosevelt Roads in Puerto Rico for more
         training exercises. Besides these temporary assignments, his unit kept the ships of
         the Atlantic Fleet Marine Force supplied with whatever they needed to keep ready for
         action. 
      

      
      Dad and his fellow pilots made regular runs from Miami to Guantanamo, Cuba and other
         islands in the eastern Caribbean. Under an agreement with the British in 1941, military
         bases on a number of Caribbean islands—still part of the old colonial empire—had been
         handed over to the Americans. During the war they had functioned as supply stations,
         but as the Cold War developed several, including stations in Grand Bahama, San Salvador,
         Eleuthera, and Mayaguana became guided missile sites. 
      

      
      Jack flew to Grand Bahama in September 1955 on orders to transport personnel “in connection
         with Resident Officer in Charge of Construction . . . in connection with down range
         construction matters.” The “construction matters” weren’t defined. Likely quarters,
         PXs, and the like were going up; but structures for housing military hardware would
         also have been part of the program. That same year, Jack flew personnel and equipment
         from island to island “as directed” by ROCCs overseeing the design of a virtual necklace
         of American missile sites around the Caribbean. 
      

      
      Jack was having the time of his life. Taking off early from Opa-locka Air Field, he
         would spend the morning gliding over the open sea, the other pilots on his wing. Years
         later, telling me about the Miami days, Frannie offered this description of Jack’s
         work:
      

      
         They were building stations in the Caribbean on every island from Haiti on up for
            the space program. They wanted to put guns up on the moon to shoot at the Soviets.
            They built a bunch of guided missile ranges out there. Hardly anybody lived in these
            places. Dad flew stuff to them: milk, Christmas trees; bread, butter. He would bring
            stuff back—barter or buy it. He brought a burro back for a lady in Miami once, somebody’s
            sister who had a farm. And they always had rum, lots of it, and cigars. 
         

         
         The problem was the feds. They’d show up at the field, hang around, so when Daddy
            and the his friends got back, the guys in the tower might give a signal, like “take
            a lap,” and they’d go dump the goods in Biscayne Bay. They never dumped a burro. Next
            day, they’d go out in a rowboat to try and retrieve it, but they never had any luck.
         

      

      The picture of Jack and his buddies out in a rowboat, fishing around for their booty
         seems too ridiculous to be true. I never asked my mother if she actually saw them
         do it, whether she ever went along to the dock. The question would’ve implied my doubts.
         Whether or not these retrieving adventures really happened, the stories likely had
         something to do with Jack getting out of the house—a chance to be “with the men,”
         to wile away the afternoon somehow, perhaps rehashing yesterday’s events in a beachside
         bar.
      

      
      The account was vintage Frannie. She had a story telling style that mimicked a kind
         of joking pilot speech. The bit about the space program in 1955 and launching bombs
         from the moon sounded far-fetched to me. After digging through books and government
         documents, however, I found my mother had known what she was talking about that day.
         In developing postwar guided and intercontinental ballistic missile programs, the
         government was aware of the possibilities missiles had for launching satellites and
         other space vehicles. Satellites, military scientists prophesied, could be used for
         television and radio broadcasting. They could gather weather data and take photographs
         of sites anywhere and everywhere on the planet. In addition, of course, they had potential
         military value. 
      

      
      “A guided missile has four basic elements,” explained a Congressional report issued
         in 1959: a fuselage, propulsion and guidance systems, and a warhead. Minus the warhead,
         a guided missile was nothing more than a vehicle for weapons testing “or, if powerful
         enough, to launch space ships or satellites.” Some of the missile stations in the
         Caribbean were considered as possible launch sites for satellites even before the
         Soviets sent Sputnik into orbit in 1957. Werner von Braun, the former German rocket
         scientist working for the Americans and author of the 1952 “Man Will Conquer Space
         Soon” articles for Collier’s Weekly, gave a good deal of thought to the idea of sending satellites into space from missile
         sites and using them for bombing attacks. Not only that, but study was devoted to
         the prospect of establishing bases on the moon for launching weapons against earth
         sites. “As to the technological feasibility,” the 1959 Congressional report noted,
         “most scientists who have expressed opinions say it can be done.” But prominent voices
         found such ideas impracticable. For the moment they were set aside. 
      

      
       

      
      I remember Jack coming home from the airfield, smelling of airplane fuel. He always
         seemed excited in those days. Frannie, ready with cocktails, would be nicely dressed,
         eager to hear the stories. Life was easy and comfortable, although our parents had
         to pinch to make ends meet. “We never had much money,” Frannie told me in 2000, as
         if I hadn’t known, “but we lived as if we did. I had a very glamorous life in the
         Marine Corps.” It wasn’t a matter of going into debt for fancy cars or clothes, but
         of style and attitude. On flights Dad made to Grand Bahama, he would discreetly load
         a small suitcase for Frannie onto the aircraft. She’d catch a twenty-minute BOAC flight
         from Miami to Nassau. As Frannie told the story, she would wear a well-cut linen dress
         with her pearls and carry nothing but a bathing cap. “The customs people went crazy,”
         she claimed. She and Jack did this perhaps three or four times, Frannie never bringing
         anything but the bathing cap. They’d stay at the same place, the Buena Vista Hotel,
         where they’d dress for dinner and dance under the Caribbean stars. They loved the
         story of it, the romance. The trips to Nassau took up a lot of room in my imagination:
         a string of glamorous adventures in a place my sisters and I never saw. 
      

      
      In the Miami heat, pressure came along with the romance. The weather in summer, the
         tempers year round. Jack and Frannie’s movie star adventures came under the humid
         spell, and things began to change. There was, indeed, never enough money. Frannie’s
         standards of taste and manners seemed to be violated all the time. Jack’s absences
         grew longer and more frequent. When he was home they fought. 
      

      
      We spent a lot of time at the pool. Jack and Frannie were both keen on swimming lessons
         for the four of us. They’d both been excellent swimmers since childhood. In their
         minds not knowing how to swim was like not knowing how to take care of yourself. It
         wasn’t just a mark of physical agility: it meant discipline, personal strength. Good
         swimmers had good characters. Being able to swim meant you had a capacity for keeping
         up, for surviving, for holding steady in moving waters. 
      

      
      I learned to swim by drowning. Jack put me in the pool, and I simply went down. I
         don’t remember the episode itself so much as I remember my father telling the story
         many times after. It always struck me as amazingly careless on their part. But I think
         they must’ve seen it as a first step in a process of figuring out that there was such
         a thing as danger, there were threatening things in the world. Being alive meant being
         able to hold up against them. My mother told me many years later that Sarah had almost
         drowned at Topsail Island one day when we were all out on the beach. Frannie was sitting
         on the pier and happened to look down as a wave rolled out. She saw my little sister
         gurgling in the water, half smiling, being dragged out to sea. Mom grabbed her, of
         course, but she was haunted by the incident for years. Maybe by the time we moved
         to Miami, she’d come to feel we’d better start knowing something about how to hold
         up in the water on our own. 
      

      
      My parents lived through violent storms and near drownings in these early years of
         the Cold War with soldierly fortitude and a sense that events like this were in the
         course of things, to be taken as elements in the hand of cards dealt us. The toughness
         didn’t go with the romance of their island hopping. There was something almost mystical
         about the way Hurricane Hazel had hit Topsail and destroyed everything except our
         little cement house. There was a touch of the supernatural in Sarah’s nearly sliding
         out to sea, smiling at my mother from beneath the clear water. The larger forces behind
         these things weren’t “nature” in any material sense. My parents would call them “God,”
         the center of their Catholic universe. With confidence, they saw everything—storms,
         wars, race relations—as part of a larger, cosmic pattern. God oversaw the operations
         and would bring in the right results. Evil would be damned. But Jack and Frannie’s
         behavior and their moods were at times the responses of people who weren’t sure. They
         didn’t really know what was making things happen, especially social and political
         things. When figures in government were accused of being communists, when the Hungarian
         Revolution took place, when civil rights emerged, stranger forces were in control.
         Everything for Jack and Frannie was surely connected to the ultimate reality, but
         on the ground, the elements driving events were hard to grasp. The patterns weren’t
         quite legible. They were disturbing. They were frightening. The future had two directions,
         one the righteous culmination of God’s and America’s purposes; the other, a grim,
         prolonged struggle that could end in the wrong way. Fear attended both visions. It
         was palpable, and it grated on the edges of their affection.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 6

      School Pains and Home Wars

      
         
         
      

      
      School had become part of our lives by 1955. I was in first grade, and the twins were
         in third. Our school was Saint Mel’s in Miami, named after a fifth-century Irish monk.
         It was, a multistoried, pink cement structure that rose above the pale green tropical
         vegetation. Much of the misery and meanness of the American 1950s was there in that
         school, in miniature. The kids all knew each other. They’d lived since birth in the
         same neighborhood where the school was. They’d been through kindergarten together.
         The built-in relationships had hierarchies of social power, especially among the girls.
         The boys were sullen and arrogant. 
      

      
      The twins had each other. I see them surrounded by the lush flowers and greenery of
         southern Florida, in pleated skirts, round collared blouses, bobby socks, and saddle
         shoes. They look serious, perhaps scared, but they’re holding hands. I was alone in
         first-grade classroom. The other kids ignored me. I knew not a sole among them. They’d
         go home for lunch, but I’d find Nancy and Lizzie or stay in the schoolroom, eating
         what my mother had packed in my lunchbox. Nobody else had a lunchbox. The kids ganged
         up in circles in the afternoon recess. One afternoon the prettiest, coldest girl looked
         at me from the edge of her circle and pronounced in a voice loud enough for everybody
         to hear, “I don’t like Mary. I don’t like the way she acts.” This mysterious statement
         seared my heart and sent a flood of adrenaline that still pumps through my veins.
         It was out and out rejection, and I would see her mean, narrow figure in the schoolyard,
         hear the deadly judging voice forever after. Her words stamped my marginality with
         indelible ink. 
      

      
      I didn’t know what to do with myself at school—how to speak or move, what postures
         to take. I only knew how strange all the kids were, how close to each other, how far
         away I was. I lacked a persona to stand up to them and had no response to the strangely
         empty charge; only a capacity to absorb the mean projectile, to feel its barbs. This
         original branding made sense of a number of experiences I had already had as an outsider.
         Now the role was official. Through subsequent avatars of this non-persona, a slim
         thread of desire ran, a wish to belong, to be alike, to be familiar. I remember wanting
         this, consciously. What I didn’t see growing, blossoming, flourishing in response
         to all this was the anger—a deep, seething volcano that wanted nothing more than to
         explode. It wouldn’t; not, at least, for many years to come. 
      

      
      Through the jagged later days in Miami, our parents grew further and further apart.
         Every morning Jack went to the airfield in Opa-locka, and experimented with new aircraft.
         While Frannie’s days were filled with taking care of us, he flew around the Caribbean.
         She had become an elegant, well-dressed housewife. The old wound of her father’s desertion,
         exacerbated when Jack left for Korea and now again with his frequent absences for
         temporary duty, was all the more provoking for never having been acknowledged. She
         was aggravated too by the wrong moves on Jack’s part. The many small ones that shouldn’t
         have mattered so much—getting home late, leaving his clothes around, forgetting the
         milk—grew in significance beside the big ones. Jack drank too much. He gambled and
         wasted money we didn’t have. He was still partying like a cadet. Frannie would tell
         us “Daddy’s out with the men,” when he wasn’t there for dinner. “Out with the men,”
         we knew, meant out at a bar. When this happened, we were usually in bed by the time
         he came home. If we happened to be awake, if we happened to see or hear him, we saw
         eyes that didn’t quite look at you, were a little out of focus, and speech just odd
         enough to make us wonder. 
      

      
      Frannie herself was by no means a teetotaler and in fact relished the prospect of
         cocktail time. But when the hours slipped by, and Jack was out who knew where, she
         felt not just uninvited. She was angry. What was he thinking? Did he feel it was his
         own, hard-earned cash to do with as he pleased? Did he think Frannie’s minor stockpile,
         left by her grandfather and stashed away in the bank, more of a resource than it was?
         Something to back up her posturing and pretending to be a woman of means? Was he thinking
         he didn’t need to worry about saving his? Or are these questions beside the point,
         the point being addiction? 
      

      
      The disappointment and the anger, instead of wearing Mom down or leaving her, like
         her mother, in the stew of depression, toughened her. She sharpened her voice and
         her posture on Dad’s sins. On top of Jack’s insults, Mary Ellen Walsh, Frannie’s dear
         old grandmother, died. She had been a crucial presence in Mom’s life, a source of
         security, particularly since her father had left Frankie. With Mary Ellen’s passing,
         Frannie was more alone than ever. Her statuesque “Grandma” had been a model of strong
         and gracious femininity. She had helped the family significantly to fashion its Irish
         Catholic profile as aristocratic and cultured. She had seen the prosperous household
         creep through the depression with balance and “class.” 
      

      
      Frannie was ready to step into these noble lines. But what she didn’t take from her
         grandmother was the bosomy, lace trimmed femininity visible in portraits of Mary Ellen.
         She could have picked up styles like this from her own mother too, for Frankie was
         an ultra-feminine, even sexy, beauty. All the charm got her in the end, however, was
         a nightmare. Philip Walsh had courted her like a prince, set her up in a grand house
         with a Rolls Royce and polo ponies, made money hand over fist in the stock market;
         and then he had pulled the rug out from under her feet. No more trips to Paris to
         buy Worth gowns, no more maids, no parties. No more fancy car or house. No more husband.
         Frannie had looked around through the steam of misery that followed and seen the survivor
         was not her mother, but her brother—and the father she devised in a carefully maintained
         story. After her grandmother, it was these male figures she followed. They could stand
         up and move like gentlemen through the good times and in danger and want. She would
         emulate them.
      

      
      When Jack’s squandering of money on booze and dice started looking like habit, Frannie
         prepared her attack. She drove to Burdine’s, at the time Miami’s most prestigious
         store. Skipping the clothes and the perfume counters, she went straight to the jewelry
         department where she purchased an exquisite, solid gold, art deco watch with a sapphire
         crown. The price tag, $700. That was a lot of money in 1955, and Dad felt it directly
         when she showed it to him. Turning the snaky thing in the lamp light, she growled
         in a low, threatening voice, “that’s how you waste good money.”
      

      
      Not long after this incident, as Christmas was approaching, Mom announced we would
         be heading to Uncle Philip and Aunt Sandy’s house in New Jersey for the holidays.
         Dad would not be driving up with us. He’d been called away on a mission, she told
         us. That was certainly believable, but for Christmas it was a little hard. We didn’t
         ask questions. Frannie started packing. A few days later we headed out, and I don’t
         remember saying goodbye to Dad.
      

      
      In a photo album Frannie made in the late 1980s, there’s one allusion to this trip.
         “I drive home to N.J. in August, 1955, and we’re stuck on Route 301 in Georgia behind
         the Goat Man, who goes between Florida and Maine, at 20 mph!” The photo shows the
         four of us walking beside a herd of long-horned mountain goats, out of their element
         here. In their midst is a large, sloppy cart equipped with automobile tires. 
      

      
         The Goat Man

         

      

      Over the cab the Goat Man has a sign erected, high enough for everyone to see: “Photos
         Snappers: Donate—Goats Have to Eat Also—Thanks.” The Goat Man himself is half hidden
         beneath the piled up junk. Only an arm protrudes from the depths to guide the goats
         along. Frannie took the picture and gave him a dollar. Here we were, loaded down with
         our own stuff, heading north to what might have become a permanent separation from
         Dad. Out of our element, we would be counting on support from our relatives while
         happy-family photos of Christmas were being snapped. In the end, the separation didn’t
         happen, and Frannie never shared her plan with us. But we could feel her strangeness,
         withdrawn, in a way, her fears hidden behind the jolly project of the drive. The Goat
         Man wasn’t quite a mirror, but we were somehow drawn to him. Like Frannie, he was
         a stranger with his out-of-place flock; and we’re all on the road together. 
      

      
      Nervous at the wheel, Frannie drove straight through the night. Her fierce determination
         frightened me a little, but we didn’t know she was taking the first step in leaving
         my father. We didn’t know her siblings and her old aunt and uncle were worried about
         my dad’s capacity to be a good husband. We only knew we were going north for Christmas.
         There would be snow and cousins, fireplaces, warm living rooms. Poor Dad would be
         without us, somewhere with the men. 
      

      
      When we reached the Delaware River Bridge, Mom broke down and couldn’t go any further.
         The fears—of being alone, of what would happen to us, to Dad—loomed up in the form
         of a high arching bridge she was terrified to cross. Years before, she’d been in an
         accident on a bridge near Newark. Her father was at the wheel, and the car slid part
         way beneath a truck in front of them. Again, this was a story I only knew partially.
         Some of it came from Frannie herself, some from Dad, the crucial bit about going under
         the truck from my uncle or a cousin. Frannie still had a tiny scar on her chin. She
         was terrified forever of getting into a car. Now, driving north to leave her husband,
         she stopped at the guard shack on the southern end of the Delaware River Bridge. In
         a matter of fact voice, as if it weren’t at all strange, Frannie asked the guard—“the
         man” as she identified him to us—to drive us over. And he did, Mom shivering all the
         way. 
      

      
      We arrived at the Walsh’s house in the middle of a northeastern winter. They had just
         returned from Lima, Peru, where they’d lived for the past nine years. Uncle Philip
         had been working there and in Chile on textile and mining operations for a big New
         York conglomerate. Our cousins had never lived anywhere else, but they looked at us
         like we were the refugees. There were a lot of long, muted conversations in the kitchen,
         in the dining room, out of our hearing range. Later I learned from other cousins,
         who had it from their parents, that Aunt Frannie was deciding whether to divorce Uncle
         Jack. For everybody in the family, Philip and Frankie’s history lurked in the background.
         Their divorce had been scandalous enough, but time had eased the shock of it. Now
         the ghost of rupture was creeping back. Everybody was worried.
      

      
      Just weeks before Grandma Walsh died, she had written to Frannie, referring indirectly
         to Mom’s thoughts of leaving Jack. She wrote of the advantages of life in Miami for
         us girls, as if that were the issue. “If you decide to stay down there, Frances,”
         she wrote, “you might consider some of these schools for the girls.” A decision was
         sitting in Frannie’s hands. If she and Jack separated, there was the question of where
         we would live and go to school. Mary Ellen Walsh was clearly thinking it would be
         better if we stayed closer to Jack. Her letter, however, made no mention of the actual,
         haunting deed, of Frannie actually leaving him. 
      

      
      The person whose advice Frannie was most interested in now was her brother. With Grandma
         gone, Uncle Philip’s word was crucial. He and Jack had been good friends and always
         spoke well of each other. Frannie had filled Philip in on recent developments, but
         my uncle was distinctly opposed to divorce. The pain of his own parents’ break-up
         and the Catholic taboo pinned the thought against the wall. Perhaps there was also
         the simple fact that Philip didn’t like the idea of his sister leaving her husband.
         In any case, Jack was a friend and a war hero. Confronting him was probably the last
         thing my uncle wanted to do. 
      

      
      Whatever was said in the muffled conversations behind closed doors at Uncle Philip
         and Aunt Sandy’s house, it didn’t create a campaign against Jack. Everything seemed
         to go by the wayside when he caught up with us. A military hop flew him from Miami
         to Fort Dix, and he was there at the Walsh’s for Christmas day. The holiday seemed
         as festive as ever. There was tension in the air, of course, but by that time tension
         was normal. 
      

      
      So we had our holiday, with snow, presents, plays the grownups had to watch, punch
         my cousin and I secretly spiked, and a comforting ring of people to insulate us from
         Jack and Frannie’s trouble. In the end, they decided to stay together. Frannie put
         it like this: “Once Daddy got there, we were with him.” No further discussion, at
         least not for my ears, even in my forties. She hadn’t wanted to leave Jack, she said,
         still brooding over it in Noank in the 1990s. “Divorce was bad for the family,” she
         said. I wanted to hear her say, “Because I loved him. I thought he was grand, after
         all.” But that never came out. 
      

      
      Two days after Christmas, the six of us set out again for Opa-locka. The whole episode
         was one of many secrets they lived with, one of the beasts they repressed. We would
         be a healthy, well-made family, and whatever dangers lurked in the margins of our
         life, they would be bound and disciplined. They would be watched with suspicion. Like
         all potentially sabotaging influences, they would be met head on and not allowed to
         corrupt the proper order. We would be good girls, Dad would be “Jacky.” And Frannie
         would be an upstanding soldier through it all.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 7

      Trouble with the Army

      
         
         
      

      
      In the spring of 1956, Dad requested a release from active duty in the Marine Corps
         in order to transfer into the Army. The Marines were going through a reduction in
         forces. Budgetary constraints meant Jack and many other pilots of his generation would
         not have their commissions extended. Still, he had to go through the process of requesting
         that the Marines let him go. By the end of June he was detached from his unit in Miami,
         and we were on our way back up north to see the relatives before heading for Alabama.
         My sisters and I didn’t know why we were leaving. The twins were nine years old now,
         I was seven, and Sarah five. We had only been in Miami for eighteen months, with the
         six-month assignment to Camp Lejeune spliced into the middle, but Nancy and Lizzie
         were old enough to feel the jerk at the heart of leaving friends behind. 
      

      
      Jack and Frannie had more or less patched up the tensions that developed in Miami,
         but the next several months would bring new problems. The four of us heard bits and
         pieces of anticipatory worries during the drive north, but never the full story. We
         did, however, get the effect of it on their moods during these unsettled days. Years
         later, I would manage to put together what happened. 
      

      
      A telegram from the adjutant general, Department of the Army, in Washington had arrived
         for Dad on June 23. “You have been selected for appointment as a Major USAR,” the
         note read, “and for appointment with concurrent active duty as a warrant officer,
         W-2 effective 1 July 1956. Letters of appointment and active duty orders follow.”
         On the twenty-fifth the orders arrived, and Dad was appointed a major in the Army
         Reserves. The next day special orders came, appointing him to concurrent active duty
         as an Army chief warrant officer-2. His first assignment was to attend an orientation
         and indoctrination course for flight instructors at the Army Aviation School in Fort
         Rucker, Alabama. 
      

      
      Jack and some forty other pilots recently separated from the Marines along with him
         expected to eventually coming on active duty in their commissioned ranks. Originally
         ordered to different posts, with the Fort Rucker course a stopover for all of them,
         they soon found their orders had been changed. Now they were to be permanently stationed
         at the aviation school. Here they would teach younger officers to fly not only fixed
         wing aircraft but helicopters. 
      

      
      Helicopters had become a priority for the Army after the Korean War, where they had
         proven valuable beyond predictions. The efficiency of the helicopter for getting into
         and out of tight places in little time became evident in a number of situations where
         the global tension between communism and the West had sparked real heat. Aviation
         sectors of all the services worked to increase their helicopter capacities. 
      

      
      The Army, having lost its entire air corps in 1947 when the Air Force came into existence,
         had been slowly redeveloping aviation units since 1953. While the Air Force was focusing
         on strategic bombardment, the helicopter was becoming central to Army operations.
         Work was in progress at Fort Rucker Aviation School toward the development of a helicopter
         “sky cavalry.” Jack would be part of the team preparing this new concept. 
      

      
      He and his fellow instructor pilots knew they were too numerous for the Army to bring
         on at the same time as commissioned officers at Fort Rucker. The Army kept a “table
         of organization,” which mapped out the number of personnel feasible in each rank category
         for the separate occupation specialties in any given year. Only a limited number of
         instructor pilots could be field grade officers. The need for instructors was high,
         nevertheless, and the former Marine pilots were courted with “the red carpet” treatment,
         as Dad put it in a letter. The commanding general of the aviation school greeted them
         and gave a welcome speech, dwelling on the value of their experience. The honor and
         respect he paid them only confirmed their assumptions that the reserve ranks would
         transfer to active duty. In July as the course came to an end, the assistant commandant
         of the aviation school reported to the group that they “would never have a better
         chance” to regain their original ranks. He insisted all their applications would be
         favorably endorsed. The phrase “better chance” put Jack on alert. This was supposed
         to have been a sure thing. For the moment, he let the worry go, figuring things would
         work out. In a letter about the incident, he wrote “we took the whole program, hook,
         line, and sinker.” 
      

      
      It was time to bring the family down. Dad had driven up north with us when we left
         the Opa-locka house, but shortly after we arrived in New Jersey, he had taken off
         for Alabama. Weeks went by and finally Mom announced we were moving south again. Jack
         came back, and we spent a week packing while he arranged to get the furniture shipped.
         In the middle of August we set out on the road again. This time we were headed for
         a very different south, nothing like Miami. Describing the trip to me much later,
         Frannie said she told us it would be “a little spooky there, but it’s nice and warm.
         We’ll have a good time.” She tried to tell us what the “Deep South” was, but we had
         no idea what any of this meant. 
      

      
      On a hot, humid afternoon we arrived in Dothan, Alabama. The temperature was in the
         nineties, and Mom was unhappy. My sisters and I didn’t have a clue where we were.
         Our house was a small brick ranch with a carport and woods behind it on Alice Street
         in Dothan. “Daddy’s going to teach people how to fly helicopters,” Frannie told us.
         “We’ll live here a while.” We shrugged our shoulders and went looking for things to
         do in the woods. Soon we were getting ready to face a new school year in nearby Enterprise.
         The specter of kids we didn’t know, crowds of them who’d all grown up together, haunted
         the late summer. We would be the strangers again. The schoolroom subjects we would
         be asked to study—arithmetic, spelling, geography—were the last things we thought
         about.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Dad and his fellow pilots had submitted the applications to have their
         original ranks restored. One day in October, Jack stopped in at Regimental Headquarters
         and discovered his own, handed in a month earlier, had not yet been forwarded to the
         next level up in the hierarchy. Nor was the endorsement attached to it favorable.
         Angry, he went straight to the colonel who’d stated publicly that it was the optimum
         time to request their original ranks and that the school commanders would support
         their effort. Jack asked for an explanation, and the man defended himself by claiming
         the endorsement differed in no way from what he had promised in July. Wanting nothing
         more than to punch the guy, Dad got out of his office fast.
      

      
      At home the four of us heard nothing about this, but we caught the moods. For days
         Jack would come home from the airfield closed up like a clam. No smiles, no horsing
         around with us. Out-of-range conferences between him and Frannie were more frequent
         than usual. Her nervousness picked up. She was impatient with us. Dad’s dark spirits
         took up a lot of space, and the house grew dour. In Miami, he’d been energetic, fun,
         a big, lit presence. Now, in this dry and empty landscape, it seemed  that Dad had
         disappeared. We knew something was wrong; things were changing. The tones of voice,
         the moods legible in Jack’s face, as in Frannie’s, were mysterious and frightening.
         Then they would make efforts to be nice to us, to be like a happy family. The fun
         times were tight, and you almost wanted them over. 
      

      
      The problem with the position of warrant officer instructor pilot was that instructors
         worked on the ground. They only went up as teachers. They prepared other people for
         combat. They didn’t go into it themselves. The work would’ve been fine for a month
         or so, but as a permanent assignment, it meant two or perhaps three years not as a
         real pilot but in the unglamorous job of teacher. There would be no flying over the
         Caribbean, landing and taking off again, island to island; no edgy missions to the
         Latin world, where the appeal of communism was threatening US influence. He would
         be up in the air for only a few hours at a time and on the ground at Fort Rucker every
         night.
      

      
      Frustrated and feeling cheated, Jack decided to do something he’d never done before.
         He would use his connections. Frannie’s uncle William Walsh, her father’s younger
         brother, had been a colonel in the Army during the First and Second World Wars. A
         graduate of Princeton in political science—then called government—Uncle Willie still
         had been close to people in high places during his days in the La Guardia administration.
         A gregarious, well-spoken man, Willie kept his friendships strong through the years.
         He now had connections in Washington. 
      

      
      “In fourteen years of service this is the first time I have utilized political influence,”
         Dad wrote to Uncle Willie. “I have had it available through you for a long time. But
         this is something I cannot fight myself. I’m sure you’ll agree we’re getting the dirty
         end of the stick so I’m all for cleaning up the stick or dirtying both ends.” He asked
         Willie to do what he could to get somebody in the Department of the Army to investigate.
         This would mean going around the aviation school and its parent organization at Fort
         McPherson, Georgia. Willie wrote his friend Robert W. Kean, congressman from New Jersey,
         and Jack wrote to Bernard Shanley, a White House aid and friend of his own father’s,
         asking for help. The campaign to clear Dad’s rank went into full swing but to no avail.
         The response came to Robert Kean from the acting adjutant general at the Department
         of the Army. “Favorable action was precluded” on Dad’s request for restoration to
         his original rank, “as the quotas for recall of Transportation Corps officers in the
         grade of major (aviators) have been filled for Fiscal Year 1957.” He added, “Mr. Lawlor’s
         current assignment did not adversely affect his application.” The general explained
         that “no applicant is penalized because of his current assignment or the fact that
         if accepted a replacement will need to be furnished for his current station.” This
         was precisely the reason Dad and the other pilots felt their applications had been,
         en masse, rejected. There were too many of them, and they were all desperately needed
         at the aviation school. Helicopters were becoming too important in the Army’s world
         mission for any instructors to be let go. Restoring their proper ranks would mean
         having to reassign them elsewhere. If that happened, they would have to be replaced
         at Fort Rucker. The general’s letter said precisely the opposite, but Dad was not
         convinced.
      

      
      The short tempers, the silences at home were palpable. Mom and Dad were tense and
         angry, but mercifully not at each other. Their voices took on a new sharpness. Cocktail
         time got to be a sullen ritual. Dad’s spirits seemed up from time to time, but there
         was a distinct lack of light in the house. Frannie was all gloom and nerves, smiling
         in that fixed way. 
      

      
      But the most insidious effect of this whole episode hit Frannie as much as it did
         Jack. It threw a monkey wrench, as Dad would put it, in their trust and respect for
         the Army leadership. Apart from losing Jack’s proper rank—and his dismay at not getting
         to fly much—they were disappointed with the institution he had just elected to join.
         Represented by the assistant commandant of the aviation school, the service had shown
         itself capable of actions less than honorable; that were in fact duplicitous. The
         colonel who spoke to the group had spoken for the school’s administration and, by
         implication, for the Army itself. He had gone back on his word and was less than forthcoming
         about that too. These were not civil people in Jack and Frannie’s eyes. They were
         shifty, underhanded. Mom and Dad were in their mid-thirties now. They weren’t innocent
         rubes who’d never seen subterfuge before. But the overt, dismissive treatment they
         received at the hands of the aviation school leadership and the lack of an honest
         apology or of any effort to make amends gave them a rude awakening. The experience
         clouded the sunny vision they’d brought from Miami. Spots of cynicism floated into
         view. They’d been made to see the cranks and gears upholding the machinery of the
         school too clearly. They would learn to repress all this, but for the moment it made
         for a grim spirit in the house. Miami—and the Marine Corps—quickly became a distant,
         fond memory for all of us. 
      

      
      Why didn’t Jack leave the Army at this point, after he and a room full of pilot friends
         had been lied to; when they’d treated his record, his accomplishments so dismissively?
         My guess is the answer would have a lot to do with his chances for flying. If he chose
         to work for an airline instead, he would be strapped to repeated route schedules;
         and the job would lack adventure. Fort Rucker, after all, wouldn’t last forever. Eventually
         he’d be ordered elsewhere, for some other kind of flying. Even now, as a teacher,
         he would have time in the cockpit and more opportunities to learn the mechanisms of
         new aircraft than he would in any other job. 
      

      
      The other answer would have had to do with patriotism, a symbolic, emotional matter;
         and national security, a more directly practical one. The United States would need
         all the talent it could muster, with the Cold War intensifying. The Soviets were running
         a fierce competition with the United States in the development of nuclear weapons
         and missile programs. The “missile gap,” which Kennedy would claim in 1960 was threatening
         America’s ability to defend itself against a Russian nuclear attack, was already a
         concept in the public air in the late 1950s. Fears of Russian superiority haunted
         everybody, and my parents were by no means immune to this. It was not an abstract
         matter for either of them. Jack in particular experienced the United States and Russia
         as if they were personalities. He was connected by tissue and muscle as well as heart
         and mind to America, the good guy. Russia wasn’t a distant figure but a real presence,
         threatening him, us, the whole country. 
      

      
      If Frannie didn’t feel these things as personally as Dad did, she knew what was at
         stake and shivered along with everybody else who knew what a hydrogen bomb, launched
         from an effective missile system, could do. The tightened-down fear and the free-floating,
         unanalyzed anxiety wafted through our household. In retrospect, we might call it depression,
         a depression nourished not just in psychical conflicts. The low clouds indoors were
         confirmed and thickened by mass anxiety and public talk of nuclear apocalypse, sifting
         down from policies and planning conducted far over our heads. 
      

      
      But events were working to drive a wedge between our parents’ patriotism and the authorities
         responsible for military and national policies. During that same season, I remember
         hearing Jack and Frannie grumble confusedly about something happening far away. They
         talked about Hungary. At first I thought they were worried about food—for us, for
         somebody they cared about? What was this? Eventually it became evident that Hungary
         was itself the place far away. Something very troubling was going on. What was at
         stake in it for my parents? 
      

      
      It’s curious that Jack and Frannie actually tried to explain this to us. The more
         personal, immediate trouble with the commanders at Fort Rucker were secrets in our
         house, not for our ears unless we happened to catch shards of the story flying past
         in conversation. This business of Hungary, however, was put on the table for us to
         see. The Russians have tanks; they are hard, deadly people. The Hungarians are like
         us. They want their freedom. The Russians have come down on them. 
      

      
      The conflicts with the aviation school leadership were none of our affair. It was
         embarrassing, for Dad’s reputation, for the reputation of the Army. Nobody would say
         the pilots were the good guys or “the aviation school commander is cheating us.” But
         Jack and Frannie took the uprising in the East as an opportunity to teach us ideology.
         It was simple to lay out the map of who was with us and who the others were. 
      

      
      The Hungarian uprising had looked in early October 1956 like a romantic revolutionary
         movement. “We were proud of them,” Frannie told me later. And there a plausible chance
         of success. When Imre Nagy’s anti-Soviet government settled into place on October
         10, Jack and Frannie, like many others, were elated for Hungary. The revolt meant
         a breach in the wall of satellite buffer states securing Russian geopolitical authority
         in “the East.” When the Soviets moved in the following month, after softening the
         ground diplomatically with the ruse of a negotiated withdrawal, Nagy called on the
         United Nations for help. And the world looked to the United States to stand up for
         the UN, to support what would be a heroic action to counter the Soviet aggression.
         But the help never came. The General Assembly passed a resolution condemning the Russian
         action, but neither American nor UN military forces were offered to put teeth in the
         diplomatic gesture. 
      

      
      The long and complex history of these events has been told in more detail elsewhere.
         My parents probably knew a good deal of it; they read the papers and watched the nightly
         news religiously. But what they dwelled on and what came to our ears was the disappointment
         that came with seeing America not only declining to come to the rescue but not even
         extending a hand to help the Hungarians. When the Soviet tanks rolled through Belgrade,
         Jack and Frannie were sick. Identifying with the brave citizens of the beleaguered
         city, they shook their heads in frustration and worry. This was what they were talking
         about. This is what “Hungary” meant.
      

      
      Dad’s deeply personal patriotism was offended. Coming after the bitter pill of the
         Army’s duplicity over the rank issue, his inclination to respect his superiors all
         the way up the chain of command took something of a blow. Frannie had already taken
         a long step back from the Army, disliking and distrusting it, determining the institution
         had no “class.” Now she looked with suspicion at the Eisenhower administration’s mystifying
         neutrality on events in Hungary. As she later described it, tapping the ashes from
         her cigarette, “something was wrong. There was funny diplomatic stuff going on. Those
         poor people were left out in the cold.” Shaking the cigarette like a sixth finger,
         she added, “Ike should’ve done something. We should’ve been there.” Overt critical
         thinking about the government was vulgar to Frannie, but there it was. I don’t think
         she knew what to do with her feelings about the American inaction. The experiences
         of the fall of 1956 would leave both my parents more vulnerable to anger and to moodiness
         in the coming years. The Cold War would bring more subterfuge and would further cloud
         all that Frannie had wanted to think marvelous, all Jack wanted to be proud of.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 8

      Strange Days in the Deep South

      
         
         
      

      
      As an instructor pilot at Fort Rucker, Dad was home more often. As usual, however,
         “home” kept shifting. This time the radius of our moves was the muddy backcountry
         near Dothan. If the town seemed grim and empty in the late summer of 1956 when we
         got there, the moving around kept us distracted, even entertained at points. We didn’t
         care about leaving one house after another in this world that was, in any case, so
         foreign to all of us. 
      

      
      That fall we left the Alice Street house for a place on Metropolitan Court, two miles
         closer to Fort Rucker. This white stucco box surrounded by woods was no more a home
         than the house on Alice Street had been, although we did our best. Frannie’s antique
         Victorian furniture didn’t sit well in the tight, squared off living room, and the
         little shelter seemed burdened by the oil paintings she’d brought from Newark. The
         damp, swampy air threatened to warp and curl everything we had. After a few months,
         post housing opened for us, so we moved to Galt Lane at Fort Rucker. Before we’d unpacked
         everything, another, larger house came available, and we moved to Red Cloud Road.
         Here we stayed for about six months. 
      

      
      The street was named after the Lakota chief, once a fierce antagonist to the US Cavalry.
         The Bureau of Indian Affairs named an agency on the Platte River after him, Willa
         Cather’s home town in Nebraska bears his name, and the Army remembered Red Cloud with
         a bleak, treeless road in southeastern Alabama, thousands of miles from any place
         the great warrior had known. The house was another cement rectangle with no basement
         and a carport. It was bigger than the one at Camp Lejeune, but the design was familiar.
         The prospect from the narrow front porch, down a mild hill, was one cement rectangle
         after another. 
      

      
      I was seven years old and would start second grade in a couple of weeks. Nancy and
         Lizzie were heading for fourth grade; and Sarah, still five, would soon begin kindergarten.
         Jack flew with student pilots every day, and there were often night flights, local
         training missions that kept him out until well after we’d gone to bed. My mother made
         friends with some of the other instructor pilot wives. They all went through the struggle
         over ranks together. Many of them shared the experience of losing money on down payments
         for houses they couldn’t move into when their orders shifted from Kansas, Oklahoma,
         or Georgia to Fort Rucker. They quickly became close and spent time a lot of time
         together. I think Frannie and Jack felt they’d created another outpost of Northeast
         culture with these friends in the dull, swampy corner of Alabama. 
      

      
      For my sisters and me, it was a lonely place. We took ceramic lessons, roller-skated,
         played cowboys and Indians. A few neighborhood kids drifted in and out of our sights.
         We were old enough to be interested in roaming beyond our own house by now, but there
         was nothing interesting to see at Fort Rucker, no shops or back alleys or downtown
         Main Street. The Army provided a playground, of course, and at a distance requiring
         a car ride, there was a movie theatre, a bowling alley, the PX. These places were
         built and maintained with the same, lined discipline as the housing area. If we could
         have found our way to places where things were less predictable, more mysterious—the
         airfield, say—they would’ve been closed to us, off limits. 
      

      
      Dad enlisted us in his “home brew” experiments. Maybe he was trying to cut down on
         beer expenses. Or it might’ve been an idea he’d been chewing on for a long time. Now
         that he was home a lot, he decided to try it out. He drove to the nearby town of Ozark
         and bought a huge crock-pot. The pot took up most of the space on the kitchen stove,
         but that worked just right for brewing beer. Dad cooked up one batch after another.
         We’d watch the process, and when bottling time came, our job was to man the hose that
         ran from the crock-pot to the dozens of green bottles he’d picked up somewhere. The
         trick was to keep the hose from snaking around and spraying raw beer all over the
         kitchen. Once the bottles were filled, Jack painstakingly placed them in the storage
         room attached to the carport.
      

      
      One afternoon about two days after he’d put up the first batch, Nancy and I, wearing
         cowboy hats and toting toy guns in holsters, got into some kind of wrangle with each
         other and the kid next door when an explosion wracked the house. We had a star badge
         somebody had given us, and there was always an argument over who would get to wear
         it. The giant pow came from the storage shed just when Nancy, who’d won the fight this time, was shooting
         at me. The explosion was timed perfectly to the shot and magnified the empty click
         of her gun. The shock delayed for a second or two the laughter we fell into at the
         comic book scene. We saw what the problem was. The beer, sprayed everywhere, green
         shards of glass littering the carport, had blown the storage room door open. This
         disaster didn’t stop Dad from trying again. The same thing happened again some weeks
         later. He kept at it and finally got the right balance of hops to sugar or whatever
         the problem had been with the recipe. Subsequent batches of home brew were more successful.
         The thought of the stored beer in the shed nevertheless gave life in that house a
         little added suspense. We stepped lightly near the fermenting spirits, knowing at
         any moment they could blow to smithereens. 
      

       

      School was a bland, unmemorable experience until the second year in Dothan. I was
         in third grade now. We had moved three times already, which meant three different
         schools. The last of these, where I went to third grade, turned out to be a more exotic,
         bizarre affair than any of us expected.
      

      
      Emma P. Flowers School sat in the heart of Enterprise, Alabama. It was a dark fortress.
         The old, stone building had towers, closed off passageways and what seemed like endless
         unused rooms. The teachers were deeply local. We learned reading, writing, arithmetic,
         but we also got to know some of the curious ways and manners of that corner of America.
         My teacher, Mrs. Smithson, was an elderly woman who suffered from many ailments. Short,
         plump, gray haired, she was like everybody’s grandmother. She wore black and white
         dresses every day and big, square black shoes. The children loved her and brought
         her presents from home all the time, mostly food. They brought her treats for lunch—a
         customary way they had of showing affection. Because of a heart condition, Mrs. Smithson
         could not eat salt. The kids often seemed to bring her little bags of potato chips
         or pretzels, and she would slip out of the classroom to rinse off the salt in the
         water fountain down the hall. I saw her do this a couple of times, although I can’t
         imagine what my vantage point would’ve been. I was far too shy to go up to the front
         of the room and peer around the door. Maybe I was coming back from one of many trips
         to the bathroom, always a hideout from the frights and social traps of the classroom.
         Anyway, Mrs. Smithson would eat the soggy, wet chips surreptitiously and scurry back
         to her desk. The class would chant things she read out from books. I can hear her
         wide Alabama vowels gently correcting or asking us to repeat. For all her sweetness,
         I can only remember Mrs. Smithson’s looks and odd habits. I can’t recall a single
         thing she taught me. 
      

      
      Other figures in the school stand out in my memory as frightening, the stuff of minor
         nightmares. There was an old woman who ran the bookstore, a deep, dark closet with
         a Dutch door in front that served as counter. She would stand inside the door at recess
         and lunchtime selling notebooks, pencils, candy, and fruit. The fruit, which never
         sold, always smelled a little overripe and wilting, but the candy drew everybody to
         her door. Waiting in line, you could see only darkness in the space behind her.
      

      
      The kids knew the great, appalling secret about this woman and were quick to share
         it with us. The bookstore lady had no hair. She wore a flimsy black wig that sat just
         lopsided enough to let us imagine the embarrassing baldness. Responding to our timid
         requests for pencils and Mr. Peanut bars, she was sharp and mean. Her temper blew
         up at the slightest provocation. Sometimes she was mute, as if caught in a spell that
         would last for the ten minutes you waited in line. Suddenly she would lash out in
         a poisoned tone about speaking up or standing still. One afternoon not long after
         we had started at Emma P. Flowers a group of boys who’d been conniving on the playground
         approached the store with a yardstick. It looked like they were about to do something
         violent, so all the kids gathered around, waiting eagerly. When the old woman leaned
         over the counter to see what they were up to, one of them jabbed the yard stick into
         her wig and flipped it off her head. Bald and shocked, she went running into the back
         of the store, into the depth of her darkness, where she remained for hours, days,
         forever. 
      

      
      The kids all knew each other, of course. Like my classmates at St. Mels, they had
         been together since kindergarten and the power relationships in their little society
         were long since established. A girl named Julie who was conventionally pretty headed
         the pack. A large boy named Robert, prematurely handsome but blank and dumb, accompanied
         her like a bodyguard. She led the class in everything. Julie would bring her lunch
         to school, and the next day the others would do the same. She’d start going home for
         lunch, and so would they. Then she’d buy the cafeteria food, and the rest would follow.
         She picked up an affection for wearing shorts and shiny, plastic high heels sold at
         toy stores in those days. A day or two later the other girls were clicking across
         the schoolroom floor in the same imitation beauty queen heels.
      

      
      I stood on the margins, watching all of this, amazed, fascinated. It was magical to
         me how Julie had so much power, how she could influence everybody in class with a
         flick of the wrist. And if she didn’t like you, you were dead. Not wanting to repeat
         the painful experience of first grade, not wanting to be judged, I stayed back, watched,
         and never got close enough to be brought in or repulsed.
      

       

      Enterprise was an ordinary, small town in many ways, but it had one particularly surprising
         feature. In the heart of the business district, at the intersection of the two main
         streets, a monument was erected, a female figure in the drapery of classical Greece,
         holding a trophy over her head. Atop the trophy sat a giant beetle, a magnified image
         of the boll weevil that destroyed the Alabama cotton crop in the early twentieth century.
         This creature had migrated to the American Southeast from Mexico around 1915, devouring
         the rural cotton economy. Farmers had to diversify. Working desperately, they found
         other crops, most importantly the peanut. Benefiting from George Washington Carver’s
         research on peanut growing at Tuskegee Institute, Alabama farmers quickly learned
         how profitable peanuts were. In 1919 the town fathers of Enterprise decided to honor
         the boll weevil for its contributions to their prosperity, and erected the memorial.
         The bug itself was added in 1949. 
      

      
      This statue remains the most palpable example in my memory of the strangeness I felt
         in the South of those days. The statue stands today, a marker of the region’s past,
         long after the transition from cotton to peanuts. Enterprise claims it has the world’s
         only memorial to an insect. Perhaps some of the town’s pride, too, lies in the passage
         the statue marks out of an older, more rural past, fraught with troubled history,
         into a modern market economy. Enterprise, like Dothan however, felt like almost anything
         but modern. 
      

      
      After we’d been living on Red Cloud Road for about six months, Frannie and Jack started
         getting restless. Before long they were looking for another place to live, outside
         the lines and square of Fort Rucker. In the spring of 1957 they found a farm in the
         backwoods beyond Dothan. Children of the urban Northeast, they were fascinated with
         the idea of actually inhabiting the rural South. The owner of the farm, a man named
         Baxter, was willing to let us move in immediately. From the sterile, generic landscape
         of Fort Rucker, we jumped suddenly into a world I would later see reflected in the
         novels of William Faulkner. It was full of gothic possibilities.
      

      
      The farm reached back for acres behind our house. The land undulated, some of it plowed
         and open, the rest, green glens and hollows, went unused except by the animals. Moss
         hung from the trees and snakes rode the dark, narrow ground between stumps and rocks.
         It was steeped in heavy, silent dankness. The entire place seemed in a long process
         of fermentation. But we were intoxicated with the farm, the dirt roads, the neighbors’
         woods, the fetid, vegetable richness. Even Jack and Frannie got caught in the spell
         of it.
      

      
      We lived with animals there—cows, chickens, turkeys, guinea hens, ducks, and a horse.
         Baxter came around often to care for them. We gave the cows names and followed them
         around the barnyard. The chickens enchanted us. My sisters and I watched them for
         hours. Baxter named the horse Queen. She was indeed regal—tall, proud, and not particularly
         interested in humans. My sister Lizzie often brought her sugar cubes. One afternoon,
         after feeding her several from the back pocket of her pants, Lizzie turned away. Queen
         got her nose just far enough through the fence to bite her in the rump. Lizzie went
         wailing into the house. 
      

      
      Queen had been wild before Baxter bought her, and he was trying to “break her in.”
         Horse trainers don’t use that phrase much anymore, preferring the less violent “training”
         instead. “Breaking” implied a contest between the trainer and the animal, the aim
         of which was, of course, to destroy the animal’s will and make the beast express the
         master’s. Like so much else in Cold War America, the method assumed a stark binary.
         Baxter, of course, thought he knew what was best for the horse. His approach was to
         impose his will, without much attention to Queen’s already mature character. Baxter
         seemed to know Queen was angry at being held in captivity but regarded this as a challenge
         he would overcome. He came every day to work with her and eventually figured she was
         ready to be mounted. He climbed on, and in less than a minute she threw him so hard
         his back was broken. In a cast from head to toe, Baxter lay in a hospital bed for
         what must have been weeks. We visited him, a mummy wrapped in white. My sisters and
         I were fascinated and terrified by the stiff, bandaged body. Rage looked out over
         the plastered neck, and terror, well after the nightmare ride was over.
      

      
      Wild horses were a feature of rural life in southern Alabama in those years. Educated
         by Roy Rogers and the Lone Ranger, kids my age thought their terrain was Colorado,
         Texas, the canyons of the Southwest. But there were hundreds of ownerless horses running
         through the backwoods and hill country of the Deep South. They were mythical, in a
         way, since we heard about them but rarely saw any. Jack was intrigued, but horses
         spooked Frannie. She had an aversion to them that went back to childhood. As a polo
         player, her father had kept a horse at their home-before-the-fall in Newark, but Frannie
         behaved around horses as if they were completely strange and monstrous. I wonder if
         she unconsciously associated them with the final moments of her father’s prosperity,
         of that time in her life when everything came crashing down. Anybody might have good
         reason to fear a wild horse, but she was terrified of them. She knew they moved in
         herds through the countryside at night. They haunted her. 
      

      
      Early one summer morning, Frannie, alone while Jack was on temporary duty somewhere,
         was awakened by sounds coming from the window over her bed. We had no air conditioning,
         of course, and kept the windows open on these hot nights. She rolled over and found
         a horse looking down at her. Half awake, she thought it was a dream and tried going
         back to sleep. A while later, she felt a presence in the window again. Afraid of what
         she would find, Frannie rolled over again. This time there were two horses looking
         boldly in at her. Now she was alarmed. 
      

      
      By the time she had her robe on, a group of five or six horses was standing at the
         window. “What do you want with me?” she demanded. Surely they picked up the fear in
         her voice. As she told the story later that morning and many times after, the horses
         were “bold as brass,” like nosey neighbors who’d gone too far. But they were creepier
         than that. Animal voyeurs. Invaders waiting to take over the house. She was panicked.
         It was as if they’d come in response to her years of nightmares. 
      

      
      By the time Frannie called the police, a dozen horses were standing outside her bedroom.
         Every one of them was gone by the time the cops arrived. She felt foolish, but they
         knew she wasn’t making it up. Reports of missing horses had come in from neighboring
         farms. The wild ones, we were told, seduced the others to break out and join the herd.
         The whole group had been traveling the countryside through the night. The reports
         gave no indication of the mysterious herd, or any account of how the well-fed, well-kept,
         domesticated ones could have been so easily drawn away. 
      

       

      It didn’t take a herd of wild horses or gothic schoolrooms for us to see the mystery
         of rural Alabama. Ordinary life on the farm, right where we lived, had an exotic quality
         about it. Up the road from our house lived the Wood family. Billy and May, the younger
         kids, laughed at our accents, taught us local slang, and showed us life inside a Southern
         farmhouse. They would run around the countryside with us, explore abandoned fields
         and the swampy woods that lead to Kelly Springs, a remote swimming hole. The Woods
         had an old white horse with a sway back they called “Saggy.” The sway dipped almost
         to our height, and you could climb on her easily. My mother told us to stay away from
         Saggy, that you never knew what a sultry old horse like that might do. I remember
         thinking Frannie’s aversion had to do with her own fear of horses. As it was, riding
         Saggy didn’t make for much fun anyway. She was so slow you never felt like you were
         going anywhere, no matter how much you prodded. One sunny afternoon I was poking around
         with May and Billy in the fields between our house and the Wood’s when Billy got the
         idea we should go investigate the Dixon place, a badly kept farm on a hillside behind
         Kelly Springs. The Dixon were known for their littered lawn, such as it was, the broken
         down pick-ups and old tires that lay across the property, the ragged laundry flapping
         behind the house. Their porch sank in the middle, and the roof looked like reinforced
         shredded wheat. The Dixons were real hill-billies. They spoke in hard-edged twangs
         and were known to keep shotguns. Nine or ten of them, cousins, aunts and uncles, lived
         under that one, flimsy roof. They kept their own company, and the neighbors hardly
         knew them.
      

      
      Billy was interested in a certain cow the Dixons had, a strange creature that was
         rumored to wander beyond the farm and show up at other people’s houses—like the horses
         at Frannie’s window that morning. May and I objected. The place was too far. The cow
         didn’t sound that interesting. The Dixons were spooky people, and they scared us.
         “We’ll take Saggy!” Joe said. He stood up and pronounced this plan like it was a revelation,
         as if the old horse would somehow take care of all our objections. He ran off before
         May could stop him. Soon we saw him leading the creature our way. “C’m on,” he said
         when he got up close again. The o was hard, like in dose, which is what it looked like the horse wanted to do. May shrugged her shoulders
         and let him help her up. I climbed on behind her. We were skinny little kids, and
         the three of us slid into the sway like it was a saddle. There was no question of
         a real one, but Joe had gotten a bridle on her and a rope rein. Bunched together like
         that, we rode through the fields and into the swamp scrub toward Kelly Springs. I
         was happy behind the two of them, listening to Joe ramble on about the Dixon’s cow.
         The place was still and silent as it came into view. Billy turned around and shushed
         us, as if that was necessary. He’d been the only one talking the whole way. We crept
         closer, and Billy kept the reins taught to slow the horse more. Out of the quiet a
         loud bang came from the back of the house, and Mr. Dixon appeared, a rifle at his
         side. Billy pulled the horse to a stop. “What ya’ll doin’ there?” Dixon shaded his
         eyes like he was trying to get us in focus. “Nothin’, sir,” Billy called back. “We’re
         just out ridin’ around.” It sounded guilty, and Dixon waved the gun. “Git on home.
         Y’ain’t got no business here.” “Yessir,” we all said. Billy started to turn the horse
         around. At that moment, a cow came ambling out from behind the house. It had a sickly,
         off-white hide, and the eyes had a real look in them, like it was intelligent or more
         likely mad. Something was definitely wrong with it. Suddenly, out of all possibility,
         it started running at us. We kicked at Saggy. “Move, you old bitch,” Billy said. I’d
         heard a dog called this before and thought it strange he used the word for a horse.
         He kept kicking her flanks and punched her in the neck. She started to move, but it
         was hardly anything. “Mr. Dixon, please call off the cow,” Billy begged, his voice
         high. The man did nothing. Saggy finally picked it up as the cow came at her, the
         head low, like a charging bull. It was amazing to see how the horse could move. “Sit
         up, stay up,” Billy shouted. I wanted to crouch down and ball myself up, but he kept
         repeating, “sit up, stay up,” like do this or die. I saw May was doing what he said,
         so I sat up, holding onto her like she held her brother. I was sure we’d get thrown
         and end up looking just like Baxter in the hospital; at least I would, if not May
         and Billy too. I couldn’t even think to pray. Somehow, we stayed on and got away from
         that cow. When the horse finally slowed down I had a new respect for her, and for
         Billy, for knowing what to do. But the trip to the Dixons’ sealed my vision of the
         Southern backwoods as a dangerously enchanted place. All you had to do was bend the
         rules a little, and trouble, real trouble could turn up, out of nowhere. 
      

      
      The Wood kids were fascinated with their older sister, Doreen. She was a hillbilly
         debutante and the subject of many peculiar stories about growing up and socializing
         in that enigmatic world. Billy and May told us about Doreen getting dressed up for
         events at her high school—about loading up with petticoats for a skirt rustling contest
         (the winner was the girl who could make the most noise shaking her skirt and the layers
         of petticoats beneath it); about getting dolled up for a junior pie baking contest,
         with the most elaborate apron she could make; and about dances she would attend in
         winter, when the temperature rarely got below fifty, wrapped in furs borrowed from
         an aunt who lived in downtown Dothan. Her younger brother and sister would imitate
         Doreen’s comings and goings, and the stories became performances. Billy would put
         a towel on his head and let the sides drape over his shoulders, like a girl’s long
         hair. He would raise his voice to mimic Doreen’s, chitchatting with her friends. May
         would roll around in summersaults laughing at him; and then she would imitate him
         imitating Doreen. It was as if they admired their sister and thought her ridiculous
         at the same time. 
      

      
      Doreen was an important figure to Billy and May—and to us, my sisters and I, who watched
         her at a distance, amazed and appalled. She was a figure of traditional femininity
         and of all the beliefs, customs, and rituals of old Alabama. In time, I imagine, her
         brother and sister followed her into the same social environment they found so funny
         as kids. We didn’t stay in touch with them after we left Dothan, so I have no way
         of knowing what paths they took. I don’t think there were many choices. Nobody they
         knew was going to college in those days or traveling any distance from Rural Route
         One, Dothan. 
      

      
      Billy and May Wood were natural comics about that whole, Southern lifestyle. Their
         antics were effective, and they knew which audience to direct them to so as not to
         disturb anybody that mattered. The unrehearsed critiques of their own culture were
         brilliantly simply and direct. In the end, they knew nothing else, in spite of the
         fact they found it all so funny.
      

      
      Like Queen and the wild horses of backwoods Dothan, the Woods run through those years
         like magical corruptions of a deadly still world. My parents thought they were weird
         and didn’t like us hanging around with them as much as we did. I’m not sure whether
         it was because they were so culturally Southern or naturally subversive. Either way,
         in Frannie and Jack’s eyes I think they were potentially corrosive influences that
         threatened the moral shape of our world. Intentionally or not, they were forces that
         could change us, shape us with unfamiliar, unreadable interests; make us want to leave
         home in the night and go gallivanting around the country, untamed and uncontrolled,
         criticizing and laughing at the orders in which our parents so deeply believed.
      

      
      The farm, I think, drew on everybody’s imagination in one way or another. My sisters
         and I had the Wood kids to lead us around the swampy backwoods and into worlds of
         play and pretense. Frannie was ambivalently drawn to the place and its vegetal lushness.
         For a time, it opened possibilities for experimenting with gardening. For Jack the
         farm was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to toy at living a rural life like his Irish
         ancestors. But my parents were northeasterners to the bone. Finally they were repelled
         by the strangeness of language, and customs, of the Bible-belt Protestantism and the
         whole, historical problem of Dixie. The mysteries were too thick and impenetrable
         for them to feel it was really America. It was a morally unfamiliar place for us kids,
         and they wanted us out of there, away from the unaccountable influences they knew
         were coming at us.
      

      
      When orders came to move to California, it was as if the lights came on after a long
         period of darkness. Relief and, of course, excitement, ran through the house as we
         started up the ritual again of sorting, packing and shipping our stuff, this time
         across the continent.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 9

      Coming of Age in California

      
         
         
      

      
      As with all the moves we’d been through in the past, my sisters and I didn’t know
         why we were going to California, what the reason or “mission” was. As the weeks shortened
         to days before we would leave Dothan, Frannie and Jack had more low-voiced conversations
         in the farm kitchen during cocktail hour. We didn’t expect to be told anything. “The
         Army” was as mysterious in its ways as God, and our parents were its guarded ministers.
         This move, like all the others, had been ordained far beyond us. All we knew was California
         would be our next home. 
      

      
      Dad’s units at Fort Ord, the 17th and 68th Aviation Companies, would within a few
         years be operating in Vietnam. In the fall of 1959, Jack was commended by his commanding
         officer for conducting an emergency landing when his engine malfunctioned at ten thousand
         feet. Oil spurted into the cockpit. Ceasing power at that altitude, he brought the
         aircraft to the ground at Hunter Liggett Military Reservation without damage to himself
         or the plane. A few weeks later, Jack’s MOS—his military specialty designation—was
         shifted from rotary to fixed wing aviator. For the time being he would no longer be
         assigned to helicopter duty but would once again pilot full scale airplanes. 
      

      
      In the trip to California Dad found a reason for buying something he’d wanted for
         many years. Ever since the early 1950s when it first appeared on the American market,
         Jack had had his eye on the Volkswagen van. It looked like a small bus, a tiny mobile
         home, and appealed to him just for that. The van meant travel, not just transportation. One afternoon in January 1959, a couple of weeks before
         we started on the trip to the West Coast, a red and white, boxy looking vehicle turned
         into the driveway with Dad at the wheel. The car looked like a cartoon or a toy, with
         windows everywhere and a face-like front. Jack was over-the-top excited. My mother
         had given her blessing, and now she stood there smirking at the sight of it. But Dad’s
         excitement got to all of us. We climbed in to test it out on the road that ran between
         our house and the Wood’s. Frannie and then the twins took turns steering the miniature
         bus through the Alabama countryside.
      

      
      The obvious practical attraction was the size: it could hold all of us easily. But
         for Jack the “people’s car” (so inappropriately communist) was immediately associated
         with adventure. When he took possession of it from the Enterprise dealer, he was thinking
         about the trip across America, planning where we would sit, where the stuff would
         go, how much distance we would make each day.
      

      
      The VW van was an odd choice on my father’s part. First of all, it was Hitler’s 1930s
         dream car, built for the German people, the great enemy of Jack’s early military days.
         Later the Volkswagen would become the vehicle of choice for the love generation, the
         hippies, and an icon of 1960s counterculture—another enemy of Jack’s. But the past
         was past for Dad; and the future, my future with the second enemy, was far in the
         distance. 
      

      
      The day before we started for California, Dad bought each of us a Granddaddy Sugardaddy.
         These were absurdly large—one-foot long, seven-inches wide—caramel candies on sticks.
         They were delicious, addictive, and took a long time to consume. Jack’s idea was to
         keep us happy and quiet at the same time. We rarely had candy and were never allowed
         soda. His plan worked for a while, but inevitably the sugar fueled too much energy.
         We’d sing, tell knock-knock jokes, count the different states’ license plates, and
         romp around in the couch-like seats. Jack shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.
         He’d look at Frannie with a face that said what could we expect? He was having a good
         time, and so was she, out on the road, the horizon ahead of us. 
      

      
      We drove straight across the South, following Route 66, and stopped along the way
         at tourist sites. The trip took seven days. We stayed in motels along the road and
         ate dinner in truckers’ restaurants. Every morning we’d wake up in a different town
         or roadside nowhere, have a mountain of pancakes at a diner near the motel, get back
         in the car and drive further into the West. We saw the Alamo, and dipped down to Juarez,
         Mexico. We bought straw cowboy hats in Truth or Consequences, New Mexico. We stopped
         in Long Beach, California, where our cousins the Haughs lived. 
      

      
      The Haugh boys were the sons of my mother’s younger sister Mary Ellen and Ed Haugh,
         Dad’s old friend from the Merchant Marine Academy. Now, in 1958, Uncle Ed was a lieutenant
         commander in the Navy. The boys were close to us in age and real comedians. They’d
         moved a number of times too but hadn’t had quite the peripatetic life we had. 
      

      
      The Naval station at Long Beach was a sunny place, more appealing to my eye than Army
         posts generally were. It was laid out like a town, with broad lawns and sidewalks
         between the Base Exchange, the movie theatre, and the church. The houses were built
         along curved roads at a comfortable distance from each other. Air and light seemed
         to flow in ways they never did at Fort Rucker. The basic, single story, ranch design
         had a spacious elegance here. 
      

      
      The Navy world looked more cared for, more privileged than the Army did. This impression,
         like many others of those days, deepened the feeling I had that places where my own
         family lived had and would always be on the margins of a brighter, happier, more comprehensible
         world. Apart from the brief, exotic episode of the farm, the South and the series
         of basement-less, rectangular houses with dry, square yards on treeless roads was
         wired into my imagination, an image of what home fell to for us, the default place
         of family life. It was a cold, hard-baked picture, and we were not separate from it.
         If we belonged anywhere, it was in those alienated houses.
      

      
      The highlight of the visit with the Haughs in 1958 was a trip to Disneyland. The “magical
         kingdom” had opened three years before, but it was already a fixed institution in
         American popular culture. We walked through the main gate—to all of us the term meant
         the entrance to a military installation—and found everything inside this world bright
         and orderly. Disneyland was clean, perfectly clean, and the palate ran a spectrum
         of simple, unblurred, primary colors. It was all bright, good, American life, reduced
         to what were fast becoming the nation’s favorite characters—Mickey Mouse and Minnie,
         the Swiss Family Robinson, Alice in Wonderland. Riding in the blue and white, couch-sized
         teacups, we were transported, just as Disney intended us to be. I had fantasies of
         living in Disneyland, belonging there. The clowning Haugh boys, however, found the
         place a great target for their jokes and smart-aleky ironies. As we climbed out and
         moved down the boulevard toward Frontier Land, the Haughs were snickering at everything.
         They were too smart for it. By the time we left, I had started to see it as they did.
         The brightly colored scenes were cheap, California fakery. I knew it then, at nine,
         when a moment before I had been of it. The Haughs’ yucks and gaffs put a distance between Disneyland and us, and I went
         away wondering what it was for, after all, this family fantasy land. What made it
         so laughable? How could the place be so vulnerable to laughter? Why were the good
         and bright American “attractions” at the same time so silly? 
      

       

      We said good-bye to the Haughs and made our way up the coast northward, along Highway
         One, to our new home. When we saw Monterey, it was like the world opened up. It was
         a different California altogether from Long Beach, full of shade and hills and a softer
         sunlight that came with the fog. The coastline from Point Lobos to Pacific Grove ran
         through Big Sur and Carmel. My sisters and I weren’t generally interested then in
         panoramic views, but one by one, the deep canyons and sharp cut, high cliffs that
         separated the land from the sea caught our breath and shut our mouths. There was mystery
         here. It was the dramatic edge of America, more wonder making than anything Disneyland
         had propped up before us. Dark groves of eucalyptus and lone Cyprus trees leaned away
         from the sea wind. Mom said there were Redwoods back in the hills, hundreds of feet
         tall, ancient. Seals and sea lions bobbed in the waves. The air smelled good, like
         salt and pine. 
      

      
      Our first house at Fort Ord was another small, white box with a front porch. The street
         perspective featured one house after another just like ours, stretched out along a
         treeless incline. The rooftop horizon was broken by television antennas. After a few
         months we moved to a longer, more spacious rectangle, still on the post, on Monterey
         Road. As always, the four of us shared two rooms, Sarah and I in one, Nancy and Lizzie
         in the other. We had bunk beds, and our parents would make us trade places now and
         then so nobody had to stay forever in the coffin-like bottom. In some ways, I liked
         the lower bunk. With the blanket you could make a tent, the edges tucked into the
         bars beneath the upper mattress. It was a good, dark, secret place, and there was
         enough space for all my stuffed animals. I knew I was too old to be as deeply attached
         to them as I was but would whisper to them anyway, far into the night, telling them
         my dreams, checking to see they were safe. 
      

      
      There was a park down the hill behind us with swing sets and monkey bars and big,
         spreading oak trees. One of those trees was special to us, a high, easily climbable
         one we used for telling secrets. Sometime after we moved to Monterey Road, sex started
         to turn up in our kid talk. This was guilty stuff, and we didn’t want our parents
         anywhere in hearing distance. Sex was so exotic, the effects of talking about it strange
         on your body. Only the sky and clouds should overhear any talk about it. Huddling
         behind the house or in some corner of the park, you might be overheard. Maybe this
         was simple narcissism. Perhaps too it had something to do with the obsession everywhere
         those days with spying, with covert talk and covert listening. The fascination with
         coded language was fed by cartoons like Spy v. Spy, TV shows we weren’t allowed to watch but knew about anyway (The Saint, The Man from U.N.C.L.E.), and what passed for wisdom in civics classes, where we were taught how to be good
         citizens. 
      

      
      Wariness about what was proper to hear or say wasn’t new to us in these late childhood
         days. My sisters and I were born to these worries. It was in our wiring, part of our
         makeup. We imitated quickly and easily. We followed orders well and were not asked
         to think reflectively. To think about your own visions and ideas was to risk isolation,
         poor socialization, and, worst of all, selfishness. That was what the secret, sex
         language shared in the treetop was: selfish.
      

      
      Frannie was particularly sensitive to what she called “self-centeredness.” It meant
         not following the program—of the household or the nation. She herself was quite capable
         of acting on her own. She often behaved in very peculiar ways, spoke in friendly ways
         to strangers, and generally embarrassed us. This often struck me as selfish on her
         part. But to Frannie self-centeredness meant taking too much time getting dressed,
         not moving to help with the dishes, not smiling at everybody when you entered a room.
         “Self-centered” got thrown at you when you took off on your own, when you did something
         that was outside “the program.” The program was whatever our parents planned for us,
         in the immediate or the longer term, whatever they thought was right. 
      

      
      Being self-centered meant anything from wanting more clothes or candy than you had
         to having your own ideas. It meant not following Frannie’s way of thinking, really.
         To be self-centered was to behave as if you had a self that was your own. She would
         say you should “think about other people,” and since most of the time the only other
         people around beside her were my sisters, it meant thinking about what they might
         want. But since neither Nancy, Lizzie, nor Sarah had any power in the household either,
         I took her exhortation as a call to remember her, Frannie, what she wanted. 
      

      
      But this wasn’t just my mother’s job, the task of keeping us from self-centeredness. Our family culture was nurtured by the Army, the Catholic Church, and
         Cold War patriotism. None of these institutions supported independent self-making,
         although it was curious how they all claimed to exist to defend just that sort of
         independence. When friends swapped secrets about sex with us high in the treetops,
         we separated ourselves gleefully from the house below. We had to be sure nobody could
         hear us. And on the ground, no matter where you were, ears and eyes were everywhere.
         Parents lurked behind screen doors, on the other side of walls and windows. Not even
         the playground was safe. With talk like this, you had to get way out of range. We
         soared over the neighborhood, and felt ourselves growing beyond authorized limits.
      

      
      At the same time, we felt the violation deep in our bones. A fearful sensibility said
         better stay inside the lines. But if you happen to wander over the border, who will know? Your sister, but you
         can both hide the talk, stuff the thoughts away that separate you from who you’re
         supposed to be. Keep the home-brewed self down, hidden. It won’t explode.
      

       

      In addition to all this budding eroticism, a pounding religious imagination was taking
         hold. I took up the practice of writing letters to God and burying them at the foot
         of that tree where my sisters whispered about what “getting fingered” meant. I’m not
         sure what brought on this epistolary devotion, but I think the method had something
         to do with the steady feeling that somebody might be listening. The differences between
         mysterious, sacred powers hovering everywhere and powerful people listening or watching
         were thin. In both cases you were the object of attention of some very large and consequential presence that didn’t
         announce itself, that was extremely effective in one way or another and yet invisible,
         calculating, principled, for good or ill. 
      

      
      In the meantime, my mother and father had arranged for us to attend Carmel Mission
         School. Carmel was one of the many missions founded in Spanish California by Father
         Junipero Serra during the middle of the eighteenth century. Except for the year at
         St. Mels, this was the first time we attended a Catholic school. I was in fourth grade
         now. Frannie had been dubious about the public schools in the South, especially Daleville
         Elementary in Dothan where we had had Bible lessons, delivered by our protestant teachers,
         without consultation with our parents. With the four of us in tow, Frannie and Jack
         had told the nuns how they hoped to avoid the public schools. Moved by this, and by
         the ever so subtle inference about my father’s salary, they gave us a big tuition
         break. So there we were, new girls again, facing the ranks of uniformed kids who’d
         known each other since babyhood. 
      

      
      Unlike the sterile school buildings where we’d been rejected in the past, this school
         had long, shady corridors, hung with vines and bougainvillea. Gardens were everywhere.
         Stone walkways wound through the beds and hedges. The adobe buildings had beautiful
         red tile roofs. From the shade of a wood trimmed cloister, the schoolrooms opened
         to a central courtyard where a fountain sparkled. It looked like heaven.
      

      
      Dressed in our red and green plaid uniforms—Sarah wore an under-school pinafore—my
         sisters and I soon found that friends were easier to come by than in the South. People
         seemed happier in this easy, seaside world. The faces here didn’t have that crabbed,
         mean slant of Southern kids. They were open, ready for you. Even the other military
         kids who rode the bus with us to school were quick to talk, find out where we’d been
         before, what we knew about life so far. 
      

      
      And there were other military children at Carmel Mission besides those of us who came
         in every morning from the post. Monterey was the location of several service installations,
         including the Naval Postgraduate School, a Coast Guard base, and the Presidio, home
         of the Defense Language Institute, the biggest language school in the country. To
         be the child of a serviceman at Carmel Mission, to have moved often, to be not from
         here, wasn’t strange. Among the military kids were the Beardsleys, of the famous doubled-up
         Navy family produced by the marriage of a widower and a widow. Between them, they
         brought eighteen children to the marriage. Afterwards they had a few of their own.
         The Beardsleys lived in a large house not far from the school and made a lot of money
         by starring in advertisements for food, toothpaste, washing machines, everything on
         a super-sized family scale. We were fascinated with their gigantic house, the rumored
         mixer with a gear shifter, the television crews that were rumored to show up all the
         time. The Beardsley’s Navy background made the facts of military life familiar to
         the civilian kids at school. All of us from Fort Ord benefitted from the nearly ordinary
         status they leant us. 
      

      
      But the nuns at Carmel Mission were frightening. Their order was Notre Dame de Namur.
         They wore black habits, with high wimples and stiff white panels that covered their
         chests. Rosaries clacked along the lengths of their voluminous skirts. Eventually
         we grew accustomed to the spooky outfits and found ourselves drawn to them. The sisters
         pulled pencils, whistles, and apples from pockets hidden in the endless folds and
         fascinated us with a physical agility that the weighty cloth should have stifled.
         They were energetic, surprisingly so. Most of them were patient, kind women. There
         was a lightness about them that settled on us, dissipating the weight of embarrassment
         we were so accustomed to. 
      

      
      A few of the nuns at Carmel Mission were tough and unapproachable. Their coldness
         seemed to be a matter of choice, what they thought worked best in the classroom. The
         feminine sweetness of the other sisters didn’t give them enough traction. Sister Helen
         Patricia, my fifth-grade teacher, was one of these. She was plump and sedentary, but
         her presence was commanding. She had a tendency to lean backwards, sitting or standing,
         which made her seem out of reach. More like a cat eying a bird than an interested
         analyst, she watched everything closely. There was nothing shy about her. Sister HP
         was capable of kindness, fleeting and meaningful, given without smiles. If work you’d
         done impressed her, the comment would come unexpectedly, at a clip. There would be
         no repetition. You had to be ready to listen. She once tapped her fingertips on my
         desk, not in a flutter but together, with force. “Your essay on Father Serra was vivid.”
         Vivid? Meaning lively, picturesque, Frannie explained. It meant the world. 
      

      
      But it was something else Sister Helen Patricia said that stays with me more. One
         afternoon at a parent-teachers’ meeting, she announced to my father, “Mary will never
         hold a position.” What could it mean? Stunned, intimidated by her knowing authority—and
         Dad’s in apparently accepting it—I didn’t ask. 
      

      
      For a while I thought Sister Helen Patricia meant I’d never have a job. If this was
         what she had in mind, an anchor in a particular professional ground, it turned out
         she was wrong. I became an academic and have had the same position for over fifteen
         years now. Maybe an unconscious fear of Sister’s sentence drove me to give up other
         things—like writing—to make this position secure. I could just as easily have not
         established myself in this or any other job. Would that have proven her correct? 
      

      
      Much later it struck me Sister HP’s position might’ve been more abstract: a steady response to an important question, one that
         identifies you socially, ideologically. Social identity was already slippery for me
         at ten. If that’s what she was talking about, well, her statement wasn’t a prophecy.
         It was simply a description of what was obviously true. But how could she read signs
         of a future ideology, or the lack of one, in a fifth grader? As it happened, my political
         identity did get to be fairly complicated in coming years, and at times it was hard
         for me, at least, to read. This in turn further scrambled possibilities for a stable
         social identity. But if Sister Helen Patricia could foresee all this in my tenth year,
         she had powers beyond what anybody imagined.
      

      
      A position. The word’s origin is in the Latin verb punere, to place. It’s “a place where someone or something is located,” according to Webster’s.
         Now there was a fraught idea, but it applied to the entire family, not just me. We
         had hardly held a place for more than a year at a time by the winter of 1960, when
         Sister HP uttered the resonant statement. If the pattern of changing “positions” set
         well, it would hold in years to come, long after I’d left my parents’ domain. 
      

      
      What puzzled me more, even then, is why Dad passed it along. Perhaps he too felt I
         couldn’t “hold a position” and wanted me to prove her—and himself—wrong. I wondered
         at the time if it was another way for him to say I was “out to lunch,” something he
         said from time to time. To ask Dad if that was what he thought Sister had meant would
         have been to open doors to discussion of something I wasn’t comfortable with at all.
         There was a whole vocabulary for it in family conversation: Mary is “a million miles
         away,” “out on Mars,” “not here.” Always someplace else. Perhaps there was something
         to it; perhaps Sister had seen this in me too. 
      

       

      The church at Carmel Mission, raised to the status of a basilica during our time there,
         was vaulted, dark, mysterious. It was everything you would imagine a Spanish church
         to be. The altar, walls, and doorways were filled with Catholic images: the Stations
         of the Cross, variations of the Virgin, saints in oil and marble, the gold filigree
         tabernacle. Every nook and shelf was busy with the work of sacred history, telling
         it, eliciting your emotions. 
      

      
      Mass was a highly ritualized event. Since we lived at Fort Ord, a thirty-minute drive
         away, we missed the usual Sunday Mass at the mission and went to the post chapel instead.
         But in the spring, during Lent, Mass at Carmel Mission was part of the daily regime.
         First thing in the morning, we’d proceed in soldierly lines across the courtyard,
         into the looming church. While we sang the Litany of the Saints, the priest and his
         retinue would move slowly up the aisle, swinging the incense burner side to side,
         filling the penitential space with smoke. He took forever to get to the altar. Then
         the litany would go on and on. In the thin, chilly air it was easy to feel faint.
         The nuns rehearsed us for this: put your head down between your knees, let the blood run into your brain, breathe
            deeply until you feel better. It was an invitation to imagine your blood, like Christ’s on the cross, running
         down your head until, unlike him, you roused yourself to an ordinary state. Like the
         duck-and-cover routine we had all practiced for years, faint prevention allowed you
         to make your own little shelter. Hovering on the verge of consciousness while the
         endless Mass rolled along, you could hide inside yourself, separate from the place
         and all the people around you. 
      

      
      In the rituals of the persecuted Christ and the suffering saints, death was the prevailing
         idea. It was the climactic point of each story, the reason for which all living had
         been done. Dying opened an aperture to another plane of being. That concept of transition
         was crucial to the religious worldview that shaped us. I thought about it often. But
         images and accounts of the passage itself were unbalanced. Stories of the saints’
         deaths and the images on the church wall suggested much time had to be passed in the
         gloomy and painful material world as the process of dying unfolded. Only after much
         suffering could ascension happen. The dank and incense smell of the church, the bone
         chill, the dim light, conjured more than anything those phases of torture before the
         bodily life ended and the new one began. Meanwhile your eyes, like the saints’, would
         try to focus heavenward. In spite of the pain it implied, this was an intoxicating
         idea. To experience a little of that passage, knowing where it led, I could endure
         Lenten prayers in the waxy mystery of that church. Endurance itself was a strange
         pleasure. It was a position I could hold. 
      

      
      In the seventh grade, under the influence or inspiration of Sister Virginia Anne,
         I started thinking seriously about becoming a nun. Sister Virginia Anne was a kind
         young woman whose goodness was as plain as her face and steady as a lamp. History
         and literature in her hands were living things; even arithmetic made sense.
      

      
      In those days, it wasn’t uncommon for Catholic girls in observant families to pass
         through this phase of wanting to be a nun, just as the boys at some point talked about
         being priests. Like them, I felt I had a calling. I told my parents, and Sister had
         a talk with them about it. They didn’t object, and in fact Jack was happy with the
         idea. I’m not sure if Frannie took it seriously. 
      

      
      Sister Virginia Anne listened carefully to my questions. Looking me straight in the
         eye, she seemed to regard me as an adult. The directness was a little alarming at
         first, but it came to feel stabilizing, like her stare was holding me in place. She
         showed me a catalog of women’s religious orders, a big volume with full-length pictures
         of nuns modeling the habits. The facing pages showed the histories, the primary missions
         and charities, identified the headquarters, the population of the order, and so on.
         It was like a combination of exhibition catalog and stockholder’s prospective. It
         was hard to tell who the intended audience was, girls like me or rich, charity people;
         but the information lay flat on the page, without hype. You needed the facts if you
         were going to invest your money or your life. 
      

      
      Entering the convent would be a way of holding back from what frightened me about
         teenage-hood. The bodily mysteries of sexuality, the tunneling complications of romance—these
         things were far more frightening than the prospect of torture before a saintly death.
         Beyond the teen years was adulthood, and the only models I got close enough to study
         were the ones provided by Jack and Frannie. I loved my parents and was entertained
         by them, but much of the fear and anxiety I took for granted was associated with them.
         At times they had seemed captivated with each other, but their life as a couple for
         the most part seemed hard and only intermittently rewarding. In the nunnery I could
         avoid these and many other complications of adulthood, not to mention whatever gross
         indecencies were implied in having children. 
      

      
      Beside these contortions of my child’s body, there were things of the mind to fear
         in the growing up years of teen-hood. Communism, existentialism, atheism, these were
         mysterious words. I heard them from my older sisters’ friends at the Mission School.
         They came up here and there in our books, in the nuns warnings. These words stood
         for trouble, but you’d have to know the meanings if you wanted to resist what they
         implied. The real problem with communism as far as I could see was the temptation everybody said it posed. You could be lured in without knowing what was going on,
         communists having some kind of devilish attraction. I never heard anything about what
         the contents of the attraction were, what it was you could be drawn to besides the
         voice or the eyes of the seducer himself. Nobody ever talked about communist ideas
         except in the sort of cartoon terms that Frannie specialized in (“a lady wants a new
         dress . . .”). Existentialism I thought meant the same thing as atheism: believing
         only what you saw existing was real. It left out way too much. These dangerous ideas
         lurked just outside the walls of my military, Catholic childhood. If you got too close,
         only God knew what could happen. 
      

      
      A few of the more advanced kids at Carmel Mission School were already experimenting
         with bohemianism. They went to bookstores downtown Carmel, in the early 1960s the coastal beatnik center. Talking in sultry groups at school, they pretended to understand
         Sartre or Camus. They smoked cigarettes. Nancy and Lizzie, fascinated with their friends’
         knowing styles, held back, stayed on the boat with us, the younger kids. Then they
         too started slipping off to town while we boarded the bus home. 
      

      
      Life in the convent would protect me from exposure to these things. It would also
         mean so many social intricacies I wouldn’t have to face. Simple friendship was hard
         enough. I didn’t have a clue how to compete with other kids for position in a group.
         A future including regular bouts of the social embarrassment that had been daily bread
         since first grade was an excruciating prospect. It wasn’t something to get used to.
         Better and much easier to opt out. Leave the problems at the convent door.
      

       

      Sister Virginia Anne and some of the other nuns organized a choir and taught us to
         sing in the great basilica. During the Easter and Christmas seasons, they took us
         south to Point Lobos, to the cloistered Carmelite monastery. The big, white house
         stood back from Highway One in a grove of eucalyptus trees. It was a modest, well-shaped
         structure, drenched in the mystery of the nuns who lived there. They were cloistered
         and silent. They never saw outsiders except when family came to visit once each year.
      

      
      The closest you could get to these cloistered nuns was in their high, narrow chapel.
         Behind the dense iron grillwork of the choir loft, they sang Gregorian chants. In
         the pews below, we were bewitched by the ancient discipline of their voices, the barely
         shifting tones of the unmelodic lines. We tried not to look around. All you could
         see, anyway, were vague shapes, barely moving. At Communion time, they came down from
         the loft and moved through covered passages to a grill-worked archway in the back
         wall of the altar. If you watched closely, you could see shapes lower and rise as
         the priest dispensed, through an opening in the grillwork, the delicate host, the
         body of Christ. 
      

      
      Our Mission nuns were eager for the trip to Point Lobos. They wanted us to hear the
         Carmelites sing the Gregorian chants, but I wonder what else these visits to the cloistered
         compound meant for them. Was it a chance to go deeper into the religious life? Is
         that what it meant to sing and pray beside their monastic sisters? Was it a form of
         charity, a gift to these materially deprived women of the simple enjoyment in hearing
         children sing? I wonder too what the sequestered sisters experienced. But who can
         imagine the cloisters’ point of view? I found myself wanting to. Their silence reverberated
         in my ears. The peculiar, dry clay smell of the church stayed on my clothes, and for
         days after I could see the grayish light seeping in from outside, from the world they
         kept at bay. 
      

      
      With the introduction to the Carmelites came the waking to the aesthetics of Catholicism.
         Like no church I’d seen, Point Lobos was drenched in beauty. The Mission Basilica
         was full to the point of clutter with statuary and gilt. More a gush or ornament than
         a considered design, it wasn’t striking for its beauty. The garden and the cloister
         walk yes; there a silent reverberation overlapped with the feeling of the Carmelite
         church. But the music and the play of light and shadow in the convent chapel were
         starkly powerful. The lines and surfaces, clear of interruption, guided your sights
         to the altar and the sanctuary, where the single tip of gold cross-reflected all the
         light in the room. Like the Mission altar, it sent your thoughts toward the mysterious
         transition between this life and the next. But at Point Lobos the weight was distinctly
         on the dusky end point, on the gloomy aesthetics of death. As I saw it, the protection
         and sequestration was like a rehearsal for this death. And not just individual death,
         but the assignment, as in Apocalypse, of eternal doom or joy for everybody.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 10

      Cold War Catholicism, 
JFK, and Cuba
      

      
         
         
      

      
      In the 1950s, Catholicism had a reputation among many Americans as a suspiciously
         foreign institution, medieval in its hierarchy and corrupt in its penchant for secrecy.
         My sisters and I were happily oblivious to these dark feelings about our church. As
         an adult, I’d bump up against them in surprising places—among liberal and radical
         leftist friends who wouldn’t tolerate other kinds of prejudice. They objected understandably
         to the streams of fascism running through Catholicism and, of course, to the overt
         patriarchy. But the reduction of the complex, many-faced institution to a single portrait
         was unworthy of their usually supple thinking. In the early years of the Cold War,
         more conventional political thinkers had similar reasons for disliking Roman Catholicism.
         Its fiercely undemocratic hierarchy posed a serious threat to the progressive ethos
         of Protestant America. And on top of this, critics claimed issues of loyalty were
         at stake. They were, perhaps, right in certain ways. Devout American Catholics were
         in a literal sense beholden to a foreign power. The closed doors of Vatican authority
         and the sacred privilege of the confessional conflicted with US ideals of democratic
         transparency. These were serious matters at a time when national security was understood
         to be threatened at every corner. 
      

      
      A good example of the distrust of Catholicism in postwar America appears in the work
         of Paul Blanshard. In his 1949 American Freedom and Catholic Power, which went through eleven editions during its first year on the market, and his
         1951 Communism, Democracy and Catholic Power, Blanshard charged Catholicism’s authoritarian ideology with having too much in common
         with the fascist state of the Soviet Union. The primary loyalty of American Catholics
         went to the pope; just as, he reminded readers, the fidelity of any member of the
         Communist Party first went to Moscow. 
      

      
      But the Vatican turned out to be one of the most pro-US, fiercely anticommunist allies.
         And conversions to Catholicism gained remarkable momentum, with well over half a million
         from 1946 to 1950, an average of more than one hundred thousand per year. At the same
         time, since the end of World War II, Catholics had started making space for themselves
         in the widening middle-class culture of the United States. Almost 35 percent of US
         soldiers who fought in the war were Catholic. With the sudden availability in 1944
         of affordable home mortgages for veterans under the GI bill, thousands of Catholic
         families moved out of ethnic urban ghettoes and into the fast-growing American suburbs.
         The same legislation made higher education reasonably priced for vets. Throughout
         the later 1940s and into the early 1950s, Catholic former soldiers were enrolling
         in colleges in large numbers alongside their Protestant and Jewish buddies. Soon the
         Catholic presence in law, politics, and the corporate world became a more familiar
         fact. Against the background of inherited prejudice, Catholicism had begun to find
         itself in the mainstream of the conglomerate national identity. Read against these
         trends, Blanshard’s charges may well have looked out of date, but the books where
         he posted them still sold like hot cakes. In the winter of 1960, I saw for the first
         time the sort of suspicions he advertised, not lingering but pulsing through the public
         air. 
      

      
      On January 21, John Kennedy announced his candidacy for president. Suddenly the church
         came to the nation’s attention. At first, my parents didn’t take Kennedy’s bid seriously,
         pleased as they were at the idea of a Catholic winning the office. By the spring,
         they were excited. It was Kennedy this, Kennedy that, in every conversation. When he took the Democratic nomination in July they
         were pleased beyond measure. Not only was he Catholic: he was Irish American like
         us. Even so, Jack and Frannie, like most Americans, Catholic and Protestant alike,
         doubted his chances. 
      

      
      JFK had to repeatedly reassure voters that he was a staunch supporter of the principle
         of separation of church and state. In a speech to Protestant ministers in Houston
         that September he carefully articulated this point again. As president, he would neither
         “request nor accept instructions on public policy from the Pope.” The statement went
         over well among the ministers, although some of them were still leery. And the secularism
         it implied was both supported and denounced by US Catholic leaders. 
      

      
      On November 8 Jack and Frannie were jubilant. Kennedy’s margin of victory was narrow
         as a reed, but he won. Fears still lingered among Catholics and non-Catholics alike
         that he would take orders from the Vatican; and from a substantial number of conservative
         Catholics that he wouldn’t. The record shows, nevertheless, that more Americans converted
         to Catholicism in the year JFK was elected than in any year since 1939. Were we outcasts
         or the new stars of American religion? 
      

      
      I think my parents were really more exhilarated with Kennedy being Irish than they
         were with his religion. While Jack and Frannie were observant Catholics, they had
         never, as far as I knew, been deeply devout. Nor did they wear the religious identity
         on their sleeves. Of course, Dad had been adamant about us being raised in the church,
         and he was relieved to see us spending our days at the Mission school instead of the
         public schools near the post. He kept an off-again, on-again private devotion to the
         Virgin. On the instrument panel of the airplanes he flew he attached a medal of Our
         Lady of Loretto, patroness of aviators. And I think the dramatic decisions he found
         himself making over the years, decisions to go through with acts of violence as well
         as acts of love, were informed by a distinctly Catholic vision. But even as Jack’s
         faith was ardent at times, I don’t think he lived in devotion. 
      

      
      For Frannie, Catholicism was culture, it was good education and art and worldliness.
         She carried a rosary in her purse and had a small statue of the Virgin in her bedroom.
         I think her religion served her well when she was afraid, and that was no small service.
         But she didn’t experience her faith in a steady devotion any more than Dad did. For
         both of them, Jack Kennedy, in addition to being an eloquent and savvy politician,
         was an uncannily familiar face, a freckled, fair-haired, high cheek-boned Irishman.
         Catholicism was mostly another aspect of his good looks. JFK wore that religion like
         Jack and Frannie did, close to his skin but not on his sleeve. 
      

      
      We watched the events of Kennedy’s inauguration on TV, minute by minute. The bright,
         cold D.C. day brought out the fur coats. Eisenhower, stepping down from his eight
         years in office, wore a big wool muffler. Jackie, in the signature pillbox hat, sat
         next to the president. JFK was in coat and tails. His charm dazzled everybody. You
         could see the fascination in the people beside him at the podium, in those who looked
         him full in the face as he passed by. Everybody was in love, even Nixon. Never mind
         the rumors about women already floating beneath the radar.
      

      
      Cardinal Cushing’s nasal invocation sounded across the crowd in a single, sustained
         note, as if he were talking straight to God. “In these troubled but hopeful times
         . . . strengthen our resolve . . . let anxieties be dispelled as new hands, in the
         vigor of youth, grasp the wheel of the ship of state. . . . In these most dangerous
         but soul stretching times . . . let this land . . . move forward . . . through [Kennedy’s]
         leadership to new frontiers in peace, progress and prosperity.” 
      

      
      The “new frontiers” recalled the president’s nomination speech six months earlier.
         JFK had positioned himself and the country “on the edge of a New Frontier.” It was
         not an avant-garde place but an edgy situation “of unknown opportunities and perils,
         the frontier of unfilled hopes and unfilled threats.” At the inauguration, as Cushing
         pushed his rhetoric to a sky pounding volume, smoke started billowing from the podium.
         A heater was about to catch fire. The accident made Cushing seem more than anything
         like a prophet, a fire-conjuring patriarch, warning us of more to come.
      

      
      We watched Robert Frost come forward to read his poem “Dedication” and then give it
         up when his eighty-six-year-old eyes couldn’t see because of the glare. Instead Frost
         recited “The Gift Outright.” The lovely, grim lines rang strangely against the background
         of the mysterious war waging in 1961, the war so present in JFK’s inauguration speech.
         He referred to the “hard and bitter peace” we’d lived with since the end of World
         War II, to the “overburdened cost of modern weapons,” and the “steady spread of the
         deadly atom.” War was no gift as Kennedy described it. And the speech was peppered
         with references to the dreadful possibilities of apocalypse, to “the dark powers of
         destruction unleashed by science,” “the power to abolish all forms of human poverty
         and all forms of human life,” and to the grim thought that “only when our arms are sufficient beyond doubt can
         we be certain beyond doubt that they will never be employed.” Now, he declared to
         the thousands standing before him and the millions more, like us, watching the tube,
         that we were called upon “to bear the burden of a long twilight struggle . . . against
         the common enemies of man . . . and war itself.” 
      

      
      Kennedy’s speech was terrifying. It conveyed ideas even kids could absorb, ideas of
         horrible possibilities hovering across the earth, ideas the Catholic kids and any
         others who’d been exposed to visions of Apocalypse already knew about, already shivered
         over in fear at night. Some of the hell of St. John’s vision rhymed closely with Kennedy’s
         images of the building nuclear struggle and the end it might bring to the actual world
         we inhabited. Is it retrospection that sees this, or was Kennedy’s person as coated
         in the Cold War fears he had just articulated as much as it was in elegance?
      

       

      In 1959, when I was in fourth grade, I’d heard my parents talking about Cuba. Dad
         had flown there often when we lived in Miami. Havana, to my sisters and I, was a name
         for his adventures; for movie star romance and calypso music. Something was happening
         there now. Havana was having trouble. We knew when Castro took control of the island on New Year’s
         Day, 1959, because Jack and Frannie were joyous about it. The Eisenhower administration
         had been on decent terms with Fulgencio Batista, but for my parents, like most Americans
         who read the newspaper or listened to the evening news, Batista was a cruel and greedy
         dictator. Already in 1953 when we moved to Miami, Batista’s government had come to
         look in their eyes like one of the tyrannies against which America stood in stark,
         heroic contrast. Batista’s Cuba presented a different kind of tyranny from what they
         found in Stalin’s and Khrushchev’s Soviet Union, but it was clear that he was a despot.
         Many years later, answering my questions about Cuba during the early years of the
         Cold War, Frannie blurted out “that Batista was a pig.” She looked directly at me,
         like wait ‘til you hear this. “We hated him. And when Castro came in, everybody loved
         him. We thought he was marvelous.” The “we” was her own set—her brother Philip, Jack,
         and their friends who watched affairs in Cuba carefully—and by implication the country
         at large. Jack, the arch anticommunist, honored Castro, as he put it in later years,
         for “giving the black man a place in things.” Batista had “treated them like dirt.”
         
      

      
      The dictator had imprisoned hundreds for opposing his regime. Rich and powerful friends
         had been allowed to maintain private armies reputed to torture and kill anybody who
         resisted their controls. As Castro’s 27th of July Movement gained momentum in the
         closing months of 1958, the bearded revolutionary was seen in the United States as
         a figure of national liberation, in the tradition of the American Revolution.
      

      
      Before the end of Castro’s second year in power, his friendship with the Soviets was
         becoming evident. The long, slow process of shifting their perspective on Castro wore
         on my parents. Castro no longer seemed a name on the side of the good. There was something muddy about
         him now. In October 1962, when the U-2 photographed the Russian missiles on the island
         from seventy-five thousand feet above, the fear of Castro having “gone over” to the
         Soviets was confirmed. 
      

      
      Eventually we started to hear about the standoff that would go down in history as
         the Cuban Missile Crisis. All the kids knew about it. On October 22, Kennedy addressed
         the nation on television. He described what had happened, but he could not say then
         what the outcome would be. The nightly news focused obsessively on how the situation
         would pan out. Everybody was scared. The Russians and the Americans were pointing
         nuclear guns at each other. If one of them pulled the trigger, that would be it for
         all of us. In some ways, the prospect seemed redundant, given the images of Apocalypse
         already in our heads. In others the missile crisis gave immediate, worldly form to
         the religious idea and made it all the more terrifyingly real. 
      

      
      When everybody breathed again, the larger backdrop remained in place, the end of the
         world that had made me shiver in fear long before I ever heard of Cuba. The threat
         the crisis had brought on was now talked about as the example of what could happen and of why the tension with the Russians had to be kept
         cold. Newspapers were filled with stories highlighting the suspense and the grave
         danger. They pointed up the credibility the United States had won around the world;
         and how much the Russians had lost.
      

      
      Baffled at the fear we’d been made to endure, we could take relief in the portraits
         of big-gun power and psychological strength the news reports attributed to the American
         side. The Soviets, on the other hand, appeared as subtle operators, caught in a devious
         set of moves, and forced to withdraw to their distant corner of the world. Stories
         continued circulating in US media about the danger of the wounded bear. Our leaders
         would have to be wary, and the military would always be on alert. 
      

      
      The chilling down was, I knew, a false staving off of the end of the world. It would come about whether the Russians
         and Americans let it happen this time or not; whether the nukes were simply aimed
         or the trigger actually pulled. At the same time, something happened to my belief
         under the influence of these visions of worldly Apocalypse. If mankind could bring
         it about, then what did God’s version mean? My cosmic vision was shortening, coming
         closer to the ground.
      

       

      Kennedy walked away from the Cuban missile crisis with a statesman’s halo. The nervous
         nation watched him with a sense of wonder. The handsome, still young President had
         shown himself to be canny enough to stave off the wily Khrushchev. But while the rest
         of the world stepped back from the brink of the most dangerous threat it had yet known,
         Kennedy himself would be hunted still. Among his watchers were the assassins who would
         gun him down a year later. The halo would turn to a crown of thorns.
      

      
      For the next few decades the question to elicit the ordinary and accidental details
         of somebody’s life was where were you when Kennedy died? I was in a math class at Junipero Memorial High School in Monterey. The news came
         over a crackly PA system. The ugly box at the head of the classroom interrupted Sister
         Christopher’s explanation of some hopeless geometry principal. Everything stopped.
         Narrow windows bordered the top of the wall to my left. A dim and striated light squeezed
         in between the shadows of eucalyptus trees. The words fell and reverberated off the
         dusky floor. JFK was dead. Like many people, I felt I knew him personally. He looked
         like my father, the same Irish face, the ruddiness. Stopped dead in his tracks, Jackie
         by his side. 
      

      
      Later that day the images started coming in on TV. Oswald, scared and dazed. A man
         of back alleys and trailer parks; a man with a gun. Mysteries hovered like vultures.
         How could he have had the wherewithal, the guts to do it alone? And then days later
         Ruby shot him. The vultures circled, but got no closer. Jack and Frannie were frozen.
         The probable causes were endless and every one of them sinister. He had been sacrificed,
         whether to the communists or some other cabal would remain unclear. My sisters and
         I wept as Jackie wept, next to the banal Johnson on the airplane, sworn in to take
         JFK’s place. A pall settled over the house on Monterey Road and stayed for weeks.
      

      
      In the months that followed, theories and rumors started emerging. They would pile
         up for decades. Clubs would form, dedicated to combing through the evidence. Histories
         would be compiled, novels written. Meanwhile, at home, we got used to Johnson, his
         nasal whine, his Texas twang, stories of his course manners and gruff style. The sharp
         turn in history sifted down to the households of America, inside bedrooms and minds,
         making the domain of politics darker than they had been. Because Kennedy, it was claimed,
         had been such a shining icon of inspired liberalism, his death put the leadership
         of those who replaced him in a somber light. They weren’t quite trustworthy. Even
         a kid could see cracks in their brittle frames.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 11

      The Discipline of Synchronized Swimming

      
         
         
      

      
      During our first summer at Fort Ord, Frannie signed us up for swimming lessons at
         the post recreation center. All the kids were divided up by age and, except for the
         beginners, each of us had to swim a small course to show the instructors our skill
         levels. Nancy, Lizzie, and I had spent a lot of time in Officer’s Club pools in Miami,
         North Carolina, and at Fort Rucker. We were already pretty good swimmers. Still, I
         was terrified by the thought of performing for an instructor I’d never seen before;
         and of a bunch of strange kids looking on. I was nearly ten years old but held onto
         my mother like a small child. Frannie patted my shoulder and nudged me through the
         doors.
      

      
      Shouts ricocheted off the enormous glass walls, and the air was heavy with the sharp
         smell of chlorine. The pool was huge—Olympic sized, 164 feet long. Kids, it seemed
         like hundreds of them, milled around in half shaped groups and lines. Nancy and Lizzie
         were nowhere in sight. They, at least, were together. I walked to the sign for “9–11
         Year Olds,” rigid, lost. The instructor shouted orders over the roaring noise, but
         only the example of the kids who went first made clear what we had to do. When my
         turn came to swim the course, it felt like the noise stopped. The sharp sunlight angling
         through the glass receded to a pinpoint. Then it was over. The man with the clipboard
         gestured with his thumb to join the others in a line to his left. Shivering behind
         folded arms, lips bluing, they jumped around like monkeys. Nobody talked, but I was
         with them. I was with that group. Maybe this would work out; maybe I wouldn’t be embarrassed.
         
      

      
      A second instructor had been watching from a distance. By the time I got out of the
         pool he was gone. Down at the end near the diving boards, I saw Nancy and Lizzie,
         arms akimbo, watching other swimmers like a couple of experts. The second instructor
         came up behind them, bent down, drew their eyes away from the pool. He had a clipboard
         too. Nancy answered his questions, standing up straight, arms at her sides. Lizzie
         looked on, wondering.
      

      
      When the three of us came out of the locker room, wet haired and red eyed, there was
         this man again, the second instructor, standing by the door to the parking lot, in
         conversation with Frannie. She introduced him: “Ladies, this is Mr. Thorp.” “Don,”
         the man said, gracing us with an unconvincing smile. He asked if we’d like to join
         a synchronized swimming team he was organizing on the post. His manners were stiff
         and formal but respectful. Frannie was obviously pleased and eager for us to go along
         with it. She brought out her own official smile, which meant she expected us to agree,
         politely. Nancy, bolder than Lizzie and I, ventured to ask what synchronized swimming
         was. “It’s like water ballet,” Mom said. Thorp rocked his head side-to-side and grimaced
         a little, like maybe, maybe not. Water ballet? I was mystified but enchanted with the images. Water proof tutus, tiaras. Fifteen
         minutes later we climbed in the car, dazed at what had just happened. We would not
         be taking the swimming lessons we’d come for. Instead, we would be members of a team. Synchronized swimmers. 
      

      
      Mr. Thorp wanted to start right away, so the next afternoon we were back at the pool
         again. For the rest of the summer we would meet there several times a week along with
         five other girls. The sessions were not classes but practice. We swam laps to strengthen
         key muscles and were drilled in the basic movements of synchronized swimming, or “sinkro”
         as Nancy called it, spelling out the letters fast. Thorp started us on the basic stunts,
         the movements out of which routines or programs were choreographed. We learned the
         ballet leg (one leg straight up, perpendicular to the body), the kip (knees tucked,
         the body rolls backward in a reverse summersault), the shark (an absurd movement consisting
         of a circular swim just below the water level, with one forearm breaking the surface
         parallel to the body, as if in imitation of the dorsal fin), and the dolphin (arching
         backward and following through in a circle until the body is on a plane with the surface
         again). 
      

      
      I was capable at minor acts like “Me and My Teddy Bear,” a routine as childish and
         silly as the name suggests, but Nancy and Lizzie were stars. Lizzie was strong and
         graceful. She led the group in complex stunts. At the head of a line we made by attaching
         our feet to the next girl’s chin, she would pull all eight of us, on our backs, through
         star-shaped patterns and wheels. Nancy’s precision amazed us. She led the surface
         formations for more advanced pieces. Her skill, however, didn’t have quite the effect
         on our coach we expected.
      

      
      If Nancy was a good team member, she was also the strongest character in the group.
         She had an acerbic wit and was good at stirring things up in the locker room. The
         rest of us loved these antics and were always entertained by her. Lizzie and I thought
         she was ingenious. At home, Nancy for the most part kept inside the lines and square,
         but outside the house, she was artful, even brilliant, at exercising her vitality
      

      
      Nancy and Thorp didn’t take to each other. The coach ran a highly organized, disciplined
         program. At times he could seem cold and authoritative. His demanding attention to
         the details, not just of our strokes and stunts but also to the aesthetics of gesture
         and facial expression, brought out Nancy’s impish sense of humor. She had a field
         day with his fastidiousness. He took offense. She was emboldened by his sensitivity.
      

      
      Eventually our training began to show promise. We had learned the stunts, and it looked
         like we might be on our way to shaping up as a respectable synchronized swimming team.
         We needed a name, Mr. Thorp said. He decided to be democratic about it and invited
         us to come up with suggestions. We thought of several but couldn’t agree on anything.
         He asked us each to write the name we liked best on a slip of paper, without identifying
         ourselves. We placed the slips in a box, and he pulled them out one by one, reading
         the names as we voted. Most of them were variations on The Aquadancers and The Fort
         Ord Swim Club. Thorpe’s boredom with them was palpable. He grabbed the last one, and
         read it in a monotone voice like he was someplace else: “Thorp’s . . . Sinking . .
         . Squares.” His eyes burned on Nancy. He knew it was her joke. His anger flared up,
         but exhaustion snuffed it. He announced we would hereon be known as the Ordettes.
         
      

      
      Thorpe couldn’t throw her off the team. She was too good of a swimmer; and for all
         he knew, Frannie might pull Lizzie and me off the team too. Little did he know what
         a devotee of the rules our mother was and how much rested for her on our proper behavior.
         She would’ve taken Thorp’s every word for the truth and done nothing in vengeance
         for Nancy’s dismissal. But I’d venture to say he was afraid of losing swimmers, especially
         since we were pretty well trained by now. 
      

      
      Life went on with the Ordettes, and there were no more blow-ups. We lived with the
         tension, our own little chlorinated Cold War. Nancy became our unofficial leader.
         And because she really was a fine athlete and loved doing well at her sport even more
         than she liked needling the coach, things worked out. Thorp kept his distance. He
         ran a tight, disciplined program, and the Ordettes did well.
      

      
      We competed with other swim clubs, but mostly we performed for women’s clubs in Monterey
         and Carmel. We had elaborate programs choreographed by Thorp, including one in which
         all eight of us swam in formation in the dark pool, pushing kick-boards lit by Bunsen
         burners. He had us dressed in flowered bathing suits, dancing on the deck, like junior
         Busby Berkley girls. We jumped in the water two at a time, toes pointed, nose plugs
         tight. We formed a flower in the pool. Thorp himself was often the main show. He had
         a routine he called “The Black Swan,” a difficult, graceful piece. His costume was
         a black leotard that covered him from head to toe. For an evening performance at a
         women’s club in Carmel Valley, he wore glittering silver tights and swam with a woman
         partner whose costume was made of the same fabric. They moved around the deck amid
         steaming dry ice, and when they entered the pool, the lights were dimmed so the costumes
         could sparkle in the torch reflections, enchanting all of us. 
      

      
       Much about synchronized swimming still baffles me. On the one hand, the level of
         athletic skill reaches that of the most difficult sports. The standards are clear
         and stable: precise physics and timing of stunts and the discipline of collective
         movement. But on the other hand, so much of what was expected had to do with, for
         want of a better term, looking good. So much of synchronized swimming was given over
         to style and the aesthetics of movement, to posturing well on deck and in the water;
         and to smiling. 
      

      
       We were getting caught up in this kind of thing anyway, with the likes of Seventeen and other teenage girl magazines showing us feminine styles we wanted to imitate,
         if only we could afford to. Synchro satisfied some of that desire. Scenes like the
         dry ice routine in Carmel Valley got to the heart of what synchronized swimming was
         to me in those days: a stage for girl-posturing and trying out designed movements
         for whoever was watching. Thorp and his partner showed us, of course, what you could
         do as a strong swimmer, but they also showed us how to be spectacles. Thinking back
         on afternoons beside the sparkling turquoise pool, I remember the tightness of it
         all—the constant smile, the snug, brightly colored bathing suits, the held posture
         and trained grace. I also remember thinking about my body, how it looked and felt.
         The silky movements and pointed toes brought on a curious pleasure. On certain dreamy
         afternoons by the pool, a slow motion, snake charmer’s dance played in my head. Something
         would open inside, a languorous, pulling motion that felt good but dangerous, like
         a part of me was slipping out of control. At night, in bed, I saw myself walking across
         a street, but it wasn’t just a walk. It was a strut. 
      

      
       None of this was visible to anybody else, of course, and the whole program of synchronized
         swimming in fact brought me and the other girls a lot of respect. Frannie was proud
         of us, and we were a big hit with the Ladies’ Clubs. I don’t remember my father paying
         much attention to it, but the women’s approving eyes suggest what we were doing satisfied
         in some way their standards of youthful femininity. Strange that synchronized swimming
         could do this. The spectacle we presented of ourselves, painted and showy, was, one
         could argue, more than a little garish. The taste in the costumes, the makeup, and
         even the movements could at the least be called questionable. There was just the suggestion
         of tartly posturing in our routines on deck and in the pool, a suggestion, at least,
         of what I was at times imagining in volumes. It was sexuality, asserting itself in
         the skimpy outfits and bending moves. 
      

      
      Who were we to these audiences, and who were they to us? What were we smiling about,
         and to whom? Was it our own feelings about ourselves? Was it God and country? Our
         fathers, mothers, teachers? Whose faces looked back from inside our own eyes? Were
         the others on the team doing what I was doing, conducting a secret, interior version
         of Nancy’s impishness? If they weren’t hearing the same snake-charming music, they
         had a well-stocked set of movements, turns of chin and head, set of the gaze, that
         went into looking good. How could the smiles and the postures be there for God, country,
         parents, Seventeen, and my unnamed, secret sense of pleasure at the same time?
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 12

      Saint Brigit/Bardot

      
         
         
      

      
      After we’d been at the Mission for a couple of years, it was time for me to be confirmed.
         The Catholic Church regards Confirmation as the sacrament for recognizing the shift
         into adulthood. I was twelve, old enough, according to the medieval calendar on which
         Confirmation was based, to be a grown-up in the church. I chose Brigit for my name,
         after St. Brigit of Ireland. She was the ninth-century daughter of a Druid priest.
         Raised to be a priestess, Brigit instead became a Christian nun. Her story is fascinating,
         as I’ve since come to learn, but then I only knew the most sketchy outlines of her
         life, the weight of which for me lay in her Irishness and the lyrical sound of her
         name. 
      

      
      Naming myself for Saint Brigit was a way of confirming my desire for the convent.
         But another, precisely contradictory attraction was pulling from the opposite direction
         in those days. It was fast toppling the tower of childhood and complicating the wish
         to cloister myself in a convent. Brigit caught my ear not only because it spoke of the saint but because it rang up one of
         the most pulsing images on movie screens and TV of a very different style of womanhood.
         It was Brigit Bardot’s name. 
      

      
      Bardot stood for everything that was starting to crowd my incoherent vision of womanhood
         and sexuality. I didn’t have any language for these streaming forces. Bardot’s lazy,
         curled up beauty, and the subversive gaze spoke to some unnamed respondent who was
         not God or school or family. The church was confirming me in the name I had chosen,
         Brigit of Ireland, but I was adding a secret, second layer to this in baptizing myself
         after Bardot. To be both at once was in itself a wonderful and private mystery I wasn’t
         interested in analyzing. But I see now that the name ritualized the shift into womanhood
         in tandem with Confirmation in the church. Made in Catholicism and its high holy rituals,
         I was beginning to look at a different style of femininity, richer in a way very different
         from that of the nuns. I would be Brigit and Brigit at the same time. 
      

      
      The order I had ended up choosing in consultation with Sister Virginia Anne was her
         own, the sisters of Notre Dame de Namur. Perhaps I’d learn to speak French. The Brigit/Brigit
         duality lurked in the trail of these developments, the saint and the movie star shifting
         around, now one in the ascendancy, now the other. The convent would have to wait several
         more years, at least until I got through high school. The desire for it would be tested
         by puberty and by ever lurking images of myself as Brigit Bardot.
      

      
       

      
      My sisters and I had spent most of our years by this point in the disciplined spaces
         of Army posts, schools, Catholic churches, and the many houses we occupied. Late California
         summers brought something of a break in this. We got out into nature. Fort Ord itself
         had many lovely, unbuilt zones—low, rolling hills covered in mesquite and cypress,
         dunes running down to the sea. And Hunter Liggett Military Reserve, where we sometimes
         accompanied Dad on hunting expeditions, had a hacienda in a grove of live oaks and
         hundreds of thousands of acres to roam, from gentle, dry valleys to steep mountains.
         But the consciousness of the military frame of these places, not to mention the sound
         of gunfire and the signs posted for training grounds, didn’t exactly foster romantic
         experiences with nature. 
      

      
      Jack and Frannie got us further out. They were both big on camping. City people from
         the crowded Northeast, they were fascinated with the open spaces of California and
         the dramatic, unrestricted beauty in every direction. Jack would plot the route on
         one of his many maps and call ahead to reserve campsites. We’d jam pack the station
         wagon with camping stuff: a twelve-man tent our parents found at Sears, six sleeping
         bags, pillows, extra blankets, a cook stove, coolers, clothes, food, and Mom’s great
         find from a Monterey hardware store, a portable toilet. 
      

      
      We went to Mount Lassen, Redwoods National Park, and Pfeiffer State Park in Big Sur.
         Jack and Frannie were always lit up at being liberated from the post. Even though
         they professed to be happy there, they always lost years and pounds of stress when
         we went off on adventures like this. The four of us, pumped up with excitement in
         the back of the VW, laid out plans for what we’d do when we got where we were going.
         Entering a campground, the high trees, like priests demanding calm, silenced everything.
         We’d unpack with the precise logic we knew so well for arranging a household. By cocktail
         hour we’d be all set. 
      

      
      Jack and Frannie relaxed. He got to spend as many hours as he liked fishing. Frannie
         read. We all pitched in on dinner and cleaning (“policing the area”). Mom wasn’t so
         much the point person for housekeeping she was at home, and that was a huge break
         for her. 
      

      
      Whenever we went to Pfeiffer, Nancy, Lizzie, Sarah, and I would find a fallen log
         to ride on in the Big Sur River gorge. We’d paddle around for entire afternoons, telling
         stories and netting crayfish. At Mount Lassen, Lizzie fished with Dad while I went
         exploring along the dirt roads of the campsite with Nancy and Sarah. In the Redwoods
         we craned our necks and counted rings, silenced by the giant wonders.
      

      
      Under the great California evergreens, beside the sharp cold streams, the air like
         silk in your lungs, I felt, what was it? Possibilities. Things I could do—imagine,
         make, indulge in—and small promises that could actually be fulfilled. The woods were
         quiet, and they smelled great. Sounds came like distant cracks at the edge of space
         and time. You looked up along the towering lines of the trees into the light high
         above, and it was like peeking out into a world too bright to see straight on, with
         a sun so powerful the sight of it would obliterate our sequestered, shaded world below.
         The openness of the world beneath the canopy made the borders of home and school more
         visible than ever. 
      

      
      There was kindness in my father’s eyes when we were camping. Frannie was easy and
         in reach. Everybody did well in the open air, and we made it a summer ritual for a
         few years. A kind of balance developed. The drills and rituals of life on post and
         at school receded when we went to the woods, although they were still there, on reserve,
         ready for duty if necessary. Jack and Frannie would snap at each other over some small
         thing, and we’d stiffen up. But the sullen mood didn’t last long. 
      

      
      By the summer of 1962 my older sisters, on their way to tenth grade now, were becoming
         women. They started to look dignified, mysterious. We would still get in fights and
         still whisper secret lore behind our parents back. But they were moving on. 
      

      
      It helped that the drifty, lyrical California environment seemed to bump my parents
         into a new kind of ease and openness with the twins. During our first summer at Fort
         Ord, the summer of the Ordettes, Nancy and Lizzie had gone to Tea Dances at the Officer’s
         Club. Now they were dating and spending time outside the house. I wondered what they
         could see from their advanced point of view. Were they, like me, feeling strange things
         in the body, seeing themselves not so straight-up-and-down as we had in our disciplined
         girlhood? Had they already passed these things by? I kept my eye on the twins. I was
         coming right up behind them. Things were starting to get interesting when, sure enough,
         Jack received orders. We were moving again.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 13

      Back to the Swamps

      
         
         
      

      
      As soon as school was out we were back on the road. This time the van wasn’t so much
         fun. Leaving the Mission school and the beauty of Monterey Bay was hard. Leaving it
         for the flat, humid zones of the Southeast again was nothing short of depressing.
         Dad would be assigned only briefly to Fort Benning, Georgia. Soon thereafter he would
         leave for another destination unknown to us. My sisters and I didn’t have a clue why
         we were moving to Fort Benning. We knew Dad would be leaving—without us—not long after
         we arrived. This information didn’t come directly from our parents but from half statements,
         overheard words, impressions picked up from the strange emotions passing back and
         forth between Jack and Frannie. As usual, we took the mysteries for granted. The powers
         deciding these things were so far and distant, it would’ve been unnatural for us to
         be told outright. 
      

      
      During our last California winter, Vietnam, a new name, a distant place, had turned up in my parents’ conversation. We heard
         the rhythmic phrase Southeast Asia. And talk of war was in the news. Dominoes for some reason were worrying the leaders
         in Washington. Many years later, researching the Vietnam War for a class I was teaching,
         I learned that in fact, Time and Newsweek (although we didn’t read Newsweek; there was something untouchable about it for my parents, like it was Protestant
         or too liberal) had been reporting since December 1961 on the arrival of Americans
         and US equipment in Saigon. On Valentine’s Day, 1962, JFK had held a press conference.
         The civil war in Vietnam was deepening. US assistance was expanding. “We have not
         sent combat troops in the generally accepted sense of the word,” the president explained.
         These were training missions, aimed at getting South Vietnamese units into shape.
         They could fight if attacked, but the official, public position was that US soldiers
         were there as aids, not combatants. 
      

      
      Jack and Frannie read and listened to the news assiduously. They talked about this
         strange place like it was meaningful. Reports from there, so far away, seemed to affect
         Dad directly. The mood in our new house near Fort Benning was strange. At the beginning
         of April, Jack took off for temporary duty to Fort Rucker, this time to learn to fly
         the Caribou, a cargo and troop transport plane famous for its ability to land in small
         clearings. When he came back, the murmurs between him and Frannie intensified. Even
         in their muddled voices the high-strung nerves scraped and bit. The ease of our California
         days floated away. The edgy feelings had already, in fact, been prodding and poking
         at the family peace while we packed and got set to desert the house on Monterey Road.
         In the boxy van and cramped motel rooms they had been hard to ignore. Something serious
         was up.
      

      
      Columbus, Georgia, was a bedroom for the giant Fort Benning, home of the US airborne
         commands and an enormous training center for parachuting. Our house off post was another
         little basement-less, cement rectangle with a carport, but this one was ours. Frannie
         and Jack actually bought the place, coming around to the idea that it made better
         economic sense, after all these years of paying rent to the government. Owning the
         house, however, didn’t help make it home. The house, 2413 Wellborn Drive, sat in the
         middle of a recently erected subdivision called Forestdale. Like many developments
         erected in the 1960s, the name had little to do with what you found there. Nothing
         forest-like was anywhere in sight, and the vegetation didn’t make a dale. We had a
         muddy back yard, and the property was bounded by a stream where water moccasins glided
         past. The whole area was a drained swamp, humid and buggy as the setting of The African Queen. It felt like the tropics, but it was not beautiful. 
      

      
      Our neighbors had the speech and manners of characters in the Flannery O’Connor stories
         I had somehow gotten my hands on. Many of them were Army people or families recently
         retired from the service. They were all Southerners and seemed at home here. If they
         weren’t precisely from Columbus or this part of Georgia, they were about as familiar
         with it as the locals. Memories of Alabama lit the way for us, but here there was
         none of the spaciousness of the farm. Nor did we have the enclosing shelter of the
         post. Since Dad was to be gone, we were on our own. 
      

      
      Columbus would be hard times, and we knew it right away. On a clear June morning,
         we stood on the tarmac and saw Dad off for what would be a long trip. We didn’t know
         how long, or where he was going. Papa Lawlor had flown down from New Jersey to be
         with us. In his light seersucker suit—clothes for the tropics—and businessman’s hat,
         Papa made a striking contrast to his taller, heavier son. Jack’s olive green flight
         suit blended with the plane behind him, the big, awkward looking Caribou. He wore
         one of those folded cloth uniform hats. Hands at his sides, smiling at Frannie’s camera,
         he looked happy and ready to go. He was forty-two years old, a much decorated senior
         aviator, and although we didn’t know it yet, this would be his third war. 
      

      
      Papa stayed in Columbus with us for a couple of days. Gentle and thoughtful, he had
         the calm of a deeply but not demonstratively religious man. He had been born in Tipperary
         in 1893 and emigrated with his mother and her sister to New York at the birth of the
         century. Crowded in mid-town tenements for the first years, they eventually found
         their way to New Jersey and the Irish middle class. From worker in a powder factory
         to insurance broker, Papa had made his way with discipline and steady, modest faith
         in his own abilities. He was a soothing presence in our anxious household. I loved
         his stories of Ireland and of the women he had come to America with, Dodo, our grandmother;
         and of Buttons, our great aunt on his wife’s side. 
      

      
      For different reasons we were all grateful Papa was there. His intelligence kept Frannie
         engaged and distracted from Jack’s sudden, gaping absence. And he was an adult voice
         to chime in on decisions she had yet to make in managing our raw, alien house. For
         my sisters and I, our grandfather’s presence offered relief from Frannie’s steely
         fears. 
      

      
      With Papa gone, the house became a hollow shell for waiting. Late in the first week
         of his absence we learned where Dad was going. Thailand. The commanding officer of
         the First Aviation Company at Fort Benning called to tell Mom. That, we would soon
         learn, meant Vietnam. If Jack had whispered this destination to my mother at any point
         since the orders had arrived at Fort Ord, she did a good job of keeping it from us.
         We thought she was as clueless as we were, and I still don’t know if she knew at that
         time. In the sunlit room in Noank where we talked so many years later, she waved off
         the question. We didn’t know anything, she insisted. Did we mean she and Dad, she and us girls, all of us? None of us knew. Jack surely did when he took off from Fort Benning, but Frannie was through with
         the matter by then. I tried pressing her, but when my mother didn’t want to talk about
         something, nothing could make her. The point was Vietnam wasn’t a combat zone in 1962.
         Dad had been sent to Thailand and thence to Vietnam as an advisor. He was helping
         “beef up” against the communists, as she put it. 
      

      
      In early June articles began appearing in the Army Times about a fleet of aircraft called Caribous, built for taking off and landing in hostile
         terrain, that were flying eleven thousand miles from Fort Benning to Khorat, Thailand.
         The Caribou had a capacity for working in the jungle and in mountainous terrain on
         improvised landing strips. This was the plane Jack had been flying at Columbus and
         on temporary duty at Fort Rucker in recent weeks. Frannie clipped and saved the articles.
         On June 9 the Army Times made much of the fact that this was the first time the Army had actually flown aircraft
         to a distant theater and of the decision not to take them via aircraft carrier (the
         Caribous were too big and wouldn’t withstand the exposure to salt water spray). 
      

      
      Much is made of the Pentagon’s efforts to keep the information from the press. “The
         movement is still listed as secret in the Pentagon, but a national publication reported
         June 4 that the Army planes were flying via the Atlantic to Thailand.” Because of
         diplomatic concerns, Defense Department censors had rejected an effort by Army officials
         to release the information to the press. “Some of the nations allowing the Army aircraft
         to use their airfields and fly over their territory would probably be happier if no
         one else knew about it.” 
      

      
      The Army Times had learned of the planned aerial convoy weeks before but in recognition of the Pentagon
         wishes hadn’t printed anything about it. Efforts to keep the story under wraps went
         out the window, however, when a “reliable source” leaked the information to other
         news services. Several papers were simultaneously informing the public of the Caribous
         journey half way around the globe to Thailand. Nowhere is Vietnam mentioned. 
      

      
      Dad’s records show the fleet of eighteen Caribous of the 1st Aviation Company flew
         from Fort Benning to McGuire Air Force Base in New Jersey, on to Bangor, Maine; over
         New Brunswick and Baffin Island to Keflavik Airfield in Iceland. From Iceland they
         proceeded to Glasgow, to Rheinow in the far north of Germany; thence to Naples, Athens,
         and the US Air Force Base at Incirlik, near Adana, Turkey. From Incirlik they flew
         to Tehran, over Karachi, Pakistan; to New Delhi and Calcutta, India. The last leg
         of the flight took the pilots from Calcutta to Khorat, Thailand. Khorat, in the center
         of the country, was to become a busy staging point for US military aviation units
         proceeding to and from Vietnam over the next ten years. 
      

      
      The convoy arrived at Khorat on June 21. After three weeks of flying the pilots were
         exhausted and relieved. They had been prepared for a number of potential diplomatic
         and military complications, as evidenced by the silk cloth each flyer kept in a pocket,
         imprinted with the American flag and a statement: “I am a citizen of the United States
         of America. I do not speak your language. Misfortune forces me to seek your assistance
         in obtaining, food, shelter and protection. Please take me to someone who will provide
         for my safety and see that I am returned to my people. My government will reward you.”
         They would keep these flags with them. The five sentences were translated into Burmese,
         Thai, Laotian, Cambodian, Vietnamese, Malayan, Indonesian, two Chinese scripts, Tagalog,
         Visayan, French, and Dutch. 
      

      
      Dad and the other pilots were each awarded the Air Medal for the twenty-day flight.
         The citation reads like a miniature adventure narrative:
      

      
         Lawlor’s aircraft was one of eighteen aircraft in operation “Big Moose” which flew
            from Fort Benning, Georgia to Southeast Asia over the hazardous Arctic regions of
            Greenland, Iceland, the North Atlantic Ocean and the mountainous and desert terrain
            of the Middle East. Demonstrating exceptional aviation skill, Warrant Officer Lawlor
            flew long hours in close formation, in thunderstorms, torrential rains, and at altitudes
            in excess of twenty-two thousand feet with a heavy aircraft load. Throughout the flight
            Warrant Officer Lawlor displayed the highest order of air discipline and professional
            competence. His achievement reflects great credit upon himself and the United States
            Army.
         

      

      The June 9th Army Times article explains “the company joins about 5000 American personnel positioned in Thailand.
         Secretary of State Dean Rusk, speaking last week about the Laotian situation, noted
         that if the feuding Laotian princes don’t settle their differences soon, ‘then of
         course some very serious problems will be in front of us.’” The reference to Laos
         would not have surprised readers, since US political and diplomatic involvement in
         tensions there had been in the news since the closing years of the Eisenhower administration.
         One of many unreported issues stirring in Laos, however, was the growing problem of
         North Vietnam as a haven and support site for the communist Pathet Lao. The Caribous’
         mission would be to compromise this haven.
      

      
      By midsummer 1962, Washington had publicly acknowledged a limited commitment in Vietnam,
         but the presence of five thousand US personnel in Thailand suggest the probability
         of a more substantial intervention in the hostilities growing in Laos and Vietnam.
         US personnel were categorized as “advisors” to Southeast Asian governments and their
         armies. In many cases they were members of Special Forces units, the Green Berets,
         and were in position to meet what the Whitehouse had come to understand as the threat
         of a Pathet Lao insurgency. The Caribou, with its short take-off and landing ability,
         flew goods and troops to these units in areas occupied by Viet Cong under difficult
         ground and weather conditions. The plane needed less than a thousand feet to take
         off and to land. Its weight compared well against other aircraft, given the capacity
         for carrying two and a half tons of equipment or roughly thirty-two troops. In other
         words, the Caribou became early on a machine for supporting counter-insurgency missions
         against left independence movement forces in Vietnam. Jack was one of the Caribou
         pilots, flying “low and slow,” vulnerable to sniper fire and rockets while delivering
         supplies to the otherwise unreachable outposts.
      

      
      In the late summer of 1962, the planes made their way into Vietnam, to the forward
         areas where Special Forces were operating against the Viet Cong. In December the First
         Aviation Company Caribou unit was restationed to Vung Tau, in the Republic of Vietnam.
         
      

      
       

      
      All this drama went on far beyond the range of our knowledge, and it wouldn’t be until
         much later that I’d see the Air Medals and the citations for Dad’s actions in Southeast
         Asia. Back in Columbus, by the second week of June we finally knew where Dad was,
         although we didn’t know what he was doing there. As the weeks, then months wore on,
         it became clear he wasn’t just delivering aircraft as the newspapers implied. He had
         been gone too long. There was no word he was on his way back. What was he doing all
         this time? 
      

      
      The Georgia heat and the waiting made us impatient. We were thin-skinned, hurt, angry.
         Frannie’s high-strung, brittle manner made everything worse. To add to her worries,
         the twins, in high school now, were pushing the usual limits. They’d made friends
         at school and wanted to go out with them, with boys too, without the restrictive curfews
         Frannie imposed. She was too distracted and unavailable to deal with the problem effectively.
         Sarah and I stayed way back, especially from Mom. One morning, I let her get too close.
         Frustrated at my taking too long to get breakfast out of the oven, Frannie shut the
         door on my arm and burned it. I can still see the scar. 
      

      
      In the early fall, the dull heat and humidity of Columbus showing no signs of letting
         up, his letters stopped coming. They had been turning up about once a week. For weeks,
         then a month, and longer still, no letters came. Frannie tried calling the unit’s
         liaison office at Fort Benning, but there was no information. She tried the Red Cross.
         Nobody could tell us anything. Then Jack’s checks stopped coming. We were mystified
         and scared. If Frannie knew or guessed anything, she didn’t shared it with us. She
         was brittle and nervous all the time. 
      

      
      The nightmares are hard to remember now. There were jungles, like the swamps around
         our house, but the leaves were huge. Everything was constantly growing. Treachery
         waited in the silent mist, ready to spring. Somewhere in the background the downed
         plane smoked. Fate swayed in and out of his path. He would be caught, captured, taken
         away blindfolded. What would they do to him? The dreams never got beyond this. 
      

      
      Shortly into the period of the missing checks, Frannie got a job selling dresses at
         a local department store. Davidson’s was the only business in the area that could
         be called elegant, and Frannie turned up for work dressed like Jackie Kennedy. She
         wore the classic Kimberly Knit suits she’d bought in Monterey. They were too hot for
         the endless heat, but the store was air-conditioned. She was out of the house for
         six days of the week. The job loosened her up a little, and we were grateful for that—and
         for having time in the house without her. Davidson’s reminded her a little of the
         Saks days, and she talked about those times again. There was a man she liked, a buyer.
         He was educated, funny. Somehow she communicated to us that he was homosexual. Davidson’s
         was marvelous, she said. 
      

      
      Whatever small openings into worldliness and independence selling dresses at Davidson’s
         brought, Frannie must have also reminded herself of her own mother, deserted by her
         husband, not knowing when or if he would come back. Whether she wanted him back. How
         she was going to make life work without his money. 
      

      
      Nancy stepped up at home now. She was out of bed early, woke us up for school while
         Mom was getting ready for work. She made our lunches and put them in brown bags. She
         got us all to the bus on time. My sister, my sister. We were still in the thick of
         the hellish season, the time of sharp, silent tension, when none of us felt good or
         strong or countable in whatever the bigger picture was; or in our father’s eyes. 
      

      
      Military kids today have more help when their fathers (or mothers) are deployed far
         away—and when they come home. Social services are available, counselors pay attention
         to them. The parent who stays at home has access to far more information and assistance
         than Frannie ever did. The National Military Family Association sponsors summer camps
         for kids haunted by the same fears we had. Thanks to technologies nobody dreamed of
         during the Cold War, they have the great advantage of steadier contact. E-mail erases
         the long delays of the old postal services, and the ease of sending a note makes it
         harder for soldiers to justify not writing. Video communication, according to contemporary
         social psychologists who study military adolescents, gives kids the chance to actually
         see their parent, to read the facial expressions, get a picture of where and how they’re
         living. But soldiers’ and sailors’ children still suffer the disorientations, the
         tricks on identity, the fears we endured. The problems are still legion.
      

      
      Benjamin Percy published a story in 2007 called “Refresh, Refresh,” about a couple
         of Oregon kids whose fathers have gone to Iraq to fight in Bush’s war. Left behind
         in their nowhere town, a Marine Corps camp lurking over the hill, the two friends
         spend their days fighting each other. Reading Percy’s story jolted me back to a creepy
         memory, of hot anger and fighting with fists in a cement carport. Dana Patterson lived
         across the street. She was my friend. We liked each other and somehow, in a way we
         never talked about, we understood each other. I felt sorry for her, and she probably
         felt sorry for me. Her dad was in the Army, but unlike my absent father he was too
         present. He was a tall, overweight man and a blatant chauvinist who dominated their
         household from a lazy-boy lounger planted in their living room. Her parents, my mother
         said, used Dana as a housemaid. She was always doing chores at home. A small, pinched,
         high-voiced girl, Dana frowned a lot. But when we explored the swamps around Forestdale
         and produced the Forestdale Gazette (on stacked half-sheets of binder paper with carbon sheets stuck between), when we
         ran around the neighborhood like horses and cowgirls, she smiled a kind of awkward,
         vertical grin that showed oversized teeth and made her small eyes smaller.
      

      
      Why we fought that day in the abandoned carport I can’t remember, but I doubt the
         reason was the reason, whatever it was. I jumped at her because I was angry at the
         world and short tempered with fear and impatience at waiting, waiting, and the neglect
         it all meant. My father was gone, maybe dead. My mother was angry. She had burned
         my arm on the oven door. I grew my own impatience and was probably never so unhappy.
         Neither Dana nor I beat the other up, neither of us “won” the fight. We just fought,
         and that was that. We slammed at each other because of our fathers, because we were
         lost in this moccasin infested, useless, place, and because a life stood before us
         of waiting on and for people, of wondering what the men in our lives would do next,
         whether they would be there at all.
      

      
      This stuff wasn’t hidden down in the folds of the unconscious. It was right up on
         the surface, on my skin. The nightmares, the worry, the wondering, I thought about
         my father all the time. Frannie was wretched. Something needed to be done. I wrote
         a letter to President Kennedy. I told him my father was in Vietnam and we hadn’t heard
         from him in months. We didn’t know what was wrong. He was a pilot, dedicated. I was
         proud of him, proud of the President, of the nation. What could be done? 
      

      
      I mailed the letter, then told Frannie about it. I thought she’d be proud of me, but
         she was angry, barking that I was bold to do this. Bold. In our house it meant speaking out of turn, doing something uncalled for. Such things
         lacked taste, judgment. To be bold was to be impulsive. But I took it differently
         now. At first I thought she was angry at me for taking on such a task without permission,
         without consulting her, and the independence this implied felt surprisingly good.
         I felt I’d made a decision, considered it, acted on it, and okay this was the cost.
         I was proud if she wasn’t. But the fear in her suggested something else was going
         on too. There was a security issue here, and that, for her, was deadly. I hadn’t made
         a copy, and now, reiterating every word for her, the worry became plain: the letter
         might’ve mentioned something nobody was supposed to know. 
      

      
      I hadn’t written the president to complain. I was a good girl and only wanted to please
         my parents. I still wanted to be a nun, a holy person. Like most people we knew, I
         liked Kennedy very much, revered him, and probably saw him as a distant father. He
         would surely be interested in these worries of ours. A form letter came from the White
         House, thanking me for writing. I thought Mom would be impressed now, but she nervously
         took the piece of White House stationery and read it with a hard, closed expression.
         She gave it back to me and walked away. The form letter was disappointing, but Mom’s
         response made me feel like a trouble maker and like Dana Patterson, somebody who had
         no right to do anything that came out of her own head. 
      

      
      My mother’s reaction to the letter to Kennedy looks like a premonition now. Her panic
         over whether I’d said something wrong about Vietnam or about Dad’s presence there
         were a lot like the reactions she had five long years later, when we confronted each
         other over my activities in Paris during the spring of 1968. But in the hot, overexposed
         Georgia days of 1963, I couldn’t imagine the resistance with a capital R that would
         become so important later. I was just demoralized and miserable. I remember looking
         down a lot—over the flat breasts, the ratty tennis shoes, the red clay ground, and
         the built-over swamp of Forestdale. In addition to the danger he lived with by day
         and night, my father might now be in trouble because of me. I now aggravated my mother’s
         anger and impatience. Nobody understood anything. Misery was everywhere.
      

      
      Finally we heard from Jack. His unit had been engaged near the North Vietnamese border
         off and on since October. He hadn’t been shot down or captured. He had been busy,
         tired, and simply hadn’t written. That was all we heard. Much later I learned from
         one of my older male cousins that Jack had gone to Cambodia, where the United States
         wasn’t supposed to be. His mission was classified. He hadn’t appeared at the paymaster’s
         office to sign for his paychecks, so they hadn’t made it to our mailbox in Columbus.
         Meanwhile I had been filling in the blanks of his silence with all the images and
         plots fear could concoct. Frannie’s nervousness had kept the house on Wellborn Drive
         running with adrenaline. The fact that we didn’t talk about our fears only made them
         flourish. 
      

      
      From the end 1962 through the spring of 1963, Jack’s unit flew support operations
         from the newly built airfield at Vung Tau for South Vietnamese ground forces. I learned
         about the work he did by reading the citations for the decorations he earned: three
         more Air Medals and a nomination for a second Distinguished Flying Cross. One of the
         Air Medals is for the long flight from Fort Benning to Khorat. The two others citations
         are identical: 
      

      
         Lawlor distinguished himself . . . while engaged in aerial combat support of ground
            forces of the Republic of Vietnam. During the period [14 August to 28 October 1962
            and 29 October to 6 January 1963] he actively participated as a crew member of an
            Army aircraft in at least twenty-five combat operational or aerial reconnaissance
            missions in the combat zone or over hostile territory in support of counterinsurgency
            operations. On various occasions his aircraft was the target of hostile small arms
            and automatic weapons fire. At all times he displayed the highest order of air discipline
            and acted in accordance with the best traditions of the service.
         

      

      The identical wording is typical of Pentagon formality; but it also lends a coded
         quality to the story. The details of what happened to warrant the Air Medals was not
         to be told.
      

      
      Dad left Vietnam on June 17, 1963. A couple of days later he was in Columbus. Photos
         show the ground was wet, as if a light rain had washed the humid air that morning.
         Columbus looked cleaned up and fresh. By late afternoon the humidity had returned
         with all the vengeance of the repressed. Standing outside the hangar at Lawson Airfield,
         Fort Benning, we saw the plane in the distance, a mark on the sky, coming at us. When
         it landed, the tarmac shook. I think I wanted to cry. The high scream of the engine
         overtook all other sounds. Then it stopped. Shouts and calls from the ground crew,
         and the plane taxied closer. The door opened, and you could see it was his head, ducking
         under the doorway, grinning. 
      

      
      He smelled like fuel and canvas. His smile was as big as I remembered, but he looked
         different. Something steeled and clouded his blue gaze. Everybody was excited, nervous.
         The sun and heat bullied their way into the clusters of hugging families. This part
         of the ritual reconnection done, we moved into the hangar, holding onto him. His energy
         was dense, compact, and he moved deliberately, as if he was trying to keep pace with
         us, not get too far ahead. 
      

      
      At home, he seemed too large and wild for the house. The walls looked closer than
         usual. He was tired, really, deeply tired. We left him alone to shower and rest. Dinner
         came out as a lit, party-like affair, and he met it well. There were presents, silk
         pajamas from Vietnam, pearls and sapphires for Frannie. He had stories. There we were,
         having a good time, Dad home, with us, alive and well. 
      

      
      Through the next few weeks the difficulties of coming home told on him. He moved slowly,
         carefully, in the house, and he often seemed distracted. The unfamiliar depth, or
         was it distance, in his eyes seemed always there. Frannie’s nervousness hadn’t softened,
         and it looked like she would just stay this way. All strung out, we pushed through
         the remaining days in Columbus. Orders had come for us to go back to California, and
         everybody was thankful.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 14

      Transition Out of America

      
         
         
      

      
      Back at Fort Ord again, the whole Columbus episode looked in retrospect like a yearlong,
         rude interruption in our California days. I wondered why we had had to go there at
         all, why we couldn’t have waited out Dad’s absence in Monterey instead. What had those
         bad times been for? There must have been a reason for Columbus, a set of steps my
         sisters and I had had to take on our path to adulthood or something we needed to learn.
         I couldn’t get at what this reason was, what Columbus had meant. In some ways it seemed
         like an ordinary hell that people like us, a military wife and her four stringy daughters,
         were likely to get caught in. We didn’t have the weight or substance to land a happier
         situation elsewhere. In other ways, Columbus felt like a penance for the dreams and
         images wafting around in my head since the first time we lived in Fort Ord. Brigit
         the saint and Brigit the sexy French star had not faced each other in open confrontation,
         but the friction between them had grown in the aftermath of Confirmation. With this
         understanding of what Columbus meant, I tried harder to align myself with the saint.
         It worked for a little while longer.
      

      
      The twins and I were in high school now at Junipero Serra School in Monterey. Like
         the mission, the school was shaped as a four-sided cloister walk around a large, open
         patio. The garden was planted with cactus and roses. The style was old, Spanish Californian,
         but the school was relatively new. It was a sunny place, and everybody was welcoming.
         I discovered a scholarly bent I hadn’t known before and got happily lost in the literature,
         the philosophy, and the Latin we were made to study. The twins made friends and were
         soon moving around the school in a tight, thoughtful looking group. Sarah, ensconced
         at the Mission again, was in seventh grade and for once spending her days without
         the shadows of three older sisters. In Georgia the high school had been attached to
         the grade school building, so the four of us still saw each other and traveled to
         and from school together. Now Sarah took a different bus to another town, and the
         twins, at sixteen, often had things to do after school that kept them from riding
         home with me. We were moving in different directions, and we liked it.
      

      
      At home, things weren’t so sweet. Dad’s new shadows complicated things. He wanted
         to keep everything in close range. He stared, cold and hard, at the boys Nancy and
         Lizzie brought home. He questioned all of us on everything we did. He was short tempered,
         easily angered. And he didn’t get along with my mother. 
      

      
      To his sullen distance, Frannie responded with a high horse, soldiering fortitude.
         She would bustle past him, keeping her own rhythm. He would mumble snide, inaudible
         remarks. Frannie’s way of dealing with Jack’s introspection and moodiness, his frankly
         psychological problems in the wake of Vietnam, was to ignore them. She was following
         her own advice to us in our dealings with difficult people: “Just ignore it.” Then
         she’d add, “Just be nice.” 
      

      
      The distance between them grew. The tension was drawn too taught, and Frannie’s paltry
         efforts at repression only drew it out further. Weekends were the worst. The house
         would be quiet, no schedule keeping the beat. We might be doing homework, the twins
         planning a day out with their friends. Mom and Dad would pass each other in a space
         too close, and suddenly the silence exploded. He would shout at her, the tone vicious
         with anger. She’d be the one mumbling now, and he’d snap back, mean as a viper. Frannie’s
         “ignore it” program wasn’t working. His direct insults demanded ire, and she threw
         it at him. The tones got so violent we’d be afraid things would get physical, but
         they never did. The words did all the work, memorably. 
      

      
      Dad’s best times in those days were the days and nights he spent other pilots, especially
         in the field. We were only in California for a couple of weeks when he went on temporary
         duty to Ontario for a joint Canadian-US exercise, “Swift Strike III.” The mission
         was to test the Caribou’s capabilities, as the orders put it, “under simulated battle
         conditions . . . to demonstrate the conceptual role and full capabilities of this
         aircraft.” The orders, sent to the commanding officer of the 17th Aviation Company,
         called for the most experienced Caribou pilots and requested Jack in particular. 
      

      
      Suddenly Dad’s energy and optimism came back. He checked his gear, stored in a big
         duffel bag he kept in the back of his closet. The fighting with Frannie subsided.
         A few days before taking off for Ontario he set up a workshop in the garage, with
         new tools from Sears. He and Frannie bought a dishwasher and a new television. The
         TV looked like an offspring of Sputnik, red, with a swiveling screen. He seemed happy,
         and by the end of July he was gone. 
      

      
      From the stories Dad would tell afterwards, my sisters and I got vivid pictures of
         what happened during these giant camping trips. Seriousness and play collided. Swift
         Strike III was one of many war games the Army ran in those days. Some of the men took
         up the fictional action assiduously and with discipline. Others relished in the manly
         company, the hard play, the evening hours of primitive entertainment. Dad had stories
         about the story telling and the jokes delivered in front of the tents, no doubt sanitized
         for our ears. 
      

      
      In the winter of 1965, after we’d been back in Monterey for a year and a half, Jack
         was transferred to the aviation detachment at 7th Army Headquarters in Stuttgart,
         Germany. For the first time, the orders included our names, right beneath Dad’s, as
         if we were appendages to his unit. For the thirteenth time in my fifteen years, we
         started up what was by now a virtually industrial process of moving: sort, throw/give
         away, pack, box, wait for moving van, pack suitcases, pack car, leave. 
      

      
      The twins, in their last year at Junipero Serra School when the move to Stuttgart
         was announced, had a circle of intimates. Lizzie was in love with a boy named Mike
         Watson. He was like a brother to Sarah, Nancy, and me. Frannie said he was marvelous and treated him like a son. Mike had a certain authority among us I wasn’t sure I
         liked. Nancy was soul mates with Katy Hanrahan, a tall and beautiful dreamer who hankered
         after sophistication beyond any of our ability. Katy knew about folk music, abstract
         art, existentialism. She introduced my sisters to the bohemian traditions of Monterey
         and Carmel. The beatniks at cafés downtown would probably have thought a cluster of
         seventeen-year-olds in school uniforms absurd, if they noticed them at all. But it
         didn’t matter. Nancy, Lizzie, Katy, and their pals were off on their own adventure.
         If at Sancho Panza’s Café a brooding poet looked up; or if the girls responded with
         appropriate ennui, they were thrilled. They paced these jaunts well so none of the
         teachers or parents noticed. After school, off they’d go. By the time the late afternoon
         activities bus returned to Fort Ord, they’d be on it. 
      

      
      Nancy told me they smoked marijuana at Sancho’s. It was the first time I’d heard the
         word. And there were rumors of other drugs—heroin, opium. I never saw any of this,
         but the mental picture was attractive in a strange, subversive way. Sancho’s beckoned,
         not as an actual place I wanted to see or spend time in, but as an idea: the idea
         of drifting off from the school grounds, the post, the house, to hear strange, rich
         words spoken by intellectuals, atheists. The image was of a dark, soft place where
         lounging bodies indulged in pleasure. 
      

      
      Visions of Sancho Panza’s and bongo drumming music, the smoke, the dark, the men,
         clashed with my attachment to the Virgin. She had become a protector against the worldliness
         lurking outside the gates of school and Fort Ord. Visions of apocalypse still came
         and went. Fear—of my father and mother, of the nuns, God, the future—was a steady
         fuel for keeping my devotion on keel. In conversations with my own friends, questions
         about belief kept coming up. The talk was always does God exist, is there was an afterlife.
         The questions put a space beneath the old assumptions. They weakened them. Nobody
         mentioned Mary. I didn’t bring her up either. The back and forth with Sandy Harrison,
         Alice Hanrahan, and the Mansippio girls was having effects, and I didn’t want Her
         name watered down along with God’s. The contradictions in our old catechism lessons,
         instead of disappearing under the pressure of faith, stood visible, troubling. They
         left wedges of empty space beneath all the precepts we’d been raised on. Mary couldn’t
         go too. 
      

      
      The departure for Germany might cut off these conversations, but I wasn’t sure I wanted
         to stop them. My friends and I talked about other things, of course. Our periods,
         “poise,” make up, and my own boyfriend of sorts, Daniel Grayberger. Dan lived down
         the hill from us at Fort Ord. I can’t recall where we met, probably some teen event
         on the post. In a matter of hours I went from never having been close to a boy to
         sneaking out of the house to be with him. And he was Jewish. That was an attraction
         in itself somehow. We would find each other in the early evenings at the playground
         down the street or at the school behind our house. We kissed in the dark. He was wonderfully
         handsome, with dark, wavy hair and an olive complexion offset by startling blue eyes.
         I was sure he was extra intelligent. He had a savvy way with words and with the questions
         he would ask about myself, my life, my sisters. 
      

      
      He came to the house so I could introduce him to my parents. Dad looked at him sharply,
         right in the eye, as they shook hands. Nancy and Lizzie had been through similar scenes
         with boys they’d brought home, and now Jack was trying to take the edge off, to be
         nice. It didn’t work, but the errand Dan and I had given ourselves was done. 
      

      
      Dan gave me his ring, a generic class ring of some sort, and I wore it to school.
         Sister Monica, a dominant, vocal personality who seemed to be everywhere and know
         everything about what we were doing, noticed the ring one day. She asked me what sort
         of thing it was. I told her about Daniel. Immediately she started calling me “the
         ecumenical kid.” I think it bothered her that I was going around with a Jewish boy,
         certainly more than it bothered my parents, in any case. One night my father told
         me in not so many words that he was happy for me. He knew I had been with Dan that
         evening. He said he wished he were fifteen and in love. It was one of the nicest things
         anybody ever said to me in those days. I can hear his voice still, as he stuck his
         head in the room to say good night, the hall light framing his face, the faint ends
         of the smile that showed he really meant it. 
      

      
      Germany beckoned, but I didn’t want to leave Dan. I’d miss the kissing and the attention.
         The experience itself was fascinating, the undulating lust that enveloped us in the
         cement corners of the dark, empty school, hidden from our families, from Sister Monica,
         from the child saint I had intended to remain. It amazes me now to think that, caught
         as I was in Dan’s beauty and the endless erotics of kissing in the dark, I wasn’t
         in love. And that I knew it. 
      

      
       

      
      Frannie was thrilled we were moving to Europe, but she refused to fly. For the wife
         of an aviator, the “phobia against flying” for which she was later diagnosed by a
         psychiatrist must have been a real plague. She did, in fact, fly. She had gone to
         Bermuda in a DC-3 when she was in college, to Nassau during the Miami years, back
         east from California when her sister Sally’s husband suddenly died. But Frannie boarded
         airplanes with great anxiety. Dressed beautifully, she would be stiff as a board and
         her noisy gold charm bracelet would magnifying every nervous movement. Years later
         in Noank I asked her if she thought the panic about flying had anything to do with
         fears for Jack, for thoughts she must have had every time he climbed in the cockpit.
         “Nope,” she said, quickly. “I never worried about him. Only when he was in Vietnam
         that time.” Her eyes went glassy. “Military pilots were good. You never knew about
         the civilian guys. The thing could fall out of the sky.” 
      

      
      Fortunately for Mom, most of our moves simply called for long drives, but the transatlantic
         trip was a problem. She insisted on “surface transportation,” which meant travel by
         ship. Jack put in the request. Just before Christmas of 1964, the orders were revised.
         We were all booked to cross the Atlantic in February 1965 on the S.S. United States, the fastest passenger vessel in the world. Everybody was in a tizzy over this. An
         ocean liner, a full-scale voyage across the Atlantic, and on the other side, the ports
         of Europe: Le Havre, South Hampton, Bremerhaven. 
      

      
      We set off for the East coast in late January. Sarah and Mom took the “Zephyr,” a
         fast train with an elevated observation deck that went from San Francisco, through
         the Rockies and across the northern United States to Grand Central Station, New York.
         Meanwhile, Dad, the twins, and I backtracked in the VW van along the same route we’d
         taken a year and a half earlier. The landscapes ran in reverse. The growing up we’d
         tasted in California was still back there, and we were on the road again, pushing
         against time instead of going with it. 
      

      
      We pulled up at Aunt Sandy and Uncle Philip’s in rural New Jersey a week before the
         ship sailed. Frannie and Sarah had already arrived. The Walsh house was a big, rambling
         place outside Morristown, in horse country. Uncle Philip was a princely gentleman
         and at the same time he was capable of acting the Irish tough guy. He was razor smart
         and very funny. He worked for an American corporation in South America and spent a
         good deal of time there. Eight years from now, on September 11, 1973, he would find
         himself in Santiago when the Chilean military took power from Salvador Allende. Huddled
         beneath a desk in a downtown office, he managed to avoid being hit when the shooting
         started. He was an adventurer like my father and really knew what he was talking about
         when it came to South America. He spoke Spanish fluently and moved around the continent
         like a wily, corporate pioneer. All of us kids loved being around him; but at the
         same time, I was a little afraid of him. Sandy was different. Beautiful, graceful,
         slightly mysterious, she kept a wise distance from the passions and hilarity of family
         parties. Like most people, I was fascinated with her. I took her for my mentor in
         femininity. The model Aunt Sandy presented, somewhere between a movie star and a saint,
         was just what I was looking for in those days. 
      

      
      My own mother carried too much authority for me to imitate. Frannie could certainly
         be glamorous, but her straight-up-and-down style hadn’t any real sachet to it. And
         saintliness was not a quality anybody found in her. She was capable of goodness in
         many forms, but it was usually fierce in the delivery. And while she could be very
         wise in personal and social or even political matters, her strange intelligence often
         spun the nut of the issue in odd directions, leaving you bewildered or laughing. 
      

      
      There was a lot of festivity in New Vernon that week. My sisters and I went off with
         our cousins to see their school and meet their friends. In the evenings aunts and
         uncles from elsewhere showed up for dinner with more cousins. The parents sealed themselves
         off in serious talk about what Jack would be doing in Germany, where all the kids
         would be going to college, how much they despised the crass and offensive Lyndon Johnson,
         even though they approved of what he was doing in Vietnam. 
      

      
      Whenever we came to New Vernon, my partner in play and secret sharing was Poppy, Sandy
         and Philip’s second daughter. She and I were the same age and, although we rarely
         saw each other, I felt a special connection to her. We would cook up games in the
         endless bedrooms and passageways of their house. We’d plan performances for the kids—the
         Mexican Hat Dance, plays one of us had been in at school—and try to get the grown-ups
         to watch. 
      

      
      That February while the parents were caught up in world issues, my sisters and cousins,
         all of us teenagers now, tried to entertain each other. I saw that Poppy and I were
         not just older. We were substantially different. She had lived in the same town, gone
         to the same schools, kept the same friends though all her years. She had developed
         into a tall, smoky beauty who knew how to speak and stand and move gracefully. Events
         in California had nudged me out of childhood, but I was awkward, bug-eyed, all elbows.
         I wasn’t quite sure about the convent anymore. I hoped to be beautiful too. My edges
         were always moving. I was unfinished, unprepared, vulnerable to every influence. 
      

      
       

      
      Unimaginably huge, the United States rose twelve decks above the pier at 47th Street. The 990-foot aluminum hull protruded
         so far into the Hudson River other boats had to steer around it. The monster ship
         blocked the light like an insurmountable wall. It had been built in 1954, a joint
         venture of the United States Lines and the US Navy. The government had supplied most
         of the capital, intending to take the ship over entirely if war broke out with the
         Soviets. The whole thing had been designed to convert quickly into a hospital if necessary.
         
      

      
      Stewards were everywhere, showing us where to go. Our rooms were dreams—small but
         bright and new, with big portholes for windows, mirrored dressers, and, unbelievably,
         flowers. Jack and Frannie’s stateroom was a suite, with a couch, chairs and a coffee
         table. Aunt Sandy and Uncle Philip, Nanie and Poppy Walsh, our great-aunt Mary and
         uncle Ernie came aboard to send us off. Everybody was dressed up. The grown-ups drank
         champagne, made toasts and promises. My mother was in an altered state, thinking and
         acting as if this was the way things always were with us.
      

      
      Finally the horn blew a deep, long blast. Big plumes of smoke sailed out over the
         river. For effect, the stewards walked the decks shouting, “All ashore that’s going
         ashore!” Standing at the rail, we waved good-bye. Our cousins looked miles below,
         just visible in the cheering crowd. With ribbons streaming from the ship’s flanks,
         we backed out into the Hudson River and, amazingly, turned. In the blink of an eye
         we were past the Statue of Liberty, heading toward the brand new Verrazano Bridge
         and out to sea.
      

      
      The United States was a floating city. It had three restaurants and five snack bars, a swimming pool,
         a beauty salon, a souvenir shop. We had our own waiter, a man named Jack, who stood
         waiting for us beside our big, round table every day, for every meal. The food was
         exotic and very good. A newly printed menu appeared every night for dinner. We met
         kids our age through the social director, a busy, self-important woman who had a pack
         of gimmicks for bringing people together. She seemed to think we needed these machinations
         to help us make the time pass, as if without them crossing the Atlantic Ocean in six
         days might be a bore. The social director introduced us to the Robertson brothers,
         Ken and Steve, and their sister, Rebecca. There was a pale, shy English girl named
         Emily. A German kid named Wilhelm looked just like an American and spoke clear, American
         English. I thought, Germany is going to be easy. 
      

      
      On the first day, as we slipped out of New York harbor, the captain ran an emergency
         drill for all the passengers. In case things went wrong with the weather or if the
         ever-imagined war with the Soviets broke out, we would need to know how to get to
         the lifeboats. We were all studiously attentive to the crew’s instructions and knew
         exactly where to go. Hearing the first lunch bell after these lessons, Frannie, wearing
         a smart gray knit suit and a bulky, purple and orange wool poncho she’d bought in
         Juarez, ran to her cabin, grabbed the life jacket from beneath her bed, strapped it
         over the poncho, and dashed out to the emergency meeting point on deck. As she stood
         there, looking baffled and terrified amid lounging passengers, a steward came up.
         “May I help you, madam?” he asked. She said something about the whistle, and when
         he explained it was only the lunch bell, she laughed and dashed back to the cabin,
         legs and elbows angling out from the awkward bundle of cloth. My father stood off
         at a distance, knowing she was listening to her own bells and whistles.
      

      
      The days on the ocean were magical. I had hoped to see fins and tails, signs of sea
         creatures, but it was the flat and empty, gray-to-green waterscape that was so enchanting.
         It had a lulling effect, the rocking, rippling motion and shifting light. Watching
         from the deck, pressed against the rail, you could look out over it for long stretches
         of time. I don’t remember any fantasies or dreams or even memories coming up. It was
         wide open nothingness. There was something cleansing about it. The ocean fog and rain
         washed our faces, actually cleaned our hair. Tethered securely to the enormous, capable
         ship, the mind could drift with the sea.
      

      
      We lolled about the walkway near our cabins, leaning on the rails through the late
         mornings and afternoons. We got to know the brilliantly funny Robertsons and the other
         kids. Jack and Frannie were caught up in the intense social life of the ship. They
         dressed for everything, had cocktails with interesting people, and danced like they
         had after the war. We hadn’t seen them so happy since Miami. 
      

      
      In the middle of the Atlantic, the sea started to churn and boil. Waves rose too high.
         The captain ordered all portholes closed and urged passengers to stay in their cabins
         as much as possible. The swimming pool was closed, the bars shut down. People were
         sick and frightened. Attendance at meals thinned. Frannie, who had in a way already
         been through her emergency, took it all like a good sport when things got truly rocky.
         She, Nancy, and I managed to hold out without throwing up or stuffing ourselves with
         Dramamine. Lizzie, Sarah, and Dad got sick along with many others. All the glamour
         evaporated, and the ship took up the secondary role it had been designed for, as a
         floating sick bay. 
      

      
      By the last night before our first landing, when a special gala dinner was scheduled,
         most people had recovered and figured out how to move with the big swaying motions
         of the ship. Dressed in our finest, we made our way to the dining room where an inappropriate
         air of festivity awaited. On our table were hats and blowers. The dinner was sumptuous.
         Half way through, the waves picked up momentum, and food started sliding into silk
         and velvet laps, across the polished floor, sloshing around the room in sickening,
         creamy puddles. We couldn’t run to our cabins. The tables were nailed down, but the
         chairs weren’t. All we could do was cling to the edge and wait for the ocean to settle
         down. After an unendurable twenty minutes, we crept away and rid ourselves of the
         spoiled finery, smudged with bits of haute cuisine and fit for nothing.
      

      
      We had been at sea for six days when the coastline of Europe appeared in the distance,
         like seaweed piled in a faraway haze. As the minutes ticked by, and the ship edged
         closer, the faint line became an unmoving boundary marking the end of our time at
         sea. The carnival days on the United States had cut us off from ordinary life. The hours spent in meditation on the water had
         erased even the idea of responsibility. The six days lined up like the stack of photographs
         we had from the ship’s camera man. 
      

      
      Land meant cities, cars, markets, and other children; parks, greenery, money. A sturdy,
         fixed world to replace the soft, rocking ocean. The buildings wouldn’t sway or dip.
         We wouldn’t be able to move so easily among strangers. We’d have to straighten up,
         be serious, stop fooling around. Make our way to the next home. Mom and Dad talked
         about the train to southern Germany. We made plans to meet the Robertsons in Stuttgart.
         Norman’s pompousness came back. Emily wrote down her address in England. Across the
         great distance of the Atlantic, America was the past. Between that horizon and the
         new one coming, the ship held us, wobbling and unsure. 
      

      
      Le Havre was a cement embankment far below the railing. We stood to watch as the ship
         slowly nuzzled in. Our floating girth towered over the fixed world. Sailors tied the
         cables, dockworkers secured the lines. People came and went from the ship. After a
         few hours we were off again, to South Hampton. From the dock far below, a man shouted
         and waved. Thrilled, the four of us waved back from the port bow. “I’m Johnny,” he
         yelled in a barely discernible English. “Can ya come down?” Our parents were nowhere
         in sight, and we shouted back we’d have to write instead. He called out an address.
         None of us even wrote it down, but we took Johnny’s welcome for a sign of what was
         to come. In this new world, people would be friendly and kind. We would be appreciated.
         
      

      
      Stepping on ground in the dark city of Bremerhaven, we were off balance, literally.
         Sea legs made walking strange. Everybody wanted to run back up the gangplank, get
         away again. The storm and the monster waves disappeared. Memory went to work building
         stories of the ship, of the floating city, unattached, aloof, belonging nowhere but
         by itself. 
      

      
      Forty-five years later, the S.S.  United States sits unused at Penn’s Landing in Philadelphia. A conservancy works to keep memories
         of its voyaging years alive and to give it a new purpose. Not long ago a group of
         developers thought up a future for the ship as a casino complex. It hasn’t come about,
         but I imagine the scene: a lit-up castle of cards and chance, the old elegance framing
         the background. Players make their way eagerly past the place where we stood in sea
         rain, watching the horizon. Black jack and roulette tables fill the old dining room.
         In the ballroom where Jack and Frannie danced, she in a long, red gown, he in a dark
         suit, the t-shirted crowds bang the slot machines. 
      

      
      I prefer to remember the ship as it was and have never been to see it rusting at the
         Philadelphia docks. If facts must be faced, I’d rather see it set loose to decay on
         its own, adrift with my girlhood somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 15

      Germany in the 1960s

      
         
         
      

      
      American soldiers met us at the dock. Formal, polite, they showed us to the busses.
         The wet city, gray in the afternoon light, passed by like a newsreel of postwar Europe.
         Everything was dark, even in daytime. After the wide expanses of sky and ocean, vision
         seemed blocked in every direction. You couldn’t catch a view beyond the nearest building.
         
      

      
      In the station, our sea legs made the ground unstable. It felt like you could fall
         if you weren’t careful. Once the train started, you couldn’t move through the passageway
         without holding on with both hands. The floor shook over the shaking ground. I felt
         fluid, insubstantial, a mixture of bone and hair getting tossed into some new cocktail.
         Who would we be here? What would we do? 
      

      
      The train chugged through the next few hours from the North Sea to Frankfurt. Fields
         and towns passed, asleep for the winter. At station stops, vendors ranged the trackside
         selling wurst and huge pretzels. I remember being hungry but fearful of eating. The
         shaking could have surprising consequences. 
      

      
      In Frankfurt, under the high, arched scaffolding of the nineteenth-century Hauptbahnhof, we changed trains for the final leg of the journey. Clanging and vapor filled the
         sad, industrial air. The giant shed was cold. The smell of sausage, fumes and dust
         suggested hard work. Rushing figures were drawn inside themselves, like city people
         everywhere. But the bustling was silent, and for all the movement, the vaulted space
         felt weighty and vacant. I knew about the nightmare that ended twenty years before.
         In a notebook I started keeping on the ship, I wondered, simple-mindedly, if it was
         still affecting things; or whether the vacant looks had nothing to do with that. Maybe
         the Frankfurters were just busy in their own dreams. 
      

      
      Stuttgart was a line of yellow streetcars waiting in front of the train station, wires
         running overhead. Everything looked new, the department stores, the office buildings,
         the four-story apartment houses. Interspersed between these cement boxes, reminders
         of an old, romantic Germany broke up the straight lines—the seventeenth-century opera
         house, the old palace, originally built in the twelfth century, the Württemberg Muzeum,
         and the Stiftskirche, a church dating from 1170. Beyond the city’s edge, we drove
         past Schloss Solitude, an eighteenth-century rococo hunting retreat. Here too were
         the chrome and glass Mercedes Benz factory, the Porsche plant, and the headquarters
         of Bosch, one of the world’s largest producers of automobile parts and power tools.
         During the war, Stuttgart had been a pulsing target of the Allied bombing campaigns.
         Bosch, Mercedes, and Porsche had played their part in making it so, with their contributions
         to the German war effort and their forced labor practices. Thirteen years before we
         got there, the city had begun rebuilding itself from the rubble the Allies left. It
         was now capital of the newly formed state of Baden-Württemberg. 
      

      
      I didn’t know about Stuttgart’s dark industrial history yet, but these things color
         the landscape I see now in memory. I knew enough about the war to think the country
         as a whole was weathering under clouds of loss and misery. Unlike Bremerhaven and
         Frankfurt, though, Stuttgart seemed open and spacious. There were gardens and parks
         everywhere. A new, gleaming, seven hundred foot television tower, like a giant needle,
         reached into the cloudy sky. Still, a heaviness sat on the sculpted landscape, on
         the Wildpark Strasse, on the dreaming Schloss Solitude and our postwar hotel in Leonberg. 
      

      
      When I remember this time, the sour, pickled meat and fuel smells come back, along
         with the gray palate that seemed to coat the entire country. The sky was overcast
         for much of that first season. The built, public spaces seemed to offer as much color
         variation as you’d find in raw cement. My memories of everyday life play the scenes
         in slow motion, like every movement in the city was burdened with the weight of the
         past. It was my new present. 
      

      
      Germans on the street looked strikingly different from Americans, but it was hard
         to say where the contrasts lay. They didn’t appear particularly expressive. There
         wasn’t a lot of smiling or laughing, but they didn’t seem depressed either. Stuttgarters
         looked like thinking people. Apart from the prevailing tones of gray, brown, and black,
         as opposed to the primary colors common then in American clothing, the differences
         in style were subtle. For some reason, it was the shoes that were most telling. If
         a man wore dark slacks and a jacket that were hard to distinguish from American slacks
         and jackets, his shoes identified him as German. They were shaped, angled, or decorated
         in ways we never saw on American feet. And there was great mystery in these details.
         How could shoes be so different? What histories were behind these small but massive
         variations? 
      

      
      At least the mystery of the shoes could be named. Germany presented other, far less
         identifiable enigmas. Moving through this new world in the first weeks was like being
         inside a fish tank, floating, looking out through the glass at moving scenes and images,
         systems I couldn’t decipher. We were the odd ones, the stared at. At the same time,
         everything was part of a spectacle, there for us to watch and wonder over. The transparent
         membrane burst open at points under the pressure of sound. Trolley cars rang, car
         tires trundled over the cobblestones, oom-pa music leaked from the gasthaus doors. And the sounds of the German language, this thick, square-tongued speech,
         came from every direction.
      

      
      Deutsch was a screen between us and the people of Stuttgart. They shopped, drove,
         worked, conducted their lives in this totally foreign set of words. I watched their
         mouths, heard the sounds, and tried to imagine what they were talking about. The impossibility
         of understanding deepened the effect of unreality. I made up scenarios using their
         facial expressions for cues, their hand gestures, body postures, the pitch of words.
         I put together stories about who they were and how they knew each other, what their
         intentions were, their habits and subterfuges. These absurd fictions filled the blanks
         of my understanding and took the place of real learning. I found it easy to get lost
         in these fantasies. And the Department of Defense schools made only the most minimal
         gestures at educating us in German. 
      

      
      We had all studied German a little before leaving California; and picked up phrases
         on the trip from Bremerhaven. We tossed these bites of language around, made jokes
         with them. It was like trying to get your tongue and teeth around a too-big sandwich.
         The people in the shops must have been appalled. 
      

      
      However dim my eyes were to history in that long-ago time, the experience of Stuttgart
         that first winter had a powerful effect. Nothing was familiar but strangeness. The
         fact that we had a name for it—culture shock—didn’t do much to mitigate the foreignness
         that saturated this world or the vision of myself as foreign to others. The city seemed
         unreal. This intensified dose of strangeness, added to the outsider sensibility I’d
         always felt, shook loose the ties of my old beliefs. Disorientation fed disorientation;
         and, at fifteen, disbelief came roaring up at me.
      

      
      Our first home in Germany was the Hotel Eiss, a three-story, gray cement structure
         that stood surrounded by fields in Leonberg, a suburb to the west of Stuttgart. The
         hotel looked like a Soviet intelligence site in some Cold War film. Inside, the Eiss
         was sparkling and formal. Uniformed clerks and waiters were everywhere. We took our
         meals in the vast dining room. I remember breakfast most, when the four of us had
         a table to ourselves while Jack and Frannie plotted the day upstairs. The dim morning
         light barely made it through the lace curtains. We had tea from silver pots and toast
         with balls of combed butter. Dressed for school and still waking up, we didn’t talk
         or fight. There was something sophisticated about breakfasting together, without our
         parents. Signs of independence were on the horizon. 
      

      
      The hotel was situated in a quasi-agricultural zone. We couldn’t see much from the
         low vantage point in a field hemmed by woods that stood a short distance from the
         hotel. A bus came every morning from the US Army transportation depot and deposited
         us at the American school. At three o’clock we were delivered back to the Hotel Eiss.
         The four of us tried to entertain each other in the two rooms we shared. We did homework,
         wrote letters, read books. There was no television in the room. The one in the lobby
         broadcast only in the evenings, in the way of German TV in those days, and we didn’t
         understand it anyway. 
      

      
      My sisters and I missed our friends in Monterey, and we didn’t have a foot hold here
         yet. Confused energy wandered and raged in the small hotel room. Arguments flared
         up easily and left us ragged with unhappiness. Sarah got locked out on the balcony
         one afternoon. Somebody hid Nancy’s letters from California. Lizzie snatched one I
         was still writing and read it out loud. We were making each other miserable. 
      

      
      Why were we there? Right after the war, in 1946, the Pentagon started allowing dependents
         to join servicemen on overseas postings. In Unofficial Ambassadors: American Military Families Overseas and the Cold War, Donna Alvah tells us that by 1960, more than 460,000 wives and kids of military
         personnel were living on US installations abroad, more than 40 percent of them in
         West Germany. Besides improving the soldiers’ morale, family members, dependents were
         told, helped the greater mission of showing enemies old and new how healthy and happy
         Americans were in our democratic life ways; how prosperous our uncontrolled economy.
         As Alvah puts it “families joined soldiers, arms, and strategic bases as components
         of the Cold War defense arsenal.”
      

      
      We attended an orientation program to hear how we were to fill this role. From the
         vantage point of 1965, I saw no reason not to do what we were told—for my country
         and my family. In a few years this simple clarity would wear away, and the straight-up
         loyalty would be impossible to sustain.
      

      
      In early March, we left the Hotel Eiss for Aichschiess, a village on the edge of the
         Black Forest. Aichschiess was ancient. Documents in the town hall show the church
         was erected in 1275. The Army housing office had arranged for us to rent a two-story,
         stone house near the edge of town. The place was dark and cold. The winter cold invaded
         in a hundred different places. The somber living room went unused. It was cavernous,
         and the fireplace did nothing to warm it. A dim morning light came in through two
         small windows that looked on the street. We spent most of our time in the kitchen,
         where, with the doors closed, the heat worked. In the afternoons, you could catch
         any light over Baden-Württemberg there. Upstairs, the bedrooms, three blank, tiny
         cells, drew heat and life from a pair of coal burning stoves. Spring would be a long
         time coming, and you could tell it would be a soggy mess. 
      

      
      Across the street lived Angela Weiss. Right from the start, Angela struck us as much
         smarter than any of the kids we’d ever known. She spoke and moved quickly, like a
         hundred thoughts and questions were lined up in her busy mind, waiting their turn
         to be said. If Aichschiess and its people came to us as new distractions, fresh entertainment,
         we were ourselves major objects of Angela’s curiosity. She wasn’t at all shy but shot
         questions to us about anything we did, had, or said that struck her as odd. Her English
         was as minimal as our German at first, so we pantomimed, pointed and gave each other
         words. The process was hilarious for all of us. Grüss Gott was, to my sisters and me, a peculiar thing to say to strangers you passed on a country
         walk. You weren’t, in fact, greeting God but another ordinary person. Angela picked
         up English from us with lightning speed. Her mistakes were interesting. She said “Thanks,
         God” instead of “Thank God,” stumbling over the phrase again and again because she
         thought it made more sense this way. I think we learned more German and more about
         our own language running around Aichschiess with her than we did anywhere else, including
         the American high school. 
      

      
      We got a close-up view of our own exoticism hanging out with Angela. She scrunched
         up her face and let out a loud, beefy laugh when we told her we shaved our legs and
         underarms. Why? Because we thought it looked nicer. Maybe one of us mentioned sanitation.
         Angela opened her mouth and widened her eyes, threw her head back and roared. She
         didn’t say anything, but we saw—and felt—how ridiculous it seemed. A strange American
         custom. In late spring as the weather finally cleared we invited her to sunbathe with
         us in our back yard. She thought that was pretty funny too, lying around in shorts
         hoping the dim German sun would turn our skin brown. And she was right: it was too
         weak to do anything more than warm us up a little. 
      

      
      Angela led us around the village, explaining histories and reputations. Several houses
         had front yards that featured elves, mechanical trains and waterwheels embedded between
         the plants. Angela drifted past these storybook scenes like they were nothing, as
         much to be expected as the woods at the edge of town. When Lizzie asked her what it
         was all about, Angela looked thoughtful and nudged us along. “Silly old stuff,” she
         said, in a low voice, as we got further away. The elves were signs of an old Germany,
         living past its time. The people in these houses were stuck in dreams of quaintness.
         I can’t remember how she communicated that idea, what words or gestures she used.
         She complained that they couldn’t see beyond Aichschiess. Angela cared about them
         as she did all the villagers, but she saw herself as different, part of a new, modern
         Deutschland.
      

      
      This struck me, the way Angela saw herself as part of her country. I felt the same
         way. Her directness and confidence about how she belonged to this Germany-in-the-works
         was different though. It didn’t seem to have a lot to do with patriotism but with
         a sense of project. She wanted to help build something. My connection to America was
         more abstract. It was emotional, not practical. Now that we were living outside the
         United States, it had become more distant, not just geographically but as an idea.
         Our foreignness here didn’t have the effect of strengthening my feelings for it. Instead,
         the contradiction between the old pledged identification and the experience of belonging
         nowhere was growing.
      

      
      For all Angela’s dismissive treatment of our speech and manners, she never offended
         us. And our parents liked her as much as we did. We might have become good, sisterly
         friends, if we hadn’t moved to American military housing in the summer. After that
         we never saw her again.
      

      
      Our first post quarters in Germany were temporary, located in a small housing area
         at the edge of a town called Nellingen. It was close to the airfield where my father
         worked. Our building stood beside a high, American style chain link fence that surrounded
         the whole compound. Through that fence we could see the locals, and they could see
         us.
      

      
      The postwar non-fraternization policy had been relaxed since 1945, ten years before
         occupation officially ended. So we were all—children, mothers, and military fathers—allowed,
         even encouraged, to make friends with the Germans, to show a healthy, strong American
         face. Built in the late 1940s, American installations and housing areas had not been
         intended to separate US families from the local people but to save money; and at the
         same time improve US-German relations by restoring local residences requisitioned
         right after the war. The built environments of these sites, however, actively obstructed
         socialization with the Germans. High fences like the one at Nellingen and sometimes
         walls sealed them off from the local towns. Inside these barriers, a post exchange,
         commissary, Stars and Stripes newsstand, bowling alley, movie theater, chapel and
         Class VI liquor store (named for its description in the regulation manuals), made
         up a complete town. It was almost irresistible for us to spend most if not all our
         time within the well-marked limits.
      

      
      We would see German kids when there was a fest in town, a carnival. The three- or four-day celebrations had their origins in the
         harvests and local patron saints’ feasts, but there was nothing at all religious about
         them. The bright lights and thumping music drew us outside our boundaries. We passed
         Germans our age on the thoroughfare and took furtive looks. In the bumper cars, we
         smashed them into each other. To the sound of “Wooly Bully” and “Hang On Sloopy” we
         dodged and chased, dimly aware of the erotics in play. The chance to meet our neighbors
         wasn’t really part of the draw. The bumper cars and carnival games were forms of entertainment—something
         to do besides bowling and going to the movies. If some interesting connection happened,
         part of the thrill would be in knowing we’d be back in our own zones later, safe and
         distant. At the fest, you could look and flirt. There was nothing to lose. 
      

      
      Not long after we moved to Nellingen, three boys about our age started turning up
         at the fence near our house, trying to talk to Nancy and Lizzie and me. We were flattered.
         They were good looking in a dark, mysterious way, with longish hair and jackets like
         the ones the Beatles wore. But there was something sad and tattered about them. Their
         clothes were rumpled. They weren’t shiny clean like the American boys we knew. We
         talked at the fence, trying out language. Somehow they were allowed through the gate
         one day and came to visit. It was all very awkward—we were awkward, I should say.
         They were graceful, knowing. We were ignorant as pigeons. But for all their seeming
         experience, the boys from the other side of the fence seemed mystified and a little
         shy with us. Maybe it was all the differences. Beside the language and the manners,
         signs of prosperity set us apart. Our clothes, the bags and bags of groceries unloaded
         two or three times a week from the more or less new cars parked in front of our building
         must have implied a security they didn’t have. The great German postwar economic growth
         was underway, but it wouldn’t take off and flourish for another few years. 
      

      
      Those boys were probably struck too by the immense power to which we were attached.
         We knew so little about it, even though we saw the same evidence they did every day—the
         airfield and all the aircraft, the tanks, trucks, jeeps, all the men in uniform. Germany
         in 1965 was still, in spite of the fact that full sovereignty had been officially
         restored in 1955, an occupied nation. We could see it in the poverty and the dark
         expressions. 
      

      
      What the Nazi horrors, the war, the bombing of Germany meant now was a mystery. I
         thought about these things. In the gloomy faces and empty streets of Nellingen I imagined
         the past lurking. My sisters and I were curious about how Angela and these boys felt
         about the history that had just ended when they were born, about how their parents
         remembered it. Our new friends never mentioned these things. Nobody ever seemed to
         talk about them. And neither our curiosity nor, if we had it, sympathy ever found
         an opening into the strange but distinct blankness. 
      

      
      These mysteries were interesting in a creepy way. Mostly, however, we were looking
         for fun with the German kids. Angela was a diversion for a while. Toying with the
         boys by the fence was a thrill. None of this, none of the outings Jack and Frannie
         arranged to castles and cathedrals, none of the drives through Black Forest villages
         or shopping trips “on the economy” brought us close to understanding the German world
         where we lived. 
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 16

      At Play in the Fields of Empire

      
         
         
      

      
      Most of the American kids were about as uninformed as my sisters and I were about
         where they were living. Nobody had German friends. Boyfriends and girlfriends were
         always other military dependents. Language, of course, was an issue. Many Germans
         spoke English, but even the Americans who’d lived there longest didn’t appear to know
         any more German than we did on arrival. Berlitz phrases got tossed around, picked
         up from parents’ guide books and the meager exchanges with German people in shops
         and restaurants. Deutsch was part of the curriculum at the American schools, but since
         we rarely had real conversations with local people, the lessons fell to abstractions.
         What we learned was rudimentary. 
      

      
      Our school was in Pattonville, a regiment of concrete block apartment houses arranged
         in even rows. Patch American High School was a familiar set up, a stony-looking, two-story
         building with ranks of windows looking down on the curving front drive. Every morning
         and afternoon, olive green Army buses lined up, one after another, like a string of
         moldy sausages, to drop us off and pick us up. 
      

      
      If the school was familiar, the kids were more of a surprise. This was another great
         cultural difference we would have to navigate, in addition to the exotic German world.
         Like us, these were the daughters and sons of the Army, but they were far more sophisticated
         than any of the people we’d gone to school with in California. Teen social life was
         not just little parties closely chaperoned by parents. 
      

      
      After a month in Nellingen, we moved into “permanent” housing at Robinson Barracks,
         one of several American installations in Stuttgart erected after the war on former
         German military sites. Set across the bald top of a wooded hill, the apartment buildings
         of RB looked like out of scale tombstones. Each four-story building had three stairwells,
         with two apartments on the first three floors. The top level was divided into two
         long rooms, like giant lofts, known as “party rooms.” They were unfurnished, communal
         space, mostly left unused except by teenagers. These were the secret places for making
         out and for parties. Because the parents were right downstairs, the parties weren’t
         usually chaperoned. They always involved drinking, the major extracurricular activity
         of this particular youth culture. 
      

      
      Not long after we moved into RB, the twins and I were invited to a slumber party in
         one of these party rooms. The three of us showed up a little after the designated
         time. We found a ring of sleeping bags and little tables with snacks and punch. Nobody
         was there. Mom and Dad had dropped us off and left, so we sat on our own sleeping
         bags, wondering what was going on. Eventually, what must have been hours later, sounds
         came from the stairwell. Giggling. We felt awkward and foolish sitting there waiting.
         The sounds got stranger as they came closer. Hiccups, slurred speech. A cluster of
         girls stood in the doorway, focusing on us, murmuring to each other. Slovenly, unbalanced
         they made their way to the sleeping bags. It took us a while to see it, to recognize
         that they were drunk. They were quiet, careful. Clothes started coming off. Several
         of them wore bikini underwear. This was nearly as shocking as the drunkenness. Who
         were these people? How could they be so young and so decadent? 
      

      
      Everybody settled down. For us the party had finally started, but for the rest of
         them, this was the tail end of the night. After a while the slurred speech didn’t
         seem so pronounced. They were nice, actually kind, but there was a strange hardness
         about them. They drew us in, wanted to know where we’d lived before this, what the
         beaches were like in California. They told us about the boys at school, the bars they’d
         been to, dodging the MPs. They spoke in smoky altos, as articulate as adults. Their
         movements were languorous, knowing. The sophistication was utterly attractive. Nancy
         made friends with somebody, and before long they were whispering. The sun was coming
         up by the time we fell asleep. 
      

      
      Later that morning, waking to the mess of leftover food and discarded clothes, the
         smell of sour breath, I was appalled. The disheveled girls looked as obscene in sleep
         as they had the night before. The shock was still on me when Nancy and Lizzie and
         I got home. They didn’t seem bothered by what we’d been through. Both of them appeared,
         in fact, content, placed, ready to pursue the new friendships. 
      

      
      I think it was two days later when one of them telephoned and asked us to join them
         at the base pool. We spent the afternoon showing off our good strokes, eating hot
         dogs and watching the other kids flirt with each other. A group of the older boys
         slipped away. An hour or so later they came back, laughing, stumbling. One guy fell
         asleep in the bright sun. The others carried on, talking and jumping off the diving
         board. A couple of hours later, the sleeper woke, badly sunburned. He was groggy and
         miserable. Why hadn’t somebody woken him up, he demanded. Everybody laughed, and he
         did too. Somebody plugged in a radio. He started dancing with one of the girls. Others
         picked it up, and some boy pulled me into the group.
      

      
      He was tall, with curly blonde hair. A vacant, unintelligent face. His breath was
         mildewed and sour. It wasn’t quite bad breath but close. We danced again. His name
         was Mark. I agreed to meet him the next day. Again we danced. Without quite feeling
         part of it, I was absorbed in the tipsy scene. This happened a few more times before
         Mark offered to drive me home. We went in his car, a red Volkswagen beetle. Before
         we got to my building, he pulled over. He put his arms around me, and we kissed. It
         went on for a long time. I’d done this with Dan Grayberger, so there were no surprises
         until he started moving his hands over my chest. I thought, What’s he doing?  He kept at it, and I couldn’t figure it out. My chest was absolutely, uncompromisingly
         flat, but a feeling blossom in it. I liked it. The whole process was interesting,
         curious. We didn’t say anything, even after he started the car again. I must have
         seen him once or twice after that. The experience had a powerful impact on me, not
         because I liked Mark or even found him interesting. It was the petting. It set off
         reactions too mysterious to understand. Holy Mary was fading away. Brigit, on the
         other hand, was ready for the fun.
      

      
      Not far from the gates to our enclave at RB, there were bars. The Doghouse, a tiny
         shack where the owners didn’t care how old you were, was a five-minute walk from our
         apartment. Teenagers from RB went there regularly, spending meager allowances on giant
         mugs of heavy beer. They got smashingly drunk. Before long, one of my new friends
         and I made a trip to the Doghouse with other kids from school. I drank an entire mug
         of beer and for the first time had the overwhelming experience of intoxication. It
         brought on a strange division, like a ghostly double of myself had appeared out of
         nowhere. This was nothing like the self-consciousness that had plagued me for years
         as a stranger school girl. It was someone else, another person, looking at me, and
         me not quite identifying with her. It was as if another being, somehow more transcendent,
         was being born in me at fifteen.
      

      
      We had to plan ventures to the Doghouse and other bars near RB carefully. This involved
         lying to our parents. First of all, you had to have a story to explain where you were
         going, what you were doing. Time had to be set aside after to let the alcohol wear
         off. The party rooms at RB became havens for prepping the return home. They had bathrooms
         and running water where we would clean ourselves up and brush our teeth. So I lied
         to Jack and Frannie. That became part of the program. And we never got caught, not
         by our parents, nor by the MPs, who’d come looking around the bars from time to time.
         We kept a lookout for them, and when they came patrolling we’d run into the women’s
         bathroom, boys too. If there were too many of us, the boys would dash out the back
         door. We weren’t frightened when this happened. It was all part of the hilarity.
      

      
       In walking distance from our school was a Polish refugee camp where we’d sometimes
         go during lunch. The camp was off limits to us, but that never stopped us from going
         there. The wurst and sauerkraut sold at stands there were a zillion times better than the washed out
         stuff served in our school cafeteria. We’d wander through the unpaved, muddy lanes
         to buy purses and earrings for almost nothing at the tiny shops. I had my ears pierced
         in the back room of a jeweler’s shop, without Frannie’s permission. Two other girls
         held my hand. On weekends, I went to the camp with kids who drove. We drank beer and
         Polish schnaps. In our self-absorption, the people who lived there seemed easy going and open minded.
         We didn’t know, or didn’t think about, what hard times they’d lived through. The little
         kids looked old, and the teenagers were already adults. We didn’t put it together.
         We thought that’s what Poles looked like. 
      

      
      The camp was reputed by the American military to be spotted with communists. We thought
         it absurd of the Army to think the place a threat. The last thing we were interested
         in was ideology, of any kind, so why were they worried about it? If we weren’t drawn
         to the kind of talk they considered dangerous, what was the problem? We didn’t get
         it that the issue was influence, the seductive guile the post commanders and our parents attributed to the Marxist
         cadres they imagined lurking in the back alleys of Cold War Germany. The Communist
         Party had been banned ten years earlier. They would reorganize and gain legal status
         again in a few years, but for the moment the Communists were operating underground.
         
      

      
      The Polish refugee camp was one of the places that was supposedly a hive and breeding
         ground for left ideology. The fact that it was filled with people who’d quite deliberately
         and at great risk escaped from communist Poland had no effect on this assumption.
         We never encountered leftists or right-wingers or political voices of any sort. And
         in spite of the fact that the Poles had given up so much to get away from the political
         and economic strife of Wladyslaw Gromulka’s regime, we never heard any anticommunist
         talk among them either.
      

      
      Like everywhere else in Europe at that time, police and intelligence agents here—American
         as well as German—were keeping a steady lookout for Marxist operations. It wasn’t
         safe to self-identify as a communist publicly, nor, certainly, to approach young Americans
         fooling around in the refugee camp with lessons in ideology. What concerned our elders
         was the possibility of artful Soviet agents luring us more indirectly. What the lure
         was supposed to have been I couldn’t understand. Soon enough, in other, more exhilarating
         circumstances, politics and ideology would show up on my doorstep. None of my parent’s
         or the Army’s concern during these high school days, none of the rules meant to keep
         leftist influences at bay could stop what was coming.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 17

      Following European Politics

      
         
         
      

      
      In the fall after we moved to Stuttgart, posters started appearing for the upcoming
         parliamentary elections. We didn’t know much about the parliamentary system, but we
         knew what the parties stood for. During our orientation course, the distinctions had
         been explained and the ideological positions made very clear. We were supposed to
         know which ones had communist leanings so we’d steer away from them—as if American
         military kids might get interested enough in the political cultures of West Germany
         to learn the language, find the venues, attend the sessions, and spread the word.
         
      

      
      There were two major parties. The CDU was the Christian Democratic Union (Christlich Demokratische Union). That was the party our parents and the Army leaders seemed to think best. It was
         established in Berlin by Konrad Adenauer in 1945 and from the beginning has sat to
         the right of center on the political spectrum. The Christianity claimed as the party’s
         guiding principle meant from the start a traditional conservatism—as opposed to the
         radical organizing that goes by the name of conservatism in postmillennial America—and
         a close connection to the United States. The SDP, the Social Democratic Party of Germany
         (the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands), was founded in 1875 as a left workers’ organization. It was originally affiliated
         with Karl Marx’s movement, although Marx criticized and distanced himself from the
         SPD. In the postwar period, it had become more of a center-left party. Willy Brandt,
         who led the SPD from 1964 until 1987, emerged as a widely revered figure internationally
         while we were there. In 1969 he was elected chancellor. Brandt had fled the Nazis
         in 1933 and spent most of the Hitler years in Norway, where he helped found the International
         Bureau of Revolutionary Youth Organizations. He showed up as a journalist in Spain
         during the civil war, reporting favorably on the Republic. In spite of his association
         with the left, as Mayor of Berlin Brandt had criticized the Soviet government in 1957
         for the repression of Hungary and in 1961 for erecting the Berlin Wall. He visited
         JFK in the White House in 1961 and ten years later won the Nobel Peace Prize for his
         Ostpolitik, a program designed to stimulate dialogue with East Germany and the Soviet Union.
         
      

      
      Brandt’s position complicated the pictures the military had tried to draw for us.
         He wasn’t just a murky socialist. The attention he drew in the United States for his effectiveness as a statesman
         brought honor to his party. His appeal in the media world-wide reached down even to
         kids like me, stirring up a faint curiosity about the political categories we’d been
         taught. If socialism was dangerous, and Willy Brandt was a socialist, then socialism
         wasn’t really so dangerous; in fact it was the background, the set of principles,
         behind some pretty widely respected moves he’d made. Even our Irish Catholic president
         liked him. A fleeting attraction to this sort of contradiction gained the right in
         my juvenile mind to play around, disappear, turn up again later. 
      

      
      In the spring of 1966, my family found itself on the receiving end of a dramatic decision
         made in Paris. President Charles de Gaulle announced to Lyndon Johnson in March that
         France was withdrawing from the most important postwar anti-Soviet alliance, the North
         Atlantic Treaty Organization. This was news that even my sisters and I heard. We didn’t
         know that French military officers had left their posts in the organization soon after
         de Gaulle’s announcement, nor that in 1967 NATO vacated its headquarters at Fontainebleau
         and Versailles. These were not sudden events. In a series of actions aimed at confirming
         French military autonomy in the West, de Gaulle had taken the French fleet in the
         Mediterranean out of NATO’s hands in 1959. He’d made it mandatory for Allied forces
         to apply for permission every year to fly over French territory. 
      

      
      These moves on the part of the French president were not well received in Washington.
         Neither Eisenhower, JFK, nor Johnson had an easy time dealing with de Gaulle’s oversized
         ego. When de Gaulle banned American nuclear weapons from his country in 1959, and
         then in 1960 initiated a series of atomic weapons tests in the Sahara, he in effect
         declared French nuclear autonomy. In the end, despite keeping his military forces
         out of the NATO camp, de Gaulle maintained official French membership in NATO. In
         1961, when the Soviets blockaded Berlin, he assured JFK France would stand beside
         him; as he did the following year when the Cuban missile crisis developed. These diplomatic
         assurances, however, didn’t dissipate the tensions. 
      

      
      Under the weight of deteriorating relations between the two nations, US military bases
         in France were shifted to Stuttgart in 1966. To make space for the new Army personnel
         and their families, several units already stationed in Stuttgart were shifted north
         to Heidelberg, among them my father’s. This all took place during the summer of 1966,
         just before my last year of secondary school. Nancy and Lizzie graduated in May. They
         moved up to Heidelberg with the rest of us, and in September went south again to start
         classes at Schiller College, an American institution that had opened a few years earlier
         in a castle near Kleiningersheim. 
      

      
      Heidelberg was the site of Headquarters for the US Army in Europe and home of V Corps.
         In conjunction with the still reduced German Army, V Corps was responsible for keeping
         an eye on the Soviet Enemy in the East and for plugging the Fulda Gap. Campbell Barracks,
         where the colonels and generals who ran Headquarters had their offices, was a drab,
         stony compound made up of rectangular, two and three story buildings. Outside the
         gate was Deutschland. Inside, the sounds of American English transformed the air itself
         into something strikingly familiar. Never mind the cobblestone pavement or the insignias
         beneath the American signs, carved in Prussian font, identifying the post as Wehrmacht
         Grossdeutschland-Kaserne, former headquarters of the Nazi 110th Infantry Regiment.
         Behind the banal facades, high-ranking officers planned and managed Cold War strategy.
         From here the hierarchy watched the posts that watched Europe. They kept the troops
         ready in case the Russians came through the Fulda Gap, “waving the banners and blowing
         the bugles,” as my father used to put it. 
      

      
      The Fulda Gap, located on what used to be the Inner German Border between Kassel and
         Würzburg, is actually a plain. Cold War experts in the West predicted that if the
         Soviets were to stage an offensive ground attack against Western Europe, they would
         start it here. Because of its geographical position on the frontier of Soviet East
         Germany, the Fulda Gap was imagined in any number of training scenarios and war games
         staged throughout the 1950s and 1960s as the site of a savage encounter, with Soviet
         troops and weapons pouring into the West. It was the most dramatized geographic point
         of the Cold War in Europe, and it was not far away.
      

      
      The language my dad used to describe this horrifying prospect reflected common fears
         of what could happen at Fulda any time. Making his dependents aware of the possibilities
         was Jack’s duty, and he preferred using his own dark cartoon to quoting the military
         science. It was mythic and comical at the same time, one of the many ways he could
         hold danger at a distance. But the image of communist automatons—as if American troops
         would somehow look different—flowing through the gap with bugles and banners, terrifying
         as it was, only shadowed the greater, more fearful possibility of a nuclear war. The
         Soviets would use conventional, traditional warfare practices—troops on the ground,
         tanks, helicopters, and paratroopers—to keep Fulda open as an access route for troops
         and materiel; but they might also resort to unconventional attack, nuclear attack.
         
      

      
      NATO forces were organized according to the strategy Kennedy had implemented in 1961
         known as “Flexible Response.” The system allowed for the deployment of conventional,
         tactical, and strategic nuclear weapons. The lines of defense included weapons of
         different capacities maintained by the United States and other NATO countries: a belt
         of Hawk surface-to-air missiles, which could reach low and medium altitudes; another
         belt of Nike-Hercules surface-to-air missiles which could reach higher altitudes;
         and a large number of radar, guided antiaircraft guns. All this and much more was
         aimed at the East to protect West German towns and industries, a significant number
         of which were located within one hundred kilometers of the border. The militarized
         environment, known to all but seen by few, stood ready for the Soviet raiding divisions
         and for the saboteurs and assassins that made up the Soviet special forces, the sinister
         Spetsnaz. To counter these potentially devastating thrusts against its defenses, NATO had
         to prepare itself to mimic them. Thus was the eastern edge of West Germany, in all
         senses, the Central Front: it stood in the middle of Western Europe and was the focal
         point of imagined ventures that would coat the region in blood, gore, and poison.
         
      

      
      The city of Heidelberg nestles beside a gentle mountain slope on the Neckar River,
         near the heart of what was the Central Front. Less than two hundred kilometers to
         the east, the border between East and West Germany divided Western Europe from the
         Soviet sphere. This boundary had once separated middle German states before the uniting
         of Prussia under Bismarck in 1871. In little time the states on either side of the
         border were identified with one superpower or the other.
      

      
      The politically determined boundaries intensified through the early years of the Cold
         War. At first they were simply marked by barriers and barbed wire fencing. As the
         decades proceeded, and especially after the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961,
         the border fencing was doubled to keep the citizens of East Germany from escaping
         into the West. The grim barriers that kept Easterners in and Westerners out were actually
         made up of several separate partitions that made passage through for refugees a hugely
         dangerous act. In 1967, on the Eastern side there were double rows of fencing made
         from barbed wire strung between concrete posts. Rolls of concertina were positioned
         at the base, and between the two rows of fence were antipersonnel mines. Lights would
         activate in watchtowers if the inner fence was accessed. Ditches paralleled the fence
         line to keep vehicles from approaching. Beyond these were paved roads patrolled by
         East German guards.
      

      
      Visions of the border—tangled in deadly metal and stabbing lights; crashed through
         by thousands of berserkers at the Fulda Gap—haunted the collective consciousness of
         the American military community in Germany. Nightmare images like the final scene
         of The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, when Richard Burton and Claire Bloom die trying to climb the Berlin Wall, seared
         in our minds the division between East and West. Our side was life, theirs death.
         
      

      
       

      
      Our first home in Heidelberg was an apartment in an American enclave called Patrick
         Henry Village. It was identical to the one at Robinson Barracks in Stuttgart—the same
         layout, the same three stairwells with the party room at the top. My older sisters,
         envisioning the upcoming transition to college and a certain independence from our
         parents, began carrying themselves with a little distance. They were trying out the
         prospect of taking themselves seriously. Sarah and I, on the other hand, had to make
         our lives here, in yet a new place. Worrying in ways I hadn’t in younger years about
         how I looked, what I knew, whether I could dance well, I was thin skinned and anxious.
         
      

      
      Frannie was delighted with her life in Germany and thrilled at getting to know another
         part of the country. Indignant about the walled-off American world and the ignorance
         it fostered, she decided she’d break through it and show the others something at the
         same time. Frannie had been fond since Stuttgart of the way Germans got around on
         bicycles, saving money on gas, needling in and out of traffic, going where cars couldn’t.
         She got Jack to take her downtown to buy a bicycle; a pair of lederhosen; long, woolen socks; and riding shoes. Not that we had the money for such extravagance,
         but she was really onto something here. That same day, stopping at the PX on the way
         home, she spied a toy that had become popular in the states: the “Vroom Motor.” It
         was a gimmick that did nothing but make an engine-like noise when hooked up to a bicycle
         wheel. Later that afternoon, my sisters and I hid behind the curtains of our apartment
         as our mother made her maiden voyage on the bicycle, wearing the new outfit, and sporting
         the Vroom Motor, like an overgrown child. Or a bizarre and idiotic mother. I wanted
         to stay inside for days, avoiding contact with anybody who might put us together with
         the strange forty-plus-year-old woman who’d thus introduced herself to the neighborhood.
         
      

      
      The “brass” in Heidelberg, responsible for keeping up the Army’s administrative apparatus
         throughout the continent, were powerful, ambitious people. This was headquarters for
         the entire US Army in Europe, so there were lots of them around. In uniform, they
         were stiff, formal, distant. At the golf course, where I worked for a summer, you
         saw them in more relaxed form. Leaning on their clubs, or in the dining room, arms
         draped over chair backs, they still bore the aura of authority. The princely styles
         of this high-ranking officer corps, plus the weightiness of the mission to keep all
         Europe secure for the free market, set a restrained, grave tone to daily life at Campbell
         Barracks. Everybody—the brass, the secretaries, the snack bar workers—seemed to move
         at a studied, almost scholarly, pace.
      

      
      Heidelberg High School had the same look of a sturdy bureaucracy, and the earnest,
         thoughtful tone of the place appealed to me. Our classmates, the children of the colonels
         and generals who ran headquarters, imitated their fathers’ stately manners. They carried
         themselves as if mindful of the dangers we lived with in Cold War Europe. Their serious,
         sober manners also suggested an awareness of the impressive futures expected for them.
         These kids projected an enviable confidence. And in spite of the weighty atmosphere,
         they were gregarious and welcoming. Sarah and I found them a good deal less wild than
         our classmates in Stuttgart. The usual social hierarchy was visible, but it didn’t
         necessarily follow that of the parents. A sergeant’s daughter was head of the female
         order. One of the most widely ignored boys was a general’s son. There was an openness
         to the system, in spite of the seriousness and formality. People moved between levels
         with surprising ease, and at the same time an almost professional politeness tied
         it all together. 
      

      
      Sarah entered this new scene with a social effectiveness I didn’t know she had. Suddenly
         she was enveloped in a group of boys and girls who took her as seriously as they did
         themselves. Before long a certain boy was talking to her a lot, sitting with her on
         the bus, roaming downtown with her after school. This was the smart, amiable fellow
         who Sarah would marry seven years later, passing under a gauntlet of crossed swords
         in a West Point ritual. 
      

      
      I held back at Heidelberg American High School, fearing the friendliness was politeness,
         that nobody really wanted to know me. Not trusting, I couldn’t get close to anybody.
         
      

      
      Meanwhile the self-portrait I’d kept so long as daughter of the Virgin had faded dramatically.
         The Virgin herself, like a memorable sculpture standing in the museum where you last
         saw it years before, was still important, but her influence was evanescent. New voices
         and images went unsorted, unexplained. The chaos left me with little to hold onto.
         The question of what had happened—how had my religious fire wavered and gone strange?—came
         and went too quickly for an answer to settle. In retrospect, I see the conflicting
         Brigits, the saint and the movie star, had set the instability in motion; and events
         that followed—the hormonal stirrings of late adolescence, then early womanhood, plus
         the move into a foreign culture and an unfamiliar American one—added to the trouble.
         At the time, though, apart from Stella’s prompts, I couldn’t read any of this.
      

      
      The teachers were serious, committed. I felt comfortable with that and took to a certain
         bookishness. I was groping for something I couldn’t name and certainly hadn’t encountered
         yet, some kind of explanation that wasn’t religion or patriotism. The critical thinking
         my English and Philosophy teachers introduced helped me at least see the contradictions
         between the goodness of girlhood and the wavering, unstable tryouts of these German
         days. How to resolve them was another matter. Questions were everywhere. The Virgin
         was shape-shifting, and I only knew her glancingly.
      

      
      Eventually I met Stella Soulé, daughter of an American civilian who worked for the
         Army. She and her sister Marie had lived in Heidelberg since they were kids. They
         were both beautiful, smart, knew the ropes, moved around our island world as if they
         were at home. Stella was a cheerleader and a homecoming princess. She took me up,
         and I followed her. I had never been anywhere near such social power before. She showed
         me how to make friends, become part of a crowd. When February rolled around I found
         myself Senior Class Sweetheart at the Valentine’s dance. How this happened was beyond
         my reckoning, but I must have been better looking or had some appeal I wasn’t remotely
         aware of. Toying with sex and drinking had opened my imagination to various possibilities
         for relating to boys. I wasn’t interested in having a boyfriend, not in the sense
         of being close to or “serious” about somebody. Sex—rather, kissing and touching, which
         was as much sex as I’d ever had—was spellbinding, and I was definitely interested
         in that. But I wasn’t after the kind of steady, everyday partnership that seemed required
         for it. The rule was you could only indulge in sex, of any kind, with a boyfriend.
         Otherwise, you risked getting a reputation as “loose.” Nobody, particularly the girls,
         would “respect” you. Your identity would dissolve to a wobbly, gel-like image of slushy
         passion. But there were other ways of playing with boys besides actually letting them
         touch you. Looks, gestures, voice tones worked like magnets. 
      

      
      I hadn’t been at Heidelberg High School long before a tall, Celtic-looking fellow
         started paying attention to me. He was as awkward as I was, and it wasn’t easy for
         either of us to approach the other. This was no Dan Grayberger, sneak-around-the-schoolyard-in-the-dark
         boyfriend, but a publicly recognized partner, so to speak. Lou Harrison was a basketball
         player, a good fellow, well spoken, a gent. We actually did get close, in hearts and
         minds, if not in our bodies. Lou and I, Stella and some dozen other kids would go
         to a particular woodland enclave in the country just south of Heidelberg for parties
         that lasted all night long. The parents thought we were all at slumber parties. We’d
         drink beer, tell stories, talk seriously and then crawl into our sleeping bags. When
         it came time for the sleeping bags, boys and girls disappeared together. And I got
         in Lou’s with him. We’d kiss, and he’d grope and moan, but we didn’t have sex. I wouldn’t
         do it, for the loss of virginity would be overwhelming. As much fun as it was to play
         in the sleeping bag, real sex, actually linking my body with his, was impossible.
         Frustrated, he would fall off to sleep. I’d lay there looking up at the black branches,
         wondering what was going on. In the early light, we’d rouse ourselves and go home.
      

      
      By the spring of 1967 when I graduated from high school, more voices and images than
         I could understand went by the name Mary Lawlor. They’d each emerged too suddenly
         to connect to each other. And they didn’t speak to the pious, good daughter I had
         understood myself to be throughout childhood. Marching—it was more like drifting—with
         my class across the ballroom of Heidelberg Castle at graduation, the vaulted ceiling,
         the waxy yellow light from the giant candelabra, the old rock walls, turned in bits
         and broken pieces, like the unsteady views in a kaleidoscope. I could neither see
         nor imagine myself into the next future. 
      

      
       

      
      In the meantime, news had begun arriving, less through The Stars and Stripes or the Armed Forces Network than in Time, which came to our APO box, and the Herald-Tribune, available in town, about student uprisings in the States. Since Mario Savio’s Free
         Speech declarations at Berkeley in 1965, demonstrations had been firing up American
         youth culture with a passion for resistance. My older sisters had heard about this
         at Sancho Panza’s back in Monterey. Their friends had been thrilled at Savio’s bravery,
         his articulate demands on the university. Some of them had wanted to be part of it.
         The magic of the 1960s was in motion. By 1966, students across the United States had
         linked up and ignited protest movements aimed in several directions. They were after
         the university powers for a voice in curriculum decisions. They wanted a say in hiring,
         evaluation, and promotion of professors. University investments, the invisible life
         blood of institutional solvency, were said to fuel unethical profit schemes like those
         of the makers of Agent Orange and napalm; and racist or fascist governments like the
         one in South Africa. The demonstrators demanded transparency and representation in
         those decisions. And they were protesting the war in Vietnam. 
      

      
      News of these things had come to me in California like tumult with no sound, distant
         movement that made only the faintest sense. Fort Ord was less than a hundred miles
         from Berkeley and half that distance from Palo Alto—where Stanford students were picking
         up the political momentum; but all of this might as well have been occurring in a
         different universe. Hearing and seeing their actions from the vantage point of the
         post was like watching figures through a wet, steamy window on a rainy day. Even the
         outlines were blurred. The grainy, black and white print of the newspaper, the TV
         camera’s jerky motions, projected images that belonged in dreams or far away memories.
         There was something attractive about them anyway. The students looked only four or
         five years older than me, but their passion covered their youth with authority, dignity.
         For all my fearful piety, I had been fascinated.
      

      
      In Heidelberg now I was still clueless as to what it was all about, the energy, the
         scenes shot in the newspapers, crowds of angry faces, cops facing people my age, the
         jeering, raging edge of violence. As in California, the news washed over me without
         much clarity. Stella and I wondered what was going on. We heard things, were interested,
         then went back to our homework, the parties, the boyfriends.
      

      
      We could’ve learned a great deal by paying closer attention to student culture right
         there where we lived. Since the Middle Ages, scholars from near and far have converged
         on the University of Heidelberg, one of the most important learning centers in the
         world. Its old stone lecture halls crowd the Altstadt. For six hundred years the university has fostered the intellectual development of
         a thoughtful European bourgeoisie. But in the 1960s and 1970s it was one of many German
         universities that, in spite of the rectors’ intentions, became the site of a good
         deal of radicalism. Each year on the first of May, from our apartment across the river,
         we heard and sometimes saw their demonstrations. As if the burger future were an illusion, Heidelberg students took to the streets. Anyone, including
         local American Army brats, could see them marching down the Haupstrasse, chanting and waving red flags. I didn’t think of them as communists in any deep
         sense, even though they carried the icons. They were simply smart kids, a little older
         than me, fired up about something. They were interesting, passionate. The girls were
         striking, with their twisted faces and shaking fists. Curiosity about the reasons,
         their causes, came up only faintly, like distant smoke. It was the action, the performance
         that mattered. Catch words poured from their mouths while they walked, arm in arm,
         past the old stone buildings and the Markt Platz. Their hair shone in the spring light. The fierceness made their faces look older.
         My father was suspicious. They’d been infiltrated by the Soviets, he claimed. They
         weren’t acting on their own volition. The marching orders came from Moscow. For some
         reason, I doubted this. 
      

      
      In the mid-1960s, the usual May rituals of student protest intensified as sympathy
         with radical political action gained momentum across West Germany. Much later I learned
         that in 1967, the year I graduated from Heidelberg American High School, demonstrations
         at the Free University in Berlin against the visit of the Shah of Iran resulted in
         the death of a student, Benno Ohnesorg. Shot by police in the back of the head as
         he knelt in an act of resistance to the shah’s regime, Benno Ohnesorg became a symbol,
         a martyr. Activism increased among the population at large. The same year saw the
         birth of the Socialist German Student Organization (Socialistischer Deutche Studentenbunde). Its leader, Rudi Dutschke, became a demonized figure in the West German press.
         At the same time, his popularity among students and other, non-radical sectors critical
         of government responses to the demonstrations broadened. In 1968, a citizen who claimed
         to have been egged on by the heated anti-left rhetoric of a popular magazine shot
         Dutschke.
      

      
      German students were now protesting the Vietnam War and their national leaders’ complacency
         in the face of American atrocities in Vietnam. The same American military, occupying
         German soil, enjoyed the virtually unquestioned respect of West German political and
         industrial leaders—at least in public. Animosity over the American bases would build
         in the 1970s, not so much in response to the postwar occupation they continued to
         signify but to the practices of the new American empire. 
      

      
      The Red Army Faction, known by its acronym RAF, was the most widely known of the German
         student activist organizations. Andreas Baader and Ulrika Meinhof, Berlin leftists
         with a vision for a socialist Germany that went far beyond the mild arguments of the
         SDP, the Socialist Democratic Party, led an armed group of fiercely committed student
         activists. The RAF stance against the Vietnam War, like the public positions the group
         took against police brutality, drew a good deal of sympathy from larger middle-class
         and student groups. But when a judge was killed in protest against the death of one
         of the RAF’s own in a prison hunger strike, ordinary Germans drew back.
      

      
      I knew little about radical German politics at the time. Bader-Meinhof was a name
         in the air, a name for some angry, frightening people who blew things up. Who knew,
         but when you were walking across Bismarck Platz one afternoon, Horton’s Department Store might explode? Shoppers, lots of them, would
         be hurt. Why this was, what it came from, what it was aimed at, was a mystery. Something
         about capitalism, something about Vietnam.
      

      
      While all this was going on, I went through the closing rituals of high school. The
         senior prom and graduation took place in the grand ballroom of the Heidelberg Castle.
         Picked out in gold lights against the black hillside above the city, the castle had
         been the setting of much drunken play and moonlight smooching over the past year.
         Ignoring the Heidelbergers’ and the tourists’ reverence for the sprawling structure,
         my friends and I had climbed through the ruined walls at night, run across the sweeping
         lawns, and set up beer parties where nobody could see us. Now, near the end of our
         days as dependents, we came to the castle as to an institution, the history in its stones calling a
         gloomy end to our romps. For the prom, Frannie made me an empire-waisted gown of blue
         and yellow chiffon. Lou and I danced stiffly, uneasily. Some boy peeked down the front
         of the high, Napoleonic waistline—a gentle joke at the nothing that was there. At
         graduation, in a white dress, holding flowers, I crossed the floor of the ancient
         castle ballroom to receive my diploma. The parents and generals and teachers in the
         audience nodded in approval at the upstanding young adults we’d become. 
      

      
      From the perspective of Heidelberg Castle, we looked down on the Altstadt afternoon. If we had read local newspapers or listened to the radio, we would have
         known that Heidelberg University students, in addition to preparing for annual exams,
         were organizing to join other students nation-wide in protest of Benno Ohnesorg’s
         death in Berlin. A short distance away, the generals at the headquarters of the US
         Army in Europe were keeping watch over the postwar landscape near and far. The wild
         inconsistencies between the angry students, the controlling generals, and the dilettante
         American high schoolers didn’t mean we weren’t in subtle ways connected to each other,
         and by more than physical proximity. The grim faced university students were enmeshed
         in not just the hard academic work we would soon have to take up but the political
         decisions we would have to make: whether to join other students in indignation or
         put our heads down and focus only on the studies. In our graduation clothes and holding
         the new diplomas, we didn’t want to know what the Heidelberg University students showed
         us, what we ourselves would soon be facing. And the vigilant eyes of the headquarters
         staff, through the lens of their intelligence networks, would know what the leftists
         downtown were up to. They could easily have known too, if they had the time or inclination
         to look, about the kids in their mandate, the foolish shenanigans and bad behavior
         that made America’s youth appear decadent and useless to the local people. He would
         have seen me among these kids. Soon, however, and rather suddenly, I would place myself
         closer to radical students elsewhere who the generals’ agents were no doubt watching
         too.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 18

      Making a Home in Paris

      
         
         
      

      
      In the year after my graduation from Heidelberg American High School, the walls sealing
         off my life as a dutiful, military, Catholic daughter from the encroaching world too
         many cracks and fissures to keep standing. They fell piece by piece, the ruins accumulating
         slowly at first. Eventually I would see the pile as a divider, a mound beyond which
         the sounds and images of my days as a dependent were receding into the distance. A
         voice would call across it, and the echo would get caught in my ear. Jack or Frannie’s
         face would pop up, more visible than it should have been given the gap between us.
         The mound was too low. The wind came through it. Surprises would turn up everywhere
         on the hither side, many of them offering possibilities for joining with other people
         in a stable, genuine sense of purpose. I would take up these offers cautiously. But
         habits of fear and terror would get in the way, sending me back to the sidelines.
         
      

      
      I spent the summer of 1967 in a steady state of excitement, amazed at the near future’s
         double-feature: college and Paris. In September I would be enrolled at the American
         College, on the Quai D’Orsay. A third event on the horizon seems in retrospect like
         it was ordered up to trouble things. Dad was sent to Vietnam again. He would be there
         for a year, except for the month-long interlude when he came back to Europe on emergency
         leave to fetch me from, as he and Frannie saw it, the dangerous carnival of Paris
         in May 1968. But that was all many months away.
      

      
      At the end of August 1967, I packed up my clothes, folded them carefully so everything
         would fit in one, big suitcase. I was ready. The big city glamour was mapped in my
         head by the stories my mother had told about Manhattan in her post-college years—the
         cream-colored afternoons at Saks Fifth Avenue and nights at the Stork Club. France
         echoed her name, and Paris would be my New York. I wanted to be as glamorous as my
         mother. And studying beckoned. College would mean reading the real stuff, hearing
         lectures by scholars; writing. Nancy and Lizzie’s tales of Sancho Panza’s and the
         beatnik alleys of Carmel set me up with visions of an intellectual café society. I
         saw myself enveloped in this, independent, sophisticated. 
      

      
      Nancy was now living in Munich, working for Radio Liberty. She’d moved there after
         Schiller College and found the job through a school friend. Radio Liberty was staffed
         with East European émigrés and was rumored to be a haunt of spies. One of the gatekeepers
         claimed he was—rather, had been—a prince. Down on his luck since the Soviets had pulled
         the rug out from under his family’s feet, he was doing his part in West Germany’s
         effort to keep the door closed to communism. He would tip his hat to my sister as
         she came through the gate every morning and one day asked her on a date. But Nancy
         was busy. Larry Lewis had turned up in her life, an American, in the Army. He would
         be her near future. 
      

      
      Lizzie, meanwhile had gone back to the States to be a student at Monterey Peninsula
         College. California had grabbed her heart, as Germany was getting Sarah’s and Spain
         would mine in years to come. It was Lizzie’s “home,” so to speak. She had missed it
         all through our German days. College presented a chance to get back. Her first real
         boyfriend was there, her friends. I think it was also something in the eucalyptus
         trees, the fog and sand dunes of Monterey Bay that called her back. This was the setting
         of her coming of age, and she returned to plant a life there. 
      

      
      Sarah was still in high school, bopping around the apartment on Neuenheimerlandstrasse
         like it had been her home forever. She was no longer our Pudgy Baby but a quick-smart,
         tony girl, well dressed, well spoken, working her way through a much better preparation
         for the world than her older sisters had had. She was a sweet, beaming kid, my bunk
         bed partner since forever, and it was hard to say good-bye. If I’d known what an ending
         this really was, that the family would never be my home again, it would have been
         much more difficult.
      

      
      Jack and Frannie were happy with my decision to go to Paris. At colleges and universities
         in the States trouble was raging. For all my good-girl profile, they were both a little
         worried I might be influenced by the student antiwar demonstrations and the radical
         political climate blowing up on campuses from New York to California. Mario Savio
         had issued his manifesto on free speech at Berkeley in 1963. The legendary political
         and cultural movements that descended from free speech—Students for a Democratic Society,
         the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, the Black Panthers, the Women’s Liberation
         Movement, La Raza, the American Indian Movement, Earth First—all these had gotten
         a lot of attention in the press by the fall of 1967. The leaders spoke with shaking
         fists and a gravity beyond their years, tearing at the walls of Cold War culture,
         banging away at much of what we’d all been taught to honor. 
      

      
      My parents thought I’d come back at Christmas the same girl, better educated. And
         so, of course, did I, with more elegance added to the picture. But for all the exhilaration
         I was feeling at the prospect of being on my own in the great city, fear snaked through
         my chest. The mystery of what was coming had weight and substance. Wonder over it
         made life at home already a thing of the past. On the morning of departure, under
         the vaulted ceiling of the Heidelberg train station, steaming engines and braking
         metal sounded over the cacophony of human voices, magnifying the noise and chaos in
         my head. In the green and beige cabin, Jack and Frannie’s faces outside the half-opened
         window, the volume dimmed. The train moved, and everything went silent. 
      

      
      I had a traveling companion, an amiable family friend named Maria Upton. The Uptons
         had been with us on the United States, and our parents were close friends. In the
         summer of 1966, after de Gaulle’s shunning of NATO and the shifting of US forces from
         France to Germany, the Uptons had moved along with us to Heidelberg. Mrs. Upton, a
         kind, straight-speaking woman with lots of children, had one day given me a rare picture
         of myself. Out of nowhere, like handing me a cup of tea, she said I had a nervous
         laugh. It was the first time I’d ever seen, from an outsider’s view, my tight, relentless
         anxiety. I knew well about it by then, the nervous laugh. It was an unwanted gift
         I had had for years and would take with me to Paris. Whenever the wired stutter sounded,
         an image of the straight-backed Catholic girl would appear, embarrassing and at the
         same time chastising me, the creature who had been moving in on her ever since we’d crossed the Atlantic.
         
      

      
      Maria was the oldest of the Uptons. She was an excitable, brown-haired girl who still
         wore a retainer on her teeth, and was known in her family as M.A. We were both wild
         with excitement. Our parents figured we would be more or less comfortable in the strange
         surroundings, safely tethered to an American institution and, in the end, only five
         hours from home. The American College in Paris had promised to place us, after orientation,
         with French families. The idea was that our hosts would guide us through the transition
         to Parisian life. Immersed in the new environment, our French would improve quickly.
         Our new families would show us how to comport ourselves like ordinary good citizens.
         
      

      
      The train ride lasted through the afternoon, and we reached Paris in the early evening.
         At Gare St. Lazare we made our way, wide-eyed and amazed, through the crowd of Parisian
         commuters. In the thick of rush hour traffic, the cab driver pointed out one monument
         after another. He was proud of his city. We were too excited to feel the lack of sleep.
         The grand metropolis rolled past, and when we came to the Eiffel Tower, Maria screamed.
         
      

      
      The cab took us to Cité Universitaire, on the edge of the Bois de Boulogne. This would be the site of freshman orientation
         and our home for the first week. After that, like other new students at the American
         College in Paris, Maria and I would be housed with French families. Soon after we
         arrived at the Cité, my plans started to change. 
      

      
      I had just entered my dorm room when my roommate came in. She walked right up to me,
         her hand out, as if we were embarking on a business deal. Cara Flanagan. Her expression
         was matter of fact but genial. In her eyes I saw a steely glimmer. She surveyed mine
         a little too closely, as if looking for something. The long, razor-straight, black
         hair gave her the look of the mother in the Addams family. Cara’s home was Beirut,
         where her father had been working for years with an American oil company. She was
         the only child and the apple of her dad’s eye. Her diminutive height and tiny, well-balanced
         features belied her great confidence. Right away she showed you past her size to a
         bewilderingly solid, self-appointed authority. 
      

      
      Cara had a plan. She wanted her own place to live, not a room with a French family.
         Students who had been at ACP for a year could, with permission from the administration,
         pool resources to rent an apartment of their own. Although Cara had just arrived at
         the school, she’d made friends with a few second year students and was already at
         work convincing one of them to go in with her on an apartment. Cara figured rightly
         that the administration wouldn’t, in the end, be too fastidious about first and second
         years pairing up to manage our own living arrangements. Hooking up with Hatty Mason,
         she managed to get the permission. Did I want to join them? She presented the idea
         like it was, of course, the best thing to do, what one would naturally want. Why have
         strangers running your life, on their turf, when you could set up your own household?
         
      

      
      I was spellbound by Cara’s authoritative manner and agreed on the spot. We went downstairs
         to meet the connection. Hatty was a beautiful, sophisticated, grown up. Imperious
         like Cara, her manners seemed nevertheless relaxed, less edgy. More than anything,
         Hatty looked like fun. I slid into place immediately as a sort of younger sister to
         both of them. Meanwhile, Maria Upton had taken up with other new students, and we
         would rarely see each other again. 
      

      
      Cara, Hatty, and I started looking at rental listings in the International Herald Tribune. After days of searching and telephoning and one disappointment after another, we
         found our home at 11 rue de Parme, not far from Montmartre and the Place Clichy. The
         broad living room looked out on the rue de Parme, an ordinary residential street.
         From the bedrooms there was a view of a dumpy little patio in the back where the trash
         cans were kept. At the far end of the living room was a proper dining area. We ate
         our meals there, but the big table quickly became a communal study space. Within months
         it would become a meeting space for the American Draft Resisters’ Union. 
      

      
      Beside the dining room was a narrow galley kitchen that was always too small, too
         cramped for even two people to occupy at the same time. Cara, Hatty, and I pulled
         many dinners from it nevertheless. The state of the kitchen reflected movements in
         the house: at first it was always clean and orderly, but as the months went by and
         priorities shifted, leftovers and dirty plates accumulated in a giant, disgusting
         mess. 
      

      
      A concierge occupied the flat at street level. From a window opening on the main entry,
         she watched everyone who came and went. I can’t recall her name or much else about
         her. She was a pair of eyes in a gray-blonde head. Her handsome, painted style was
         faint, exhausted. Whenever we left the building, she was there. Coming home, no matter
         the hour, she seemed to catch us, her blank, uncaring gaze keeping track. I believe
         she might have liked us at the beginning. We were, after all, more or less respectable
         American types. In time, as other people became regulars at our place, her look darkened.
         By spring, her glare said plainly she did not want us in the house. 
      

      
      Classes began, and a daily schedule took shape. Cara, up first in the morning, made
         coffee. Hatty and I would stumble from sleep to find her groomed and ready for the
         day. After a scant breakfast, we’d make our way to the metro station a couple of blocks
         away. The ride to school took ten minutes in that unforgettable, subterranean air.
         
      

      
      The American College in Paris was a relatively new institution in 1967. Classes were
         held in the sprawling, neogothic American Church of Paris. An interdenominational
         worship site for English speakers, the church had, throughout the century and a half
         of its existence, hosted other American institutions in their founding years. Students
         at ACP were allowed wide run of the dark, seemingly endless rooms and passage. You
         could study in the bay windows, balconies, and the many hallways. Friendships and
         flirtations developed in the narrow, dimly lit spaces. 
      

      
      Founded in 1962 by a retired State Department official, the college’s mission was
         to educate the children of Americans living abroad. The curriculum was identical to
         what was offered then at most US institutions. Faculty included local Americans with
         advanced degrees, professional French language teachers, and professors on sabbatical
         from other universities. 
      

      
      During the first few weeks of the semester when classes were over for the day, I would
         find a place to study in the church. Later, Cara, Hatty, and I would meet at home
         for dinner. Cara did the shopping and cooking. She was a virtual pro at it, an alchemist
         in the kitchen who turned our meager supplies into fancy sauces and desserts as if
         it were nothing. Hatty and I cleaned up. When dinner was over, we’d sit around and
         talk, Cara and Hatty smoking English cigarettes, me listening, fascinated with everything.
         
      

      
      Hatty was only a year older than us, but her style and sophistication were advanced
         beyond her years. She was sultry, knowing, wise, and, at nineteen, bored. She wore
         her hair in elaborate designs, as if trying to entertain herself this way. She smoked
         luxuriously. Sitting in one of the overstuffed living room chairs with her feet curled
         up, she would dole out advice, blowing smoke upward, a ponytail jutting out the side
         of her head. Her boyfriend James followed her everywhere, which meant he spent a lot
         of time at the apartment. Cara and I never seemed to mind.
      

      
      If Hatty became the household wisdom teacher, Cara quickly took over as general manager.
         We nicknamed her Sleek for the cagey ways she had of taking control of things. Her
         machinations were, on the one hand, expressions of a generous—and well-appreciated—inclination
         to keep the house and the schedule in order. On the other, they were the very knowing
         moves of someone who, at eighteen, had already learned how to make things happen in
         the ways she wanted them to while appearing to be nothing more than a gracious hostess.
      

      
      We got along pretty well and seemed to compensate for each other’s weak points. If
         Cara was overbearing, I was too receptive. Hatty would point this out to us. If she
         was indulgent, Cara was disciplined, and I rode the gamut between them. We had made
         our home in Paris, and things were going well. Soon a different set of friends would
         enter the picture and alter this fine balance.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 19

      New Constellations

      
         
         
      

      
      I had met them during orientation at Cité Universitaire. Sleek and I had gone downstairs to look at the newspapers in the common room, hoping
         to get started right away on the apartment search. Frustrated at not finding the day’s
         paper in the pile, Cara went out to buy a new one. I was scanning the ads in an old
         Herald Tribune when a commotion across the room caught my eye. A small group of people stood in
         the glass doorway between the common room and the lobby. Animated, laughing in a sophisticated
         way, they carried on like old friends. I watched surreptitiously while pretending
         to look at the paper. One of them, a red haired girl, had the others’ attention. Talking
         and gesturing, she was the focus of their publicly displayed private amusement. The
         redhead was dressed entirely in black—a blazer, pants, and high boots worn outside
         the pants. Her long hair hung straight over her shoulders. The knot of people loosened.
         One or two of them drifted away. Suddenly she was alone. Far from being dismayed,
         she seemed to take this as an opportunity. Hands on her hips, she surveyed the room,
         sizing up the few of us there one by one. I can see her stance now and the sharp,
         bullying gaze. I remember thinking she looked like a matador, as strange and out of
         place as the metaphor was. She spun around and went back out. Whoever she was, I didn’t
         like her. 
      

      
      Another girl was sitting on a ratty couch nearby, reading. Thin blonde hair and square
         features, she looked unassuming, simple. There was something amiable about her, but
         for the moment she seemed ill at ease. I saw her looking at the scene in the doorway.
         From the corner of my eye, I noticed how she turned to her book under the redhead’s
         haughty inspection. Our eyes crossed now, and I went over to introduce myself. Liza
         Long was shy, awkward. She smoked. Home was Angel Island in San Francisco Bay. Her
         father worked for TWA. He lived with her stepmother right there in Paris. Like my
         parents, hers wanted to keep her out of reach of the growing student movements in
         the United States and had sent her to this college in their own backyard.
      

      
      Cara came back with the day’s Herald Tribune, complaining that there was nothing in it we could afford. She didn’t seem to notice
         Liza. I introduced them, but Liza seemed intimidated by Cara, by the probing look
         and the stance that said I know what I’m doing, but you look lost. A friend of Cara’s father was coming to pick her up soon for a night on the town,
         and she ran upstairs to change. 
      

      
      Liza and I settled back on the couch and kept talking. She told me about her parents,
         how it was hard living with them. Her father was strict, her stepmother cold. She’d
         been listening to music from the States, reading books a friend in the Bay Area had
         sent, Herman Hesse’s Steppenwolf and John Fowles’s The Magus. They were “powerful.” She was easy to be with and seemed comfortable with me. Quickly,
         almost too much so, I thought, she was sharing personal stuff with me. These books,
         she said, were showing her how to see things differently. I didn’t know what she was
         talking about, what she meant by “powerful.” It struck me that I could just ask. She
         tried to explain it. Something about the “system” and seeing past the “hassles” of
         ordinary life to a different reality. “Man,” she said, shaking her head, drawing on
         the stinky Gitanes. 
      

      
      We sat there through what was left of the day, telling our pasts. We swapped impressions
         of ACP and wondered over the coming year, of life in Paris on our own. I’d never felt
         so close to anybody so quickly. The desultory room opened up; the cheap, florescent
         light lost its cold edge as Liza talked of “transcending.” Liza was different from
         everybody I’d ever known, but she was also, somehow, deeply familiar. 
      

      
      Evening came on, and the red-haired girl came back. The eagle’s gaze landed on us.
         She walked over, stopping a couple of yards from the couch. She seemed unsure, not
         of herself but of us, as if she’d thought she recognized somebody. Contact of a sort,
         anyway, was made. “You going to ACP?” She stuck out her hand. Valery Cotts. She was
         a second year student, had ridden the metro out to see if any interesting new people
         had turned up. Valery talked fast, asking a hundred questions that pushed up out of
         her, like she needed answers right away. What were we reading, what did we think about
         the Berkeley riots, did we know Jimi Hendrix was coming to the Olympia soon? 
      

      
      I was uneasy with Valery but fascinated. Liza was too. I stared while Liza smoked,
         neither of us quite knowing what to make of this commanding presence. At first I thought
         the back and forth was all about Valery, her world, her interests; and whether we
         met them. But she had as many questions about us and not just the usual ones. She
         wanted to know what we believed in, how we saw the world. It was an interrogation
         of our philosophies. She actually used the word. 
      

      
      We passed the interrogation: either Valery liked the way we thought or saw promise
         in our passivity. What struck me most was her directness, a way of looking you straight
         in the eye and making embarrassingly candid pronouncements. “I like you.” “Hey,” she
         said eventually, “let’s be friends.” Whatever living arrangements evolved, “We have
         to meet and talk.” “All the time,” she added. “It’s important.” Liza nodded thoughtfully.
         “Cool,” she said. We agreed to have dinner together in the basement cafeteria. Everything
         any of us could say about our pasts came out, including my Catholic girl stories,
         the synchronized swimming. They laughed at my visions of the Ordettes, of Confirmation
         as Brigit/Brigit. My life suddenly had an ironic frame. 
      

      
      By the time dinner was over, we had sealed a bond. Classes began, and we spent most
         of our evenings together, plus Wednesdays when ACP took the day off. We explored the
         city on foot, by metro. Talking about the books we read—I tried out Hesse, Liza had
         Robert A. Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land, and Val took on Thomas Pynchon—we stayed up late and slept through the mornings.
         And we smoked hashish. It was Hatty who had introduced it to me one night in the apartment
         on rue de Parme. Nothing happened that first time, and it wasn’t until one night in
         Val’s room that I actually felt anything. It sounds trite to describe what happened:
         colors deepened, music and the sounds of voices took on a clarity and sharpness they
         didn’t usually have. The aesthetics of getting high were striking, and if it weren’t
         for the lethargy hash brought on, I could have written, painted, danced a hundred
         new impressions. Along with these delights, however, came a certain hovering fear,
         what Liza and Val, when they saw it in me, called paranoia. 
      

      
      We celebrated our friendship overtly. It was a surprise that settled on us from some
         mysterious source. The cosmic coincidence coordinator; the powers; the light. A loosely
         knitted spirituality developed inside our pooled identity. I laugh at it now, the
         hippie ideas we were repeating; but at the time it was a hugely meaningful discovery.
         This was way outside the bounds of what spirituality I’d known. On clear nights that
         fall, a few faint stars hung near the new moon. There were three of them, fading and
         winking with our eyesight. We claimed them ours, declared a correspondence with them.
         The alignment, we felt, meant something. 
      

      
      Did I really believe this? It was more like nature poetry than belief. The stars looked
         like our friendship. If we’d been more analytic and less inspired, we would’ve said
         they were metaphors for it. Instead we took them literally. It was magic. The moon
         and stars weren’t just like us. We were connected to them. 
      

      
      The rituals we devised were ludic and joyous, not reverent. We made up movements and
         gestures—opening arms overhead, spinning around, bowing—and performed them in the
         rue de Parme living room or on the sidewalk when nobody was around. We found trees
         in the parks and ringed ourselves around them. The upper branches were wands, conducting
         energy from the buried roots to the open sky. Our legs and arms absorbed the rush.
         
      

      
      The highs lingered on ordinary days. The three of us frequented cafés near the College.
         We played pinball and sat around over coffee, talking for hours. Valery told us of
         her travels in the summer with a boyfriend, Larry. In pictures, he was tall and had
         surprisingly long hair. He wore a bandana around his head. Val was captivated by him.
         She described the books he was “into”: The Tibetan Book of the Dead, the I Ching, George Gurdjieff’s Meetings with Remarkable Men, P. D. Ouspensky’s In Search of the   Miraculous. She had her own copies and showed them to us. What they had in common, as far as
         I could tell, was a kind of mysticism none of us had been raised to understand. They
         were the books of smoky, maroon colored religions, distant philosophies. They sat
         on the table before her, the covers marked in alluring bamboo lines.
      

      
      Liza responded quickly, easily to the ideas Val and Larry shared, to the stories of
         their adventures. She seemed to understand something I didn’t quite get. My fascination
         was divided by an impression of them as strange people with odd tastes. Over the weeks
         it became apparent, slowly, that Larry represented something larger than his own eccentricities.
         He was part of a cultural movement, a life style, a set of ideas. Valery was an initiate.
         Liza had heard the words, seen the images, from her mother’s Angel Island windows.
         I had heard partial stories from my parents, from headlines in the Stars and Stripes, of college students doing strange things, making trouble in America. I sensed this,
         what Val talked about, was the other side of those stories. 
      

      
      Val’s vocabulary and manners, learned from Larry and his friends, were speedy, comic
         mixtures of New York street talk, serious political discourse, and a sparsely referenced
         mysticism. She could imply in single words and simple gestures an understanding of
         things that was simultaneously intellectual, political, and spiritual. There in the
         heart of Paris, Valery Cotts introduced me to the 1960s. 
      

      
      Val was charismatic and strong. Her dark, laughing eyes cut into everything. I was
         caught by her intelligent, poetic voice and tried to imitate her styles. But I couldn’t
         take her quite as seriously as she seemed to want me to. The Cold War doubts and suspicions
         that infiltrated my family life sounded in my ears, accusing Val’s radical ways with
         insubstantiality. Behind her irresistible energy, there was something misleading,
         troublesome, this old voice whispered. While the hashish burned and the music played,
         the Catholic background hung in the air, like dissipating smoke that stubbornly held
         in place. 
      

      
      Liza’s silences made her seem at times mysterious, but she could be quite boisterous
         too. She laughed a lot and spoke very little. When something made her happy, she would
         burst out with a demonstrative gesture, like raising her forearms, joining her fists,
         and shaking them over her head; or jumping up and hitting her heels together at the
         side, like a tap dancer. I see her now running out into the street at the end of our
         block, gleeful at having bought fresh bread from the patiserie, shaking her arms over her head like Mohammed Ali after a fight. These wild leaps
         of spirit violated what she’d been taught—to behave well, to not ask for much, to
         not call undue attention to herself. Even though Liza was capable of such startling
         movements, she was relentlessly shy. In her eyes you could see the light and music
         and “energy” of a San Francisco girl, but in her shadow were the TWA parents, waiting
         for the quiet they knew was coming. 
      

      
      My own room in the apartment on rue de Parme, unless we happened to gather there,
         went largely unused. Neither Liza nor Val gave much time to studying. Before long
         I didn’t either. This was a big shift. I’d always been a good, dutiful student, but
         by the second month of classes I was ignoring the weekly writing assignments for comp,
         and the philosophy books I was supposed to be reading stood in a pile, untouched.
         The first slip from schedule was terrifying, but I had support in my two new friends.
         It quickly became intoxicating, this practice of irresponsibility. The walls of time
         melted. Space cleared. Mind wasn’t for study but experiment. Belief, once a duty,
         was tangled in imagination.
      

      
      That same fall, in an absurdly early philosophy class, I found myself looking at a
         boy who had caught my eye at the Cité Universitaire. He was skinny, angular, too long for the desk-chair. His marked-up jeans and brown
         work boots stuck out into the aisle, but he seemed to try to hide himself. The straight
         dark hair covered his eyes and fell almost to his shoulders. Once in a while he’d
         brush it away. If you looked quickly, you could see the dark blue-gray color, the
         beautiful shape. He seemed in a different world.
      

      
      His sultry postures and sluggish movements in class were far more interesting than
         the philosophy professor’s words. Then he stopped coming. For a week, two weeks, he
         wasn’t there. I paid more attention, but the early morning hour was impossible. He
         turned up again, even more in his shell. One morning he took a seat beside mine and
         spent class doodling on his jeans. “I’m too stoned for this,” he muttered as we got
         up to leave. His voice was surprisingly high. “Are you okay?” I knew what “stoned”
         meant, but there was something more than a temporary state in what he was talking
         about. He looked at me. “No, not really.” He chuckled, shaking his head. I couldn’t
         tell if it was a private joke, or if he was trying to lighten things up. “What’s the
         matter?” I ventured. The answer dribbled out over the next several months, starting
         with a walk to the Quai d’Orsay. 
      

      
      He was Paul Morton, a sad rebel from a prosperous Connecticut family. ACP was the
         latest in a string of colleges that hadn’t worked. His vocabulary, his clothes and
         books were like Val’s and Larry’s. He was hardly doing any work for his classes. The
         early morning philosophy lessons didn’t catch his interest. Most of the time he was
         tripping his brains out. 
      

      
      I could see things in him now that hadn’t been visible in the classroom. At first
         he was as shy as I’d thought, but he got to be talkative as we moved along the Quai.
         I would soon use Val’s word for this to describe it to her and Liza later: rapping.
         He talked about Darien, his father, his friends here in Paris. His voice was clear
         but it had a questioning ring to it. This and the laughter in his eyes cut across
         the sadness that seemed to weigh on him. He kept his focus on the ground and rarely
         looked at me or at the river. I was massively drawn to him. 
      

      
      We went to a café in the Place Saint André des Arts that Valery, Liza, and I had claimed
         our own. Over coffee, seemed, astoundingly, comfortable. I was terrified myself and
         baffled, impressed with his ease. I didn’t have the confidence to calm down. He takes
         me for a new pal, I thought. In a little while we’ll go our separate ways. We’ll see
         each other in class, now and then come here for coffee so he can complain about his
         life.
      

      
      I didn’t want him to take me for a chum. The sounds of the street faded; the chatter
         from neighboring tables died away. No one was in the room but Paul. I was his audience,
         a receiver without substance, a dumb fan prepared to stay for hours, days. 
      

      
      We had another coffee. He laughed. “You’re pretty quiet.” I tried awkwardly to tell
         him I was having a good time, that I didn’t have a whole lot to say. “I like you,”
         he said. His voice cracked a little on the “like.” He touched my hand. Adrenalin or
         some other chemical flooded my chest. My body was visible now. There were two of us
         at the table. Sound came back—a bus, somebody calling from the sidewalk. The dimensions
         of the room were clear and real.
      

      
      I can’t say exactly what it was that drew people to Paul. Charisma doesn’t quite explain
         the sort of magnetism he emitted off and on. He certainly did all the cool things:
         found the music, read the books. He knew where to get hash and other drugs known to
         do more than lift consciousness. A stream of friends came and went. Youthful hipsters,
         mostly Americans, who seemed to come out of nowhere. They drifted through the city
         with Paul before heading on toward the southern places where their plans were inevitably
         sited.
      

      
      His gregariousness was complicated by his fears. He told me people watched him from
         the apartment across the street. I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. The seriousness
         was strange, unreadable. A friend named Sparrow came and went. Eventually I figured
         out Sparrow was a drug dealer, passing on his way between connections in Paris and
         Barcelona. I never asked. It would have shown how dumb I was. Paul had a couple of
         gay friends too, which was interesting. One of them had a special name, Keeter, just
         for that private life. Liza once asked what “Keeter” was a nickname for. He chuckled
         but didn’t answer the question. This exchange became a story I heard him tell. The
         fact of the name itself seemed to signify a separate universe we weren’t invited to
         know. 
      

      
      In the late fall, Paul’s father came to visit. His mission, it turned out, was to
         bring him home. Paul had been missing classes, a fact that didn’t go unreported by
         the college administration. His father thought he might be involved in other things
         too—drugs, politics. “What politics,” I asked when he told me this one afternoon after
         his dad arrived. He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know.” He smiled and chuckled
         in that cool way. “Probably thinks I’m in with the Commies.” A few days later he came
         by the apartment to get his things. I was devastated to see he’d cut his hair short.
         That’s how I remember him now, with the haircut that looked like punishment. It didn’t
         go with the dirty jeans, the lace-up work boots, the torn sweater. He seemed foolish.
         I couldn’t look at him. 
      

      
      It was true. He was headed back to Connecticut with his father. “You’re not looking
         at me because I cut my hair!” More than anything he’d said or done in the months I’d
         known him, this implied I meant something to him. The complaint was laced with the
         humor that always seemed to linger in his words—everything had its ironic dimension.
         I’d never understood why or how Paul liked me. To walk away would have been easy for
         him, I’d been sure from the start. Now the bald horror of his leaving made that idea
         real. The hateful haircut was a sign he had already gone. 
      

      
      I remember Paul mostly as an intoxicating presence, an unreachable light that vanished
         when his father took him back to Darien. I saw him there once a couple of years later,
         when he was living in a rented house with some friends. We had written letters, and
         I knew he had a girlfriend, someone he’d mentioned in Paris. He was kind, of course,
         but there was nothing between us. It was autumn, and when I left his house the early
         chill felt like fate. 
      

      
      Towards the end of that fall semester in Paris, Liza, Valery, Paul, and his friend
         Bob were all turning up at the apartment in rue de Parme regularly. Sleek and Hatty
         were willing enough at first to have them around, but the eventual conflicts came
         as no surprise. There was too much partying. Hatty got fed up and moved in with James.
         Sleek kept her ground, refusing to give the place up. Her anger grew by the hour.
         As time for finals approached, she was trying hard to study, of course. The music
         and the dope and the coming and going got to be too much. “Why now?” she demanded.
         “Why do we have this constant party going?” I answered with cheap summaries of things
         I’d been reading—the Tibetan Book of the Dead, Aldus Huxley’s Brave New World, R. D. Laing’s The Politics of   Experience. Events were happening beyond our control, I told her. Great movements in the world
         made it impossible to think about exams. Somehow I knew she was right. 
      

      
      We had already crossed on other matters. Sleek inhabited her father’s world and had
         plans for fortune, if not fame. The Beirut international business scene was on her
         mind, and she meant to take a place in it. Her father, a large, 1950s American who
         always wore suits, came to visit once. He had a powerful, almost overbearing presence.
         He came with a business partner, a well-dressed Scot introduced as the son of the
         Duke of Argyll. I didn’t then and don’t now know if this was true. The two of them
         took us to dinner at Au Pied du Couchon, one of the most famous restaurants in Paris. Later we went to the Crazy Horse, an
         expensive tourist cabaret where the dancers did a routine wearing nothing but football
         helmets and pads. The Scot flirted with me in the cab on the way home while Cara and
         her father talked about business. I was terrified of him and shied toward the door,
         clinging to it as he tried to put his arm around me. When we were safely home, Cara
         went on about what a good time it had all been. I told her what an ass I thought her
         father’s friend was. She lifted her chin and silently lit a cigarette. Looking steadily
         into my eyes, she croaked, “And what do you think he thought of you?” We had a clear
         picture of the depths of our differences. 
      

      
      Cara finally gave me up and moved out of the apartment. I rarely saw her after that.
         For years, I wanted to write her to apologize, to say I’d always known, even then,
         that there was no justice in what I’d let happen. The letter never got written, partly
         because I knew she didn’t need it. I figured her clear sights and unambiguous plans
         weren’t in any way thwarted by anything I could have done. But who knows? I really
         didn’t understand Cara in any deep sense. She was first a strong presence I could
         attach to, but her grown-up bearing grew too easy to ignore. It became rather fun
         to resist. But the days were getting swept up in more exciting things. The nights
         were too deep for ordinary sympathy. 
      

      
      Liza, Valery, and I took over the place on rue de Parme. We wrote songs and made up
         more dances to celebrate our cosmic friendship. In the early spring, we bought identical
         dresses—white cotton with a layer of voile, embroidered in pink flowers. Signs of
         a wished-for innocence, they looked like children’s clothes. We wore them together,
         like convent school girls dressed for a fancy occasion. But our only institution was
         ourselves. The three stars near the moon were still in the sky as the spring term
         began, and we read them as recognition.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 20

      An Immoveable Feast

      
         
         
      

      
      Now in our second semester at ACP, my new friends and I found ways to get out of the
         city. In February, the College chartered a bus to snowy Grenoble, where France was
         hosting the Winter Olympics. We stayed at a convent deep in the forest. Liza and Valery
         smoked joints out the window of our tiny room. I didn’t join them, fearful we’d get
         caught. The sister who cared for us was addressed as ma Soeur. The simple, intimacy of this made the ancient convent walls a little warmer. My
         old attraction came back. The resonant silence and the morning light, shafting through
         windows designed by some long dead architect, brought back the cold thrill of Catholic
         spirituality I hadn’t felt since Point Lobos.
      

      
      The Olympic Village was down the road. Jean Claude Keeley and Peggy Fleming were the
         great stars that year. One of the nuns, a sports enthusiast, drove us to see them
         in a shuttle bus, her draped arms gesturing off the steering wheel as she talked about
         the games. This lively recluse was a link between the woodland convent and the world-lit
         Olympics. We had to be back to the pick-up spot on time. There would be no slipping
         off to Grenoble bars or we’d be left behind. The return to Paris felt like the end
         of a retreat. The city had a new light, a softer edge. 
      

      
      In April, when spring break arrived, the three of us hitchhiked out of the city, heading
         for Spain. I had never hitchhiked before, and the thought of standing by the side
         of the road, my thumb out to catch a stranger’s kindness, was more than a little frightening.
         Liza had caught my fear one morning over breakfast. “What do you do,” I asked her,
         “when they stop and you don’t like the way they look?” She stopped eating and thought
         about it. “You say you’re doing something else, like taking a poll or getting signatures
         for something.” That sounded reasonable, but what if they said something about the
         bags, didn’t believe you? She told me not to think about it so much. We’d get rides
         easily. Any creeps, we could deal with them. And we’d get to Spain for free. 
      

      
      Setting out, our plan was to visit Paul’s friend Sparrow and spend a week in the sunshine,
         far from the lingering Parisian cold. We got a ride immediately and spent the first
         night in a cheap pension on the outskirts of Clermont-Ferrand. The following evening,
         moved by the orange-lavender sunset and the country landscape, we decided to sleep
         outside, in an apple orchard west of Montpellier. Dinner was bread and cheese. Our
         beds were dark blue wool police capes we’d bought at the flea market in Les Halles.
         They kept us just warm enough in the chilly night. 
      

      
      The truck driver who picked us up in the morning said he could take us all the way
         to Spain. He was chatty and ordinary, a meaty fellow with black hair and a heavy,
         dark brow. I sat in the middle, closest to him. He smelled of garlic and motor oil.
         We hadn’t slept well, and as the day drew on, the tiredness got more and more in the
         way. Liza and Valery drifted off. The trucker kept talking about his hometown near
         Biarritz, how much he hated Paris. The climbing light showed up the cracks and shadows
         in his face. He went silent for a while, coughed and spat out the window. He turned
         and looked down at me, an ugly smile snaking across his face. Demons gleamed from
         his nasty eyes. I screamed. 
      

      
      The trucker’s grin disappeared. He stopped the truck, leaned over the three of us
         and pulled the door handle. “Au revoir,” he said, loud and clear. 
      

      
      Standing by the roadway, Val was baffled and angry. I told her what happened, but
         as a story it didn’t amount to much. The man had grinned at me. She and Liza were
         asleep. I was alone. The smile looked sinister. Val didn’t think much of it. Instead
         of complaining, she came up with a speech on the need to be strong, to not let strength
         be wasted by fear. Clearly she thought I’d seen things in the driver, things that
         weren’t really there. I was twisted with embarrassment; and still shaken up. The trucker
         was bewildering, but so was my reaction. Had I seen something in his face or not?
         Did it matter? If I’d made it up, what nightmare was driving me? How dangerous could
         he have been if there were three of us and one of him? The country landscape took
         on a dark enchantment. Specters of evil lurked by the roadside. I couldn’t tell what
         had happened, but my own imagination was suspect. The most frightening thought was
         that the man himself was only a reflection of the terror in me over what I was doing—not
         just the hitchhiking but all the ideas and activities I’d been experimenting with
         in Paris. And the company with whom I’d come to identify. The great fear was that
         something in me took it all for wrong. Afraid of this fear itself, I shriveled up
         and shut down. 
      

      
      The mood changed. Were my friends thinking twice about me now, as these fears were
         making me them? Or had I awakened fears in Liza—and Valery too, in spite of her chastising?
         A car stopped. We jumped in and made our way across the border into Spain, all of
         us hoping the tension would pass.
      

      
      After three days of empty country roads, Barcelona roared up like a jack-in-the-box.
         Past the shock of crowds and traffic, the old city lay welcoming, easy. We made our
         way to the Plaza Real where, we’d been told in Paris, we’d find our own kind. Smack
         in the center of the city, just off the Ramblas, the Plaza Real was a closed off bohemia. 
      

      
      The sour feeling of the morning’s events was diminished under the clamor and rush
         of the city. We tried out our meager Spanish, asking for Sparrow’s pension. The desultory
         friendliness was about as much as we could take. Some of the guys were eager to help.
         We couldn’t be sure if they knew what they were talking about or just looking for
         a way to keep us around. 
      

      
      There were two distinct populations here, the local residents of the Plaza Real; and
         the visitors who came and went—tourists, students, American sailors. Shabby travelers
         skulked around the quarter, giving clues to the thriving underworld. They followed
         each other down alleys, into the bars. Sounds of Jimi Hendrix and the Doors floated
         out to the curb. They drifted into the plaza, hooked up with local guys. Even the
         sailors were part of the scene, scoring dope, partying. They were walking contradictions,
         on shore leave from the armed ships of the Sixth Fleet, lurking beyond the harbor.
         
      

      
      Paul had given us the name of the pension, but the woman there pointed us to a tiny
         bar down a dark street. We found Sparrow there, hunched over a table, deep in conversation.
         He looked up, caught us in his mad eyes. His hair was wild, and you could see the
         many tattoos on his forearms. Recollection dawned over his burned out features.
      

      
      We hurried back to the room he kept in the rotting pension. His paranoia was flourishing.
         He was convinced Interpol was following him, that they knew his every move and were
         waiting for the right moment to snare him. He saw them in doorways, heard their voices
         in the street. It was Sparrow who had put the idea in Paul’s head that cameras were
         aimed on him—and on Sparrow himself—from the building across the street in Paris.
         He’d said he was sorry to have brought this on Paul. They were there, he claimed,
         because of him. I’d thought he was mad then, but Paul seemed to believe him. 
      

      
      Between stories of agents and their plots, Sparrow rambled incoherently. He complained
         about the dangerous sidewalks of the Plaza Real, where you could fall through the
         cement and twist your ankle. Thieves, he said, lurked in every corner. A host of other
         miseries beset him every day. There was one way out of all this. If we would carry
         a few kilos of hash back to Paris and meet him there, he could sell it at a big profit,
         pay us well, and get himself beyond the reaches of the Spanish agents. Somehow the
         specter of Interpol wasn’t part of this vision. 
      

      
      The three of us, with our long hair, bell-bottom jeans, and dirty capes, looked like
         the other denizens of the neighborhood. At Sparrow’s pension, we were in our element.
         The people there spoke our language and could have been our friends. But for all the
         familiar words and styles, we might as well have been wearing the white dresses with
         the pink embroidery and looking at Sparrow with gaping eyes. He was patently sick,
         and we shrank from him. He was canny enough to see our excuses for what they were.
         When he turned his back to us, hunched, burdened, and didn’t turn around again for
         five, ten minutes, we slipped away. He didn’t seem to know we were there anymore.
         We found another pension on the other side of the square and settled in.
      

      
      Now that our mission to see Sparrow was accomplished, we had no plan or purpose in
         Barcelona. We drifted around the city, trying to spot signals of our cosmic significance.
         We found none. 
      

      
      The next afternoon we were standing in front of a large cafeteria, when an American
         man approached us. He wore a suit, tie, and hat. Over his arm he carried a trench
         coat. He looked like somebody’s father, straight up, honest, nothing lurking in his
         shadows. He said he recognized us as fellow Americans and introduced himself. Right
         away he asked if we had enough to eat. We were in fact running through our last pesetas,
         clinging to what we needed for the train back to Paris. The man offered to buy us
         lunch, and we took him up on it. I figured we’d have to listen to his stories or his
         questions, but the opportunity for a good, full meal was too appealing to pass up.
         Indeed, over our plates he asked what we were doing with our lives. We answered his
         questions frankly, Val giving him plenty to respond to. We got down to eating, and
         he started on communism, then went to representing America, remembering our origins.
         In spite of the unwelcome lecture, his tone was kind and caring. He seemed genuinely
         worried about us. We thanked him and drifted on, not concerned to be anything but
         polite.
      

      
      On the third day in Barcelona, a spring rain veiled the city. The next day it poured.
         Poverty demands at least sunshine for amusement, but there was none in sight. Our
         miserable little room off the Plaza Real, cramped, smelly, and dark, was no place
         to while away the hours. Spending the day in cafés meant spending the few pesetas
         we had. After the long journey south and four days in Barcelona, we decided to leave.
      

      
      In contrast to the return from Grenoble in February, coming back to Paris after Spain
         had a sad inevitability about it. The city felt tame and domestic, the place of work,
         even though we didn’t study much. This was the place of routine, interrupted as it
         often was, and of bills to pay, no matter how much we tried to liberate ourselves
         from bourgeois concerns. But coming back, pulling into the Gare St. Lazare, following the steps down to the Metro, making
         our way along the rue de Parme again, the city was lined with a certain poignancy.
         It was nostalgia. I felt it in the avenues, the stately, barnacled buildings. Spring
         was coming on, and the warmer weather made the smells clear, coffee, perfume, the
         metro. I had a history here. Paris had thickened into home. Of course, that wouldn’t
         hold any more than my other homes had. And Paris wouldn’t be a moveable feast, as
         Hemingway had called it. In a book by that name he wrote if you were lucky enough
         to live there when you were young, Paris would stay with you forever. Hemingway wasn’t
         talking about memories. He meant something about the mystical beauty of the city itself
         in his day, the way it lit up strangers, made them natives by imagination if not birth.
         The glow of Paris was old, secure, and at the same time more open-ended than any American
         frontier. But my new past here would get pushed further back as the days piled over
         them. Cara, Hatty, and Maria Upton faded into the receding distance. Behind them,
         faint and wondering, were the earlier, simpler pictures of myself. Paul had disappeared,
         but he was still in my sights, a barely legible image. In the immediate foreground
         were Liza and Val, mirrors, beacons; and magnets for others who crossed the Atlantic,
         arriving on our doorstep in the spring of 1968.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 21

      Our Friends the Draft Resisters

      
         
         
      

      
      Studying in my room one evening—a practice I’d once been devoted to but now took up
         only when the guilt got unbearable—I heard Val come in, talking excitedly to somebody.
         The heavy sound of a suitcase meant whoever it was would be staying. “Anybody home?”
         she called. I couldn’t tell if she hoped for an answer or not. “I’m here.” She came
         to the doorway, beside her a serious, frightened looking young man. He was Roy, just
         in from Wisconsin. He knew Val’s old boyfriend Larry. “Welcome to Paris,” I said.
         He thanked me and chuckled. The eyes were focused, intelligent. They weren’t happy.
         “Did you come by yourself?” I ventured, hoping it wasn’t a nosy question. “I’m with
         some other people,” he said. “Thanks for letting me stay here.” Clueless, I assured
         him it was nothing. In spite of the shyness, something about his face or his posture
         showed a rock-like confidence. What I took for bashfulness was perhaps a considered
         reluctance to talk. 
      

      
      Valery jumped into the awkward silence. “We’re gonna make some dinner. I’ll let you
         know when it’s ready.” She scanned my books and papers. “Keep studying!” she said,
         laughing. They went off to the kitchen, Val chattering happily. I would’ve been nervous
         in her place. Dinner was, in any case, solemn and difficult. Roy was closed in on
         himself. Val tried to keep the conversation going, and I pushed myself to help. He
         said he was tired, but clearly something was weighing on him. 
      

      
      As soon as he’d finished eating, he headed for the room Val had made up for him, a
         large closet in the back of the apartment where guests sometimes slept. “He’s asleep
         already,” she whispered a few minutes later. We were in the kitchen, far enough away
         so he wouldn’t hear us if he woke. In a voice that said this is serious, Val told me about him.
      

      
      Roy was a draft resister. He and his friends had been at the University of Wisconsin,
         where they’d set up an antiwar group and organized demonstrations. Some had graduated
         in the spring, but the others—including Roy—had been banned from campus, which meant
         they could be categorized as dropouts. They were all vulnerable to the draft. They
         had weighed the decision to leave the country and to forfeit US citizenship against
         two bad options: Vietnam or prison. Eighteen, nineteen, and twenty years old, they
         had left America, as far as they knew, forever. 
      

      
      The most common destination for draft resisters in those days was Canada. Some sixty
         thousand men and their families—the number gets contested—left the United States to
         find refuge there between 1964, when Congress allocated a huge portion of the budget
         for the war in Vietnam, and 1973, when the Paris Peace Talks brought an end to direct
         American military involvement in Southeast Asia. Sweden had been the one other place
         where resisters could find asylum. Canada’s closeness made it preferable, of course,
         but this presented the temptation to go back, covertly or otherwise. The risk, as
         many resisters put it later, lay not only in getting caught and sent to jail but in
         compromising on the crucial decision. It meant losing the weightier sense of self
         that came with acting on one’s principles regarding the fundamental issue of the day,
         resisting the war. 
      

      
      President de Gaulle’s relationship with Washington had weakened through the years
         of the US buildup in Vietnam. The Johnson administration had done little to ease the
         tension with de Gaulle in the year and a half since his break with NATO. The French
         leader’s popularity among his own people had grown as he resisted America’s policies
         in Southeast Asia. In 1967, de Gaulle decided to grant political asylum in France
         to American draft resisters and even to deserters who demonstrated they had left the
         military for reasons having to do with Vietnam. So France became the third nation
         to act on its criticism of the US war by granting aid to American citizens who refused
         Washington’s call to fight. Jimmy Carter would eventually grant amnesty to them, but
         that was nine years in the future. For the moment, Roy and his friends had no reason
         to think they would ever return to the United States legally.
      

      
      Landing in France, they were almost without resources. The French government was still
         in the process of organizing the promised material support. In the meantime, they
         needed places to stay. Figuring this would be the case, Roy had gotten the name of
         Val’s school and her address in Paris from Larry.
      

      
      The day after he arrived at the apartment, the three of us discussed the situation
         with him. Val sat at the head of the dining room table, moderating. Silent, distant,
         Roy looked by turns hopeful and wary. He explained that the French government was
         sponsoring him but that living arrangements hadn’t been worked out yet. His friends
         were doing the same thing, looking for sympathizers who could offer lodging for a
         while. There was no question of going anywhere else. They risked arrest setting foot
         in any other European country besides Sweden; and in France, they had to be in Paris,
         the site of their political support. 
      

      
      In the shadows of Roy’s bashfulness you could see the fierce edge. He knew what he
         was about. His formality with Liza and me implied recognition that we had a say in
         whether he moved in. We both assented, not so much because of the politics. We were
         bowled over by Roy’s presence and by the drama of it all.
      

      
      A few days later, Roy’s friend Mark was camping out in the apartment too. The two
         of them came and went, sleeping little, disappearing into the city for meetings with
         people we didn’t know—with government subcommittees, student groups, well placed intellectuals.
         They were more like long-term visitors than members of the household. But into the
         heart of our world the Madison draft resisters had brought, unknowingly, one of the
         major elements of what would emerge later that spring as the great Paris uprising
         of May 1968.
      

      
      Roy, Mark, and the rest of their group got busy right away organizing a draft resisters
         union. Through the grapevine, they had learned of other Americans who had come to
         France in response to de Gaulle’s invitation. The idea of the union was to bring them
         all together as an interest group and approach the French government as a coordinated
         body. A number of Army deserters joined them. Hiding out in towns along the German
         border, they had been leading sad, shadowy lives. What everybody had foremost in common—resisters,
         deserters, supporters—was opposition to the American war in Vietnam.
      

      
      In less than a month, the union was in place. Roy and Mark had become the leaders
         of a sizable expatriate population. For some of them, it wasn’t just the war but the
         military itself that was the object of scorn. It was the cutting machine of empire
         and the worst expression of American national culture. 
      

      
      Resistance was also a personal matter. Fighting, killing, getting maimed in the jungles
         of Indochina—these were the nightmares America expected them to face. None of them
         wanted anything to do with it. They had no quarrel with the Viet Cong or with the
         people of North Vietnam. Giving up their citizenship was hard, but it was better than
         the grueling violence that going along with the government’s program would mean. 
      

      
      The organization they formed, the American Draft Resistors’ Union in Paris, had the
         support of the French government and other antiwar groups. These in turn were associated
         with student and labor coalitions who’d found common ground on a number of issues.
         A heady radical air was brewing in Paris, and the draft resisters were in the thick
         of it.
      

      
      In a few weeks the Madison guys had their own place in the suburbs, subsidized by
         the French government. Still, Mark and Roy stayed at our apartment much of the time.
         Partly it was a matter of a growing attachment between Valery and Roy, but it was
         also for the sake of early morning meetings and being on the streets at rush hour
         to hand out leaflets. Mark and Roy always seemed to be rushing from one engagement
         to another, planning, arranging, bearing down on the legal and political demands of
         their life in exile. They were networking, fund-raising, managing communications every
         day, from early until late. The Union’s legal matters had to be attended to, and then
         there were the endless logistics of simply living in France as individual foreigners.
         Visas had to be applied for, foreign identity cards, health insurance. The energy
         this called for seemed to carry them along with strained exhilaration, but always
         there was the flush of worry, the clouded brow, the mouth suddenly tight. They were
         nothing if not serious. It was as if they felt they had to keep moving, had to keep
         the organization’s momentum going, or the government might relax its attention. All
         the draft resisters would then be unmoored, unprotected in a dangerously ambivalent
         world. 
      

      
      With the circle of followers and supporters enlarged, the resisters pushed public
         relations overtly. They held speaking events and rituals of turning in draft cards.
         One night at the very end of April, Valery, Liza, and I tagged along to a public meeting
         on the left bank. The hall was packed. The three of us found seats in the back. The
         stage was bare except for a long table with microphones. Somebody came on and introduced
         the Madison group. The applause rose in waves, and our friends, standing at their
         seats near the front, bowed their heads to the crowd. 
      

      
      The room settled down. Two men appeared on the stage and took seats at the table.
         The eyeglasses of the one on the left reflected the lights back to the crowd. One
         eye seemed to wander. His brow was wide, a few strings of hair strung across the bald
         head. A whisper went past. Sartre. It was him. In the other chair was Alfred Kastler,
         1966 Nobel laureate in physics. 
      

      
      Kastler, whose research in nuclear physics had made important advances in the study
         of atomic structures, spoke against the war and, as he had in the past, against the
         threat of nuclear proliferation. Then the philosopher began to speak, and the room
         went silent. He praised the resisters. Directing his funny gaze at them, Sartre pronounced
         the words that brought everybody to their feet. “Vous êtes vraiment existentialistes.” While the crowd roared and the room shook with applause, the resisters filed on
         stage, placing their draft cards in a box destined for the dumpster. From stage left,
         they faced the audience, their faces gleeful, stoic, embarrassed. 
      

      
      I wanted to feel proud, as if I’d somehow had a hand in this. But it was all too overwhelming,
         and the crabbed wish was drowned out. Giving two of the men on the stage a place to
         stay now and then was kind, but it didn’t count for much. If I cared enough about
         what they stood for, I’d have to do more. 
      

      
      In the aftermath of the public meeting, the draft resisters union drew support from
         many of the American students and expatriates living in Paris. More French citizens,
         drawn to the story of Sartre’s tribute, came to their aid. Fund-raising was going
         well. They set up an office, an organizational center. Rallies were planned. Somebody
         gave them a hand press so they could make posters and flyers. The publicity was largely
         aimed at making known the atrocities in Vietnam and the growing resistance of the
         American population. 
      

      
      The resisters started making trips to American military bases across the border in
         Germany. They had to be careful not to let any US officials recognize who they were,
         or they could be arrested. Usually they stationed themselves a block or two outside
         the gate and distributed pamphlets to the soldiers as they passed by on the way to
         town. Mark reported finding listeners among the many draftees aggravated or simply
         bored with the Army. And they attracted a lot of uniformed dope smokers. It wasn’t
         uncommon in those days to see in a soldier’s eyes and movements the signature features
         of a stoner. Hash was plentiful in Germany and many of the soldiers found in the dope
         and the music imported from the States the means for keeping up the lifestyles of
         people their age back home. The resisters gained support among them, and the antiwar
         movement developed a small following on military installations. They were fanned too
         by demonstrations against the war back home. 
      

      
      Opening our doors to Roy and Mark, I made my entry into this culture. Not long after
         the public meeting with Sartre and Kastler, a situation developed that would seal
         my association with the draft resisters. It put me in direct, personal conflict with
         the whole issue of Vietnam. On a bright day at the end of April, I was having lunch
         with Liza in the college dining room, located in a brick shed a few blocks from the
         American church. Since lunch was included in the fees our parents paid, most of the
         ACP students ate there. The room was full and loud. At the door I spotted a friend
         of ours, Shelly Westfield. With her were Roy and Mark, who she’d brought along as
         guests. I had known Shelly at Heidelberg High School. She was a dreamy, otherworldly
         girl with dark blonde hair and large blue eyes. Her sensuous, watery features and
         enormous boobs that seemed to lead her short body around gave the high school kids
         reason to think of her as in some way loose. But she was far more serious and genuine
         than most people in our school. When Shelly looked at you her eyes shifted from side
         to side, probing to see who you were, what you really meant, how you felt. Always
         looking lost in her thoughts, she stayed on the margins of social life, a loner. 
      

      
      As Shelly led the way into the dining room, a portly, officious man in a dark suit
         approached them. He put both hands up, palms out, gesturing to come no further. This
         was Richard Stelman, admissions director and de facto dean at ACP. Stelman was a former
         Marine who’d retired to Paris years before. He had taken the job at ACP not long after
         the school was founded. In the absence of a real dean, Stelman served as a kind of
         guardian at large. He was short and heavy set but moved with great authority. In addition
         to his official position, Stelman seemed to act as college counselor too. He was famous
         for stopping people in the church basement to ask questions about how they were doing,
         how classes were. It didn’t always feel like the gentle, caring concern of a trained
         counselor. I think he felt a certain responsibility for us, for our welfare in the
         great urban swirl. Our parents, after all, were paying a lot of money for us to attend
         the school and live in Paris. And we were so young and inexperienced. Stelman’s questions
         were probably intended to let us know he was keeping track of us for those reasons
         as much as any other; but they felt at times like intrusions into our newly found—and
         jealously held—sovereignty from our families. 
      

      
      Stelman soon found out who the Madison people were. Other ACP students had gotten
         to know them and taken an interest in their situation. Some, like Shelly, had joined
         the antiwar campaign. At the door to the dining room that afternoon, Shelly looked
         at Stelman with her swimming blue eyes, questioning the abrupt gesture. He seemed
         to be insisting on something we couldn’t hear. As she turned to usher Roy and Mark
         back down the steps, I thought I saw Stelman push her out the door.
      

      
      I watched in disbelief. Caring something for Shelly, and by that point for the Madison
         boys, I was incensed. The drama was symbolic. She was so small, and Stelman so powerful.
         I wasn’t sure what I thought I’d seen had actually happened, but the way he met her
         with his full-blown authority set me on fire with anger. Moments later, when he left
         the lunchroom, I, amazingly, followed. 
      

      
      What happened next is as clear in memory as if it took place yesterday. Entering the
         side door to the church, I raced down the steps to the basement, went straight to
         his door, and pushed it open. I hadn’t knocked. He looked up from his desk, surprised.
         “You have no right to treat Shelly like that,” I said. My voice shook. I couldn’t
         believe myself. It was as if somebody else were speaking, inhabiting my body. “You
         pushed her!” Stelman stared at me with popping eyes, and I swear a tint of guilt flickered
         across his face. His expression turned to stone. He didn’t say I was wrong, didn’t
         correct me; but drew back inside himself. The desk was a barricade. I left the room
         before he could tell me to go, still racing with anger. 
      

      
      Where had this anger—and the gall to act on it—come from? In the aftermath of the
         office scene, a fast growing fear bled into the racing anger. I would pay for this
         big time. Stelman was alert to subversion, and now it had come right to his face.
         There was nobody at the college to challenge his position. He was someone to reckon
         with; and I had now, stupidly made an enemy of him. 
      

      
      At home everybody knew what had happened. I was cheered for taking a stand, for challenging
         the Man. Here was another new experience. Standing in the small limelight of our living
         room, seeing their glasses raised to whatever rushing anger had driven me to confront
         Stelman, I was flushed, embarrassed, ready for more; and terrified of the consequences.
         
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 22

      Showdown with Frannie

      
         
         
      

      
      They started rolling in the next day when a phone call came from Frannie. Her voice
         was low and careful. Mr. Stelman had sent a telegram. I was in trouble—not he said I was but I was—spending time with derelicts, missing classes. She wanted to see me. I tried to assuage
         her fears, to reassure her I was fine, I was happy. Skipping a few classes didn’t
         matter so much. She asked if I’d smoked marijuana, and of course I denied it (for
         years when I told this story I would add “and that was true: I’d been smoking hash”).
         But she was having none of it. Her steely silence at the other end of the phone might
         have been a declaration by megaphone: she wasn’t convinced, her worries had become
         suspicions. I was to come home. She would pay for me to catch the next train possible
         for Heidelberg. Get the money from Stelman if necessary.
      

      
      So I went. In the sprawling apartment on Neuenheimerlandstrasse, across the river
         from the university and the castle, I was overwhelmed by the sudden, palpable memories
         of my mother’s well-run household. There was plenty of food here. Somebody else was
         paying the bills. 
      

      
      With Dad away for the last eight months and only Sarah at home, Frannie had staked
         out an independent life for herself. Her sovereignty was more distinct than during
         his earlier absences. She had a job as an assistant to the manager of the PX. The
         last time Jack was in Vietnam, while we languished in Columbus, she had taken the
         job at Davidson’s. Those had been desperate times. The job had helped, and Frannie
         visibly enjoyed getting out of the house, dressing up in her Kimberly knits. But in
         the hot Georgia days, the terror of being without money had aggravated her brittleness.
         Now in the elegant Heidelberg setting, work was something she chose to do. 
      

      
      She’d taken up her old cosmopolitanism. New clothes hung in her closet, well cut,
         fashionable, from a boutique on the Hauptstrasse. She’d given the apartment something of a facelift, with subtle green-grey fabrics
         and carpets. In the evenings and on weekends she saw friends. There were walks and
         lunches with the Frauen Wandergruppe, the Ladies’ Walking Group, a club of sorts made up of women who lived in our stately
         neighborhood. They walked together along the Philosophen Weg—the Philosopher’s Way,
         up the hill behind our house—and along the banks of the Neckar. She had dinner with
         the pilots of Dad’s old aviation detachment and their wives. Frannie’s life had glamour
         again, after decades of scraping to make ends meet and living like a gypsy. She was
         having a good time. You could see the memories of her girlhood, before the money and
         the rich social life went up in smoke, in the edges of this reupholstered lifestyle.
      

      
      Now my own lifestyle tore a hole in this pleasure. It was a strange turn of events,
         my going bad, and she had to deal with it alone, at least for the moment. She was
         remote, stiff, disinclined to talk. This was nothing new in itself. She’d always responded
         to trouble with the stiff upper lip, ready to soldier through tough times. But there
         was something else here. Frannie was afraid of me. 
      

      
      I had assumed I knew the thought-world my mother inhabited and figured she didn’t
         know mine. I knew her mental landscape was posted with fear, fear that didn’t need
         a clear object to keep it going. But I never imagined her terror could land on one
         of her own kids, on me. Here she was, though, plain as day—and unbelievably—frightened
         of me. More to the point, I suppose, she seemed scared of whatever she thought was
         inhabiting and influencing me. I was still her daughter, the studious kid who had
         wanted to be a nun. The sweet girl who could be counted on to do well. But whoever
         had possessed me stood before her, corrupt, not innocent. 
      

      
      Frannie seemed entirely without confidence. Mostly what I got from her was silence.
         This would not be a weekend of communication and explanation. I would have no part
         in showing her how I was. She would watch and size things up for herself. I groped
         around for some way to tell her about the discoveries I’d made in Paris, but I had
         no confidence either. Her stony expression shut down all my efforts to explain. I
         didn’t have the courage to keep talking into her cold mask. Stelman had already given
         her what she took as the complete account of things, of what I’d been doing and with
         whom I’d been keeping company. 
      

      
      Frannie’s usual nervousness was compounded by an old and deep fear of anything leftist.
         The real threat behind whatever she saw in me was communism. Like a lot of people
         of her generation, communism was in Frannie’s eyes a snaking, evil spirit that spread
         itself through seduction and blackmail. It aimed for the weaker elements in whatever
         society it infiltrated. I saw she took me as one of those flimsy, impressionable people
         whose character couldn’t be trusted. This was the most devastating thing I learned
         during that weekend at home. My mother didn’t trust me. And Jack wouldn’t either.
         
      

      
      On Sunday morning I started packing my things for the evening train back to Paris.
         Frannie was completely unavailable by this point. Being with her in the apartment,
         as comfortable as it was, felt like a real strain. I ventured to say something about
         when we should leave for the station, and she responded, still in that low, distant
         voice, that I was not going back to Paris. I asked why, and at first got only a tight-mouthed
         refusal for answer. Then she brought out a response that had been customary in our
         house years ago, an old papal logic that brooked no argument: Because I said so. 
      

      
      Now, in addition to the shock of seeing I wasn’t trusted, I was sunk at the realization
         that nothing I could do would make her listen to me. A stranger’s story would prevail
         over mine. Stelman was older, a man, a figure of authority. I had no chance of persuading
         her of my point of view. I shouldn’t have been surprised, of course. When we were
         children, my parents had never expressed interest in our experiences of ourselves,
         our thoughts or feelings about our lives. It wasn’t the sort of thing they thought
         parents should ask their kids. If one of us happened to pipe up with reflections of
         this sort, Frannie and Jack might chuckle or even laugh out loud; but our impressions
         were never taken seriously. 
      

      
      In recent years, as college had come into the picture, a few small and clumsy changes
         had come about in our relations with our parents. When the twins came back from Schiller
         College for the Christmas holidays, the distance they’d gained from the household
         was visible. They were different. Something in their voices, their manners, or the
         way they moved was unidentifiable. Their elegance and maturity drew respect from Mom
         and Dad and lent a certain gravitas to the dinner table. Everybody listened to them.
         As they had in all the episodes of our earlier lives, the twins had thus broken the
         ice for Sarah and me to make our own moves into adulthood. 
      

      
      Sarah too these days had developed new liberties. With Frannie out a lot and no older
         sisters to monitor her activities, Sarah had for some time now been coming and going
         as she pleased. She was attentive to my mother’s rules, didn’t stay out too late or
         drift beyond the pale of ordinary dependent life. But the simple privileges of being
         on her own, of not having to report her every exit and entry, even of being alone
         at home for hours at a stretch, gave her the chance to grow past the girlhood confines.
         
      

      
      These changes only went so far, but the differences were palpable. So while I didn’t
         come to my mother on that memorable weekend without trepidation or with the expectation
         that she would thoughtfully consider everything I had to say about my life in Paris,
         I did have reason to think I’d have something of a ground to stand on and a chance
         to speak. The deafness left me floating in a moral vacuum. 
      

      
      There were no handholds to grab. My mother offered nothing but rejection, and yet
         her muteness had effectively muddied my vision of what Paris had meant. That place
         and the idealistic visions I’d cultivated there were now contested openly by all Frannie
         stood for. Paris, nevertheless, offered more substance, more content, than the negating
         suspicion in this gray-toned Heidelberg apartment. On Monday, after Frannie went to
         work, I finished packing my bag, walked to the streetcar stop, and got to the station
         in time for the morning train. 
      

      
      I left a note on the chest beside the front door: “I know what I know is right for
         me. I’m going back to Paris.” Later I found out how Frannie responded. Immediately
         she forwarded Stelman’s telegram to Jack in Saigon. The telegram had been addressed
         to him in the first place but ended up at Frannie’s door. Stelman believed, like many
         in his position would have in those days, that the father of the family was the one
         to deal with in a case like this, not his wife. Instead of sending his message to
         Frannie at the Neuenheimerlandstrasse address or our APO box, he’d chosen to send
         it to Dad at “Aviation Department, Headquarters USAREUR”—an unspecific address that
         would nonetheless get the telegram in the hands of people who would know how to reach
         him. Thus it passed through several hands before somebody decided to give it to Frannie.
         Sending it like this meant a little more exposure: a telegram, even sealed in an envelope,
         always meant trouble.
      

      
      Soon afterward, Jack would translate the contents of Stelman’s message to me in joking
         terms: “Your daughter’s drowning in the Seine. Take soonest available flight Heidelberg.”
         He was trying to be funny but it wasn’t quite working. The telegram reached him in
         Da Nang, not far from the border of North Vietnam. A jeep came careening across the
         tarmac, braking at the plane door where he was about to embark for a mission into
         the Demilitarized Zone, the deceptively empty no-man’s-land between the two halves
         of Vietnam. At least my trouble got him out of that. He requested and was immediately
         granted thirty days of emergency leave. Before the day ended, he had boarded a flight
         for Europe. Worried about the influences I was under—political, chemical, voluntary,
         forced—he decided he would, on arriving in Heidelberg, alert Interpol, the International
         Criminal Police Organization. Their mandate included sharing information about communist
         activities in the West with other national crime agencies. They would have my name,
         and if Jack didn’t find me in forty-eight hours, detectives would be put on the case.
      

      
      Meanwhile, I had taken the train back to Paris in a desolate state of mind. My mother
         had for all practical purposes abandoned me, and I wasn’t sure what I would find when
         I got back to the rue de Parme. Would Liza and Valery be ready to hear the story of
         my visit to Heidelberg, to make up for Frannie’s deafness? The Madison people had
         moved to the apartment in the suburbs, but they were still at our place much of the
         time. Would they be around, holding meetings? What would I find when I got back to
         the place I had now more or less declared my home?
      

      
      The apartment was empty. The kitchen sink was full of dirty dishes, and the beds were
         unmade. The early afternoon light made everything gray. I put my things down in the
         rose colored bedroom I had inherited in the fall when Sleek moved out. It was absurdly
         over-decorated, with a ruffled, rose satin bedspread, matching curtains, and a rose
         satin valence positioned over the headboard. I lay on the bed and tried to sleep.
         A strange silence filled the place. I felt incredibly alone. 
      

      
      I showered and made my way to the café in the Place St. André des Arts. The usual
         bohemian clientele were there, speaking in low voices, smoking cigarettes over coffee.
         Somebody was playing a guitar. It reminded me of the time I’d brought my lute and
         played folk songs there with Liza and Shelly Westfield. Somebody gave us a frank or
         two for our efforts. 
      

      
      I found a distant friend sitting in the corner, a strange, older fellow named Bill.
         He was a deserter from the American Army in Germany. He’d been stationed near the
         French border until about six months earlier, when, deciding military life wasn’t
         for him, he’d lit out into the night. Bill had a long face like a basset hound and
         thick glasses. His thin, dirty hair hung straight along the sides of his head. He
         was poor, but he had some sort of income from the French government. He claimed identification
         with the resisters’ union but gave no evidence of a real ideological or political
         drive. I figured he just hadn’t liked being strapped into a uniform or made to do
         what he was told by some barking sergeant. 
      

      
      Bill hadn’t seen anybody we knew lately, but he was interested in hearing about my
         weekend. While we were talking, Roger, who we’d come to call “Petit Orson,” Little
         Bear, walked in. Valery had given him the nickname and shortened it to “Petit.” She
         found something adorable in his short, stocky stature, but the name didn’t fit his
         dark seriousness. Now his girlfriend, Val was trying to soften his edges, probe for
         a chink in his armor. 
      

      
      Petit wore his usual grim expression but managed a half smile when he saw us. He didn’t
         seem to think much of Bill, who was always eager to impress him with his rag tag knowledge
         of political goings-on. It was odd being with them, between Petit’s distance and Bill’s
         pressing talk. If Roger had any information about developments in the Union, he wasn’t
         going to share it with this pathetic figure. His weighty silence only egged Bill on.
         Roger got up to leave, explaining unconvincingly that he had to be somewhere. Moments
         after he left, Valery appeared, wearing the police cape on this chilly spring night.
         She was irritated at the sight of Bill. Nodding in his direction she turned to me,
         as if we’d just seen each other this morning. “Have you seen Petit? I’m supposed to
         meet him.” Suddenly she remembered I’d been in Heidelberg. Her drifty interest in
         my story showed how gone she was on Petit. She was only waiting for him to come back.
         When he did, they moved to another table and disappeared into each other. Bill was
         looking a little too focused on me, and I left. 
      

      
      In the quiet of the messy, dirty apartment, I wrote in my journal an account of where
         I thought I was. In hindsight, it looks grandiose, immature, romantic. But it was
         probably the first time this spring that I consciously articulated what I was thinking,
         how things were changing, where I thought it was all going. It started with the acknowledgment
         that Jack and Frannie’s house couldn’t be home anymore. I believed my future lay with
         “the revolution,” with the coming changes in the spirit, the culture, and the politics
         of the Western young. The cold reception I’d gotten from my mother counted for nothing.
         The world-scale, evanescent vision had wound itself into my imagination, even though
         I was far from being one of the revolutionaries. What I wrote was the earnest expression
         of a belief in a new home to come—a heavenly world, not unlike Paris, that would soon
         emerge. Ushered in by the spiritual vitalism and the political “energy,” as we called
         it, arising everywhere, a sparkling benignity would soon reign on earth.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Jack was midway across the Indian Ocean on a military airlift bound for
         central Europe. He landed at Heidelberg airfield exhausted, hungry, in need of a shower.
         Once rested at the apartment on Neuenheimerlandstrasse, he conferred with Frannie
         about the next steps. To this day I can’t understand why they treated my location
         as such a mystery. The note I left with Frannie had been straightforward: I was going
         back to Paris, to the apartment where I’d been living all along. She knew I had no
         money to travel further or to move out. They had the phone number. The easiest thing
         would have been to call. 
      

      
      But they plotted and planned into the night, and in the morning, Dad called Interpol.
         He packed a small bag with a clean shirt and a change of underwear. Frannie drove
         him to the train station, and by the late afternoon we were in the same city.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 23

      May 1968

      
         
         
      

      
      1968 was the year of the Tet Offensive in Vietnam, the Prague Spring, the start of
         the Troubles in Northern Ireland; of Robert Kennedy’s and Martin Luther King Jr.’s
         deaths. Shootouts between the Black Panthers and the police took place in Oakland
         and Cleveland. Draft records were burned with napalm in Catonsville, Ohio. Mao initiated
         his ruinous Cultural Revolution, LBJ’s Civil Rights Act was passed, and Nixon was
         elected president. Student protesters occupied campuses at Berkeley, Columbia University,
         Paris. Like the May 15 and Occupy Wall Street Movements in Madrid and New York forty-three
         years later, the protests were part of a necklace of demonstrations throughout Europe
         and the Americas.
      

      
      1968 roars like a beast on the far side of a dense jungle. It’s hard to distinguish
         the sounds, almost impossible to see the contours. It was a prolific, vital year for
         my generation. But remembering events of ‘68 is never the simple process it should
         be. Every memory I have seems to add another story, pile more onto the heap of anecdotes,
         images, interpretations accumulated over how many decades now. How can anything in
         this mess be trusted? Trying to find a way back, I find pictures from newspapers,
         lines from books and films stuffed between the events of my life. Scenes of political
         action against the war are stacked beside photos of dope smoking hippies doing nothing,
         doing it in style. There are speechmakers, the long hair held back in headbands, Native
         American style. On other stages, the music screams, Oh say can you see. 
      

      
      In Paris, the spring of 1968 came on in a sudden wave of anger, sustained in a carnival
         atmosphere. The memories flame, fade, and grow more difficult to understand as the
         years since accumulate. 
      

      
       

      
      Later that day when I came back from Heidelberg, Liza returned to rue de Parme after
         a weekend with her parents in the suburbs. Stelman had notified her folks too. Her
         reception had been similar to mine—no conversation, a lot of chilliness, suspicion
         in the air. She described the same stiff postures and odd look in the eye. We declared
         ourselves liberated from these households. Eventually we got around to the fear. How
         much longer would they support us? Where would we go? How solid were our alternatives?
         After rummaging through a few unpromising ideas, we stepped back from the abyss where
         our thoughts were heading. We had things to do, people to see. There was too much
         Paris outside to stay brooding in the apartment.
      

      
      We headed to the Café St. André des Arts, my second time that day. Valery and Roy
         were still hunched over coffee, talking intensely. They made space for us, but it
         seemed to take them a while to get us in focus. They were thinking about bigger things.
         The Resisters’ Union had made a decision to join the student groups that were planning
         demonstrations against university policies. Other issues too had grown hot of late
         in France, including the Vietnam War. 
      

      
      The American draft resisters’ relationship to the students would be complicated. This
         was the same government, of course, that had extended a hand to give them a legal
         home outside the United States. Our friends would be entering darker waters and risking
         their security again, for this would not be just another demonstration. It would be
         big. It would last throughout the spring, and it would make history. 
      

      
      Val sketched a theory about the conjunction of the demonstration and the new life
         Liza and I had begun for ourselves in rejecting our parents. The theory was political
         and spiritual at the same time: the simultaneity of developing events and the “energy”
         she saw in us was significant. It was the single instance in that span of days when
         anyone made an effort to put the different poles of my experience into a single picture.
         Breaking from home was a revolutionary act in itself, Val announced. It gave us the
         momentum, she said, to join the gathering storm. Everything over the course of that
         winter—our bonding, the trip to Barcelona, the arrival of the Madison people—had prepared
         us for it. And so Liza and I became, through the words of our friend and leader, citizens
         of the coming revolution.
      

      
      For the moment, there was relief in Valery’s account of things. Since leaving Heidelberg,
         my stomach had been tense and churning. I’d left something behind there, something
         substantial, weighty. It wasn’t clear exactly what that was or how to name it. My
         parents’ world, the beliefs of my youth? The edges were unclear. The act of running
         seemed momentous, but where was the glee, the celebration? The future, wide open,
         uncharted, floated at the edge of the wet, greening landscape. Without shape or ballast,
         it wafted toward France and beyond, out to sea. Would it dissipate out there, like
         the ocean rain on the decks of the United States? 
      

      
      The exhilaration of running away from Frannie to my own, chosen life had dwindled
         down to worry and distraction even before the train had reached Paris. I would soon
         rejoin my friends; but I felt stranded on a lonely, dangerous shore. 
      

      
      Valery’s mother, a psychotherapist and educator at an experimental school in New England,
         had not put half the constraints on her daughter that Liza and I had grown up with.
         She had actively encouraged Val to explore her own imagination and expose herself
         to new ideas. I envied my friend the support she had from home in linking up with
         the Resisters’ Union. The absence of conflict in her was amazing. Plagued by doubt
         and division, I envied Val’s confidence, the direct gaze, the sure gestures. 
      

      
      And I envied Roy. He had been honored by Jean Paul Sartre and a room full of sophisticated
         Parisians, not to speak of an invisible but large audience of solid supporters across
         the United States and France. Although he came from a middle-class family that deplored
         his decisions, and he lacked Valery’s native confidence, Roy looked and felt solid
         as a rock. Even in the persona of Petit Orson, he had strength. Another man his age
         might easily develop problems of ego and authority in such a position. He was modest
         but for a person of nineteen, he had an impressive gravitas. What seemed like diffidence
         in his gray eyes vanished when an issue of political or logistical importance came
         up. His look would come straight at you and stay there, waiting for the information,
         for something useful you could tell him. If nothing came, he turned away. It was a
         serious gaze but a sad one, and more than a little disarming.
      

      
      That morning over coffee, with Val’s interpretation of our recent experiences hovering
         over the table, Roy talked more openly than he usually did. Something big was in the
         works, he said, a demonstration. A huge number of people would be there. This would
         be significant. We needed to show support, to be there with the crowd. I was excited
         and at the same time frightened at the thought of being part of it. Petit drew a picture
         of an electrified mass, an irresistible wave of energy that would sweep through the
         Latin Quarter gathering together the city’s youth and intellectuals, perhaps workers
         too. His somber tone made the vision seem all the more plausible. It was fascinating
         but the logic of it wasn’t clear to me. The groups involved were many and diverse.
         What they shared was a left orientation and an impatience with the French government
         for a number of different policies. And I couldn’t get how the draft resisters fit
         into the picture, given their sponsorship by the government. It was hard to see a
         political map of it, but we knew we’d be there.
      

      
      A day or two later, during the first week of May, Liza, Valery, Petit Orson, Mark,
         and I took the Metro to the Latin Quarter. The indecisive spring had finally mustered
         a sunny morning. We climbed out at Place St. Michel. Lots of people were already gathered
         there, in clusters, waiting for things to happen. They stood on the street corners,
         alert, hands in pockets, stretching up on toes, craning their necks to see other people
         arriving. They looked nervous, ready. Moment by moment the crowd grew. It was a carnival
         scene of long hair, green Army jackets, beads, sandals, long skirts, blue jeans, granny
         glasses, bandanas tied at the back of the neck. Groups coagulated, broke open, reformed.
         Now and then someone would step back and scan the area, gesture down the side streets,
         toward the Place St. Germain; and then to the other bank, where the cops waited. 
      

      
      The trouble had begun a little over a month before at the Sorbonne’s extension campus
         in Nanterre. The students had issued a complaint to the administration about crowded
         conditions and medieval dormitory rules. Their leader was Daniel Cohn-Bendit, who
         would soon emerge as “Dany the Red,” a major figure of the uprising. His group at
         Nanterre was an anarchist collective that named itself les Engagés, after the Revolutionary
         radicals. Drawing on the methods of the Situationists, a group conceived in the mid-1950s
         that performed “situations” critical to modern capitalism, Dany the Red’s collective
         drew national attention to the dispute at Nanterre. Like many other French university
         students, they had gotten their hands on the Situationist publication, On the Poverty of Student Life. Subtitled A Consideration of Its Economic, Political, Sexual, Psychological and Notably Intellectual
            Aspects and of a Few Ways to Cure It, the pamphlet described the student relationship to the university as one of subservience.
         It urged critical analysis and rejection of what it regarded as the symptomatic suppression
         of student abilities and passions. Ten thousand copies were initially printed in 1966
         and circulated, first at the University of Strasbourg, where it caused an enormous
         uproar, and subsequently throughout the French university system. When a copy of On the Poverty of Student Life turned up in our hands we read it closely, revering the words like everybody else
         did: as the political guidebook for May 1968.
      

      
      In March, Cohn-Bendit and the Enragés had occupied the administration building at
         Nanterre, and declared their indignation at the antiquated lecture system on which
         university learning was based. By morning the students had vacated the building, but
         their action had set a tone that kept the tension alive on the campus over the next
         several days. A week later, the university was shut down. It opened again on April
         1, but this provoked further demonstrations by the anarchists. At the same time, some
         of the students had proceeded to Paris, where they delivered firsthand reports to
         radical groups organizing at the Sorbonne. With classes disrupted and radicalism growing
         by the day at Nanterre, the minister of education, under pressure from de Gaulle,
         ordered the dean to shut down the institution again on May 2. It would remain closed
         until the following fall.
      

      
      Meanwhile Nanterre radicals had been in regular contact with their counterparts at
         the Paris campuses. When they learned Dany the Red was to be brought before the university’s
         disciplinary committee along with seven others from Nanterre, the student organization
         UNEF (Union nationale des étudiants français) planned a demonstration. The Paris police got wind and tried to ban it. The students
         geared up for trouble. On Friday, May 3, the day we came to join them, UNEF staged
         the demonstration in the courtyard of the Sorbonne against Dany’s hearing and the
         closing of the suburban campus. That morning, the rightists had thrown a firebomb
         into the campus offices of a student group supporting the courtyard demonstration.
         Having surveyed the damage and fearing events would spin out of control, the rector
         of the Sorbonne made the mistake of calling in the police. The same thing had happened
         at Nanterre in March. By allowing the police to enter university grounds, administrators
         at both institutions had committed an historic violation of French tradition. In both
         cases, the decision only drew more students to the radicals. At the Sorbonne, the
         demonstrators dug in their heels and refused to back down. 
      

      
      By the afternoon the tension was palpable. Blue-gray police buses arrived, and a shiver
         of attention ran through the crowd. The fiesta subsided. The moods of the demonstrators
         would alternate like this throughout the days ahead, joy, fear, anger, an infectious
         stoicism running like waves across a bay. Now the uniforms, signs of state power,
         drew a palpable fear. They meant a vengeful French government, at the controls was
         the massively powerful Charles de Gaulle. 
      

      
      The buses pulled up conspicuously along the boulevard. The police, however, did not
         get out. Instead they were made to sit inside for what would be hours, getting hotter
         and more frustrated while the demonstrators shouted slogans of the Situationists and
         the Enragés. 
      

      
      When the cops were finally released, dozens of black helmets spilled from the buses,
         like a pool of oil. Quickly the black formed a long, even line. All you could see
         were their mouths, set tight beneath the hot helmets. With shields and sticks ready,
         the cops faced the jeering crowd, their discipline barely holding. Students taunted
         from across the Place St. Michel: “What if we burned the Sorbonne?” “Under the paving
         stones, the beach.”
      

      
      In one imperceptible moment the flics were released on the crowd. The air shifted instantly. The tension on their side,
         the mix of nervous comedy and anger on the demonstrators’, all this blew up in a hot,
         terrifying avalanche of movement. Students ran in every direction, towards the cops,
         away from them, into the narrow side streets. They started throwing things. Some of
         the demonstrators pried cobblestones loose from the rue St. André des Arts. Within
         moments others joined them: the venerable rocks of the street itself went flying at
         the police. The cops ran at the crowd, pursuing what had become an actual battle.
         
      

      
      The Place was in mayhem, and my friends disappeared in the fray. Liza went one way,
         Petit and Val another. Things moved quickly, and I ran with the crowd. Before the
         chaos, we had somehow made our way around the perimeter of the square to the western
         edge. I wanted to get back to the Place St. André des Arts, thinking the others would
         eventually turn up there. That would require making my way through the Place St. Michel
         again. It would be like crossing an ocean at night in a storm. Now, as a troop of
         police came running up, I dashed inside a café near the corner. Some thirty seconds
         passed before the waiter locked the door. I thought he would make the few of us who
         were there leave, but he didn’t. For the next hour I drank coffee and wrote in my
         notebook about the action boiling in the street outside. 
      

      
      The demonstrations went on for the rest of the month, but the next ten days were the
         most intense. The police showed surprising ferocity. Smashing students and even bystanders
         with their billy clubs, throwing tear gas grenades into the neighborhood, the cops
         shocked the European press with violence reporters claimed had not been seen on Parisian
         streets since World War II. Workers from Paris and the suburbs joined forces with
         the students, demanding better wages, hours, and working conditions. Even middle-class
         people came out on the streets to show their indignation at the repeated police brutality.
         The most dramatic events took place during the famous “Night of the Barricades.” Some
         thirty thousand people marched through the Latin Quarter, erecting barricades out
         of cars and whatever else they could find. They pulled up cobblestones for ammunition
         against the tear gas and incendiary grenades of the police. More than three hundred
         people were badly hurt. Over four hundred were arrested, including people the police
         brought in after searching the university neighborhood, street by street and alley
         by alley. 
      

      
      For a time that spring, it seemed as if the demonstrators had won. Workers, over ten
         million of them, had joined the students, demonstrating against the government for
         their own reasons and in common cause with the students’ broader, ideological issues.
         They maintained a general strike that brought the country to a near standstill. De
         Gaulle fled the country. Later it was learned he’d headed for French Army headquarters
         in Baden-Baden, Germany, to confirm their support. 
      

      
      But de Gaulle returned in short order. Popular support now backed him sufficiently
         that a pro-government march, planned by the Gaullists, drew hundreds of thousands.
         The president called for elections to be held the next month and threatened to initiate
         a state of emergency if the student-worker demonstrations continued. Workers returned
         to their jobs. In June, the Gaullists won the elections with the largest margin in
         French history.
      

      
      Quickly, like boiling water once the flame is turned off, the energy of May 1968 dissipated.
         But university rules changed to meet student demands. Student culture garnered respect
         throughout the city. The major effects of the demonstrations, though, were to inspire
         students throughout Europe and America with visions of a worldwide movement. 
      

      
      My memories of Paris that memorable month inevitably lead me to the locked up café
         where I sat writing, separated from the rioting crowd and my brave friends. While
         Dany the Red and the Sorbonne Student Union, the draft resisters and American students
         threw their bodies at the police, I sat aside the danger, encased in glass, scribbling
         to myself.
      

      
      For years afterwards, that picture came up whenever I thought of Paris. I had alienated
         myself from the throbbing heart of the revolution by opting for the café. Writing
         came to mean a coward’s act. It was a chair before a small table with iron legs, surrounded
         by glass doors and windows sealing off the chaos outside. I or somebody like me would
         be in that chair, clinging to the weighted table, focused on a notebook. When I ask
         myself why this image and why the writer is me, the answer floats up, familiar and
         insistent: fear. The sight of violent disorder and the electric passions in the air
         sent me scurrying for cover. Who knew what would happen? Would we end up in jail?
         Would we get deported? Vague images of Heidelberg, my parents, the clipped military
         language of the post came and went like warnings. My hesitation wasn’t openly conscious
         or decisive; nor was it entirely unconscious. It was more like a memory of what I’d
         been taught to think was right. For the moment, the threatening Other to the left
         bank uprising wasn’t the cops or de Gaulle or the minister of education but the lines
         and squares of home, the disciplines and expectations that I was violating in every
         possible way, just by being here. 
      

      
      I’d like to think that dismissing myself as a useless, disconnected, observer is as
         reductive as honoring all who enter the fray, finding them each heroic in word and
         movement, sacrificing themselves for the greater good. I want to think these medallions
         are too simple. They don’t reflect the complicated reasons why people join political
         movements, what they feel, what they offer. 
      

      
      But what I’d like to think isn’t, in fact, what I think. It isn’t what I feel. That
         was a decision, made those forty years ago, to stay on the perimeter of the square.
         It can’t be revoked. At some point in the recent past, I started trying to let up
         a little on the old indictment, the cartoon of myself as a dilettante stopping in
         the café. A different picture, I thought, might be possible. It would be of an eighteen-year
         old daughter of a military family whose vision of ideology was taking shape during
         one of the most ideologically intense moments, in one of the most ideologically dramatic
         scenes, of the later twentieth century. The wavering emotions, the fears and exaltations,
         the affiliation and voluntary isolation would be those of a person trying to figure
         out what political meant and, at the same time, how the political thinking and acts of her friends would
         bear on her ever-emerging self. The politics that had saturated life in rue de Parme
         and exploded at St. Germaine in May had stirred me up in ways I would never have been
         able to imagine even a year earlier. But the conflicting influences of the Lawlor-Walsh
         family would soon challenge the lessons of the Paris streets. The threat would come
         not just from inside my own conscience. It would show up in the very real fact of
         my father, based in Saigon, turning up in Paris. 
      

      
       

      
      The night’s parties moved from one bar to another before we made our way to Roy and
         Mark’s apartment in the suburbs. The talk in their long, narrow living room shifted
         back and forth between accounts of the demonstration and speculations on the future.
         Nobody seemed to think anything of my having been in the café. That was my own, private
         drama. 
      

      
      Valery, Liza, and I were now in need of a new place to live. We’d indeed been evicted
         from the apartment on rue de Parme. Rents had gone up since the previous summer, and
         it would be all but impossible to find another flat as big and cheap as the old place.
         At some point that night one of us brought up the matter. We talked with Roy and the
         others about who would live with whom and whether there should be a separate place
         for organizing and running the Resisters’ Union. 
      

      
      By this time, Valery and Roy weren’t the only couple in the group. Other relationships
         had developed between the Madison guys and women from the college. If Roy’s central
         position in the group made him more visible than he seemed to want to be, Valery relished
         in it. She spoke eloquently to all of us now, making suggestions, raising theoretical
         questions about how living arrangements might affect politics, whether romance would
         water down the productive edge of action. Val declared we all had to look at where
         we were on these matters, size them up, make decisions that would be good for the
         movement right now or never. 
      

      
      Her rhetoric went unchallenged. She was emerging as La Passionata of the draft resisters movement. And she was making me nervous. Until this point
         Liza had seemed excited and caught up in the situation. Now I could see her drawing
         back, her expression closing down. Sitting on the floor in the corner, she looked
         dark and unavailable. I had been standing in the doorway and was just about to go
         join her when Mark came up. I’d noticed him looking at me, and this was a major part
         of the reason I’d decided to go sit with Liza. He seemed up to something that concerned
         me, and I didn’t want to know what it was. 
      

      
      In a low voice he said he hoped we could spend more time together in the coming months.
         I froze. Mark had a deep intelligence. He was also smart in a practical way. I knew
         him to be brave and modest, but there was nothing at all romantic about my feelings
         for him. He was as vulnerable in this courting mode as he was bold in his politics.
         I liked him immensely but not in the right way.
      

      
      We turned into the hallway, and I told him I couldn’t. It was a matter of not being
         ready, I said, of still feeling too open ended about my life to make a connection
         with anybody. It wasn’t true. If Paul had come back and asked me the same thing, I
         would have left with him to go anywhere. That was a safe wish, since Paul was gone,
         lost to the Connecticut suburbs. Placing him as the unreachable object of my burning
         passion left me free to live without the complexities of an actual relationship. My
         heart had no openings. I felt the vast difference between Mark’s gravity, his seemingly
         bottomless capacity for commitment and my skittering lack of clarity. At nineteen,
         he was working at the center of his feelings and his convictions. As ever, I was keeping
         to the margins. 
      

      
      On the day after the demonstration, Liza and I went to the old apartment to retrieve
         our things. Rosemary Bronson, a friend from ACP who’d been at the resisters place
         the night before, invited us to stay with her for the meantime. She lived not far
         from the Madison group, so we dragged our things back out to the suburbs and then
         made our way to a neighborhood café. There we found Petit and Valery, head to head,
         like a pair of moths hovering over the same flame, trying to get close to the fire.
         They stopped whatever it was they were talking about and pulled out chairs for us.
         The coffee arrived, and the conversation got around again to the question of living
         arrangements. The two of them would share Petit’s room in the resisters’ apartment.
         Val would help out with the Union’s logistics. The group had grown, and there would
         be extra work now. The vexed relationship that had developed with the government had
         to be addressed; and a plan was needed in case they had to move. 
      

      
      Petit was well aware that having acted with the demonstrators against the government,
         the lot of them might be shown the door. What would happen to the Union? Where would
         they go if France rejected them now? Worries mounted, and tensions grew.
      

      
      The conversation came around to what Liza and I might do, whether we would move with
         Valery to the resisters’ place or stay in the city. Everybody went a little sad. I
         saw how much it had meant, what shape, depth and purpose the Union had brought us.
         Never mind that I had sat out the riots in a café. The ideals of the draft resisters
         had become my own, even if I hadn’t, when the test came, acted on them. Now the thought
         of Val splitting off from Liza and me made me feel a step closer to being alone again.
         
      

      
      Suddenly Roy changed the subject to Mark. A kind of despondency, he said, had come
         over his friend. He shifted a glance at me from under his secretive brow. He and the
         other guys apparently knew Mark had wanted to connect with me. Had Valery been part
         of this conversation too? Neither she nor Petit had said anything about it. I wasn’t
         close to the rest of them. Nobody, it seemed, was interested in my thoughts or feelings
         about Mark. I was what their man wanted, what would make him happy and productive.
         I didn’t like it. I got up, not in a dramatic way, but it was abrupt enough to elicit
         quizzical looks. “Got to check the mail,” I said, trying not to show the anger and
         hoping they’d catch it anyway.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 24

      Showdown with Jack

      
         
         
      

      
      The mail room at the American College in Paris was an oversized closet in the basement
         of the American church. A Dutch door separated it from the lobby, and the mail clerk
         could almost always be seen leaning there. Like the concierge at our building on rue
         de Parme, he kept an eye on all the comings and goings. 
      

      
      I came out of the dark stairwell into the florescent lobby and headed straight for
         the Dutch door. The clerk looked up from his haze and blinked, like seeing me meant
         something. His gaze snuck past my shoulder, across the room. I turned to see Stelman’s
         assistant, Thomas, sitting in his office on the other side of the lobby. He stood
         up slowly, buttoned his jacket, and strolled towards me. Younger than Stelman, the
         assistant carried himself in the same stiff, military fashion. “How are you,” he said,
         too loud, too interested. Thomas never had time for students. His courteous air was
         patently phony, and I started to feel something ominous in the room. I said hello
         and kept moving. He stayed beside me, step for step, talking. Mr. Stelman wanted to
         see me. A streak of adrenaline ran up my chest. Frannie. Of course she would have
         called him. He was her agent now. 
      

      
      I thought of running, but it seemed silly. What would Stelman do if I didn’t give
         him this chance? Then I thought, what can he do? Encourage me to go home? I let the
         assistant show me in. There Stelman sat behind his big desk, an unidentifiable grin
         on his face. He gestured at the chair in front of him. The last time I’d been here
         we were firing anger at each other. Now his expression said this would be polite.
         I had an urge to get up and leave. Why stay? Because it was the tether to my mother,
         to home, to Jack and Frannie. Even then I knew it. Perhaps I’d hear something about
         Mom’s response to my note, to my “running away”; this was, after all, the reason I’d
         come to check the mail. The feeling that I’d sailed beyond the limits of the known
         universe was still with me, underneath or beside the resisters’ scene and the political
         intensity of the Left Bank. Even though I’d declared Paris home, Frannie still beckoned
         like a lighthouse. For the moment, the coming revolution and the action a few blocks
         away came to a halt, like a film stopped on a single frame. 
      

      
      “You’ve been biting your fingernails,” Stelman observed, looking at my hands. The
         banality was odd: surely he had things to do. I remember thinking for a moment that
         since my mother had been communicating with him, perhaps he was gathering intelligence
         for her about my health, my state of mind. He was full of questions. Was I worried,
         nervous, unhappy? Was I eating alright? 
      

      
       The thought occurred that Stelman was keeping me for some reason when the door opened.
         There, out of all logic, stood my father. Everything beyond the doorway faded. His
         height almost reached the top of the frame, and he was thin as a pencil in his dark
         gray suit. The ice-blue gaze came from far away. He didn’t say anything. The room
         was still, but the air shook. “Hi ya, Mame,” he said finally in a half-friendly voice
         that didn’t match the cold eye. 
      

      
      They’d cornered me with small talk, and now with shock. I wanted to fight them, to
         stand up and hold steady. Instead I started to cry, but not before Stelman slipped
         out the door, a look of reverence on his face. Dad gave me a hug. Six or seven feelings
         welled up, and I didn’t know which to hold onto. We went to the hotel where he and
         Frannie had stayed during earlier trips to Paris. I was already in their world again.
         The small room, the hard, modern lines, so bourgeois. I was thinking again. Fleeing
         would do no good. Jack would only catch up with me again, at a table in one of our
         cafés or in somebody’s shabby apartment. There would be a scene; I would be the child
         of empire in front of my friends. He seemed to know he didn’t need to keep an eye
         on me. The prison was in my own heart as much as in the inescapable reaches of my
         parents’ universe. 
      

      
      Dinner was, of course, strenuous. The restaurant was elegant. Dad was formal, as distant
         as Frannie had been the weekend before. His suit seemed alien, a costume he had to
         wear. He held doors open for me, pulled out my chair. But he was angry and baffled
         at the same time. “What happened, Mame? Who are these folks?” I couldn’t answer. Nothing
         I might say would make sense in his warrior’s mind. “They’re just friends” drew an
         abrupt “they’re no good friends.” Disappointingly, he went on. “They’re just the kind
         of people the Soviets want.” His look was cold and unbending. “If you don’t think
         they’re looking for kids to influence, you’re out in left field.” The pun wasn’t intended.
         The Soviets, he said, had agents all over Europe, especially at the universities.
         They preyed on student organizations, hung around cafés, waited for the chance to
         give their spiel. The Russians didn’t have to appear themselves; they had all kinds
         of middlemen. 
      

      
      I must have looked so sullen to my father that night, like the angry teenager I still
         was. The conversation was going nowhere, neither of us willing to take the other seriously.
         Changing the subject, he described his trip from Vietnam, the jeep careening across
         the tarmac, the telegram, the flight out of Saigon. He had a good excuse, he said
         with a laugh, to get out of another attack mission with the Huey, the helicopter he
         had had a hand in arming. (Decades later he told John and me the Army had given his
         crew a hangar, a Huey, a bunch of ordinance, and told them to figure out how to put
         the two together.) He had called Interpol. I was right, then, I said to myself. If
         I had fled, they’d have found me already. Back in the chilly hotel room, I fell to
         bed, exhausted and ready to disappear from my father, from Paris, from myself. 
      

      
      When the train pulled into the Heidelberg Hauptbahnhof, the rafters overhead seemed
         closer than they had nine months before. The steam and the screeching rails were like
         details from a prisoner exchange scene in a Cold War movie. The train came to a halt,
         and I said to myself, This is going to be awful. Dad had almost a month of emergency leave remaining. He would be around all the
         time. The place on Neuenheimerlandstrasse was big, but it would be far too small for
         us to inhabit together.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 25

      Lost Days

      
         
         
      

      
      Frannie was there to meet the train, not in a welcoming, motherly way but silent and
         rigid. Her hug felt obligatory. At home, Jack was angry, suspicious. I skulked around
         the place, read, took the ferry downtown from the landing in front of our house. Because
         I figured they would read it if I left it around, I kept my journal with me all the
         time. 
      

      
      Dad arranged with Stelman to have my things sent back to Heidelberg. Liza wrote that
         Thomas had shown up without calling, deliberately surprising Rosemary. He told her
         what had happened to me, and she passed the story along to the others. Liza was more
         demoralized by it than anybody. Soon she too was heading home, this time back to her
         mother in San Francisco. We never saw each other again.
      

      
      I spent a lot of time at cafés across the river, reading, writing letters and mailing
         them from the Deutsche Post instead of the APO. I needed to be alone to think things
         through. The demonstrations and the whole year had shaken my foundations to the bone.
         Now the ways and means of my parents’ house felt imprisoning, arbitrary, wrong. I
         kept thinking about how I’d sat in that other café instead of throwing stones in the
         square. What were my politics, after all? What did I believe? What did it mean to
         believe something anyway?
      

      
      This wasn’t an intellectual puzzle for me. Belief had been a deeply assumed emotional
         reality since childhood. I could see now that my faith, in the church and in my father’s
         military priorities, had been rooted in fear. Terror had kept me devout, pinned to
         the prayers and rituals. Even the pleasures of devotion grew from the dread I lived
         with as a kid. It all looked so tawdry from this vantage point, the discipline, the
         rules, holding an empty power structure in place. The meaning of the church and the
         military, what both referred to, was their authority. But I had been a believer for
         too long to give up on belief itself. I needed a story, a set of characters, a drama.
         Marx didn’t seem like a religion but an eye-opening analysis. The Tibetan Book of the Dead was too esoteric to live with every day.
      

      
      I spent a lot of time reading. Thomas had sent my books from Paris, and I clung to
         a few of them: Gurdjieff’s Meetings with Remarkable Men, Ouspensky’s In Search of the Miraculous, the I Ching. These were almost standard works for people my age who’d taken to “the sixties.”
         Mostly they were spiritual guides, set out in quasi-religious terms, with little that
         was overtly political about them. I plowed through these and other books for psychological
         insights and cosmological maps. They fueled imaginary conversations with my friends;
         and fed a need for mysticism in the caged environment of the Heidelberg apartment.
         
      

      
      The I Ching, or Book of Changes as the title was translated, gave a Taoist account of fluctuating universal principles,
         female and male, swirling into each other. It made a convincing story of incessant
         change, of the creativity possible in social and individual transformations. Change
         had been the major principle of my life, and I had just gone through a major transformation.
         But I didn’t know enough about Taoism to use the I Ching well. I clung to it like a guidebook. Eventually the chapters—the “hexagrams”—started
         to imply there was such a thing as too much dependency, even on the Book of Changes itself. Gurdjieff was a Georgian mystic whose school had flourished in Russia during
         the early twentieth century, in the heart of the Revolution but utterly distinct from
         it. I’d experimented with his practical philosophy in Paris, reading Ouspensky’s In Search of the Miraculous. This was an account of Gurdjieff’s system, a text of sorts for acolytes, compiled
         by one of his students. It outlined a demanding practice, aimed at cultivating a heightened
         state of mind beyond the reach of ordinary experience. I found this attractive. Gurdjieff’s
         own voice in Meetings with Remarkable Men was riveting, his “plot” magnetic; but his demands were beyond me. “Self” seemed
         like a blur, a body with a name; the contents open to daily, hourly revision. I couldn’t
         get a hold of it long enough to make the requisite study. 
      

      
      Dad found my copy of Meetings with Remarkable Men one day on the front hall table. He picked it up and held it at a distance, like
         it smelled badly. “What’s this?” he asked. I told him who Gurdjieff was, leaving out
         the fact that he was Georgian. Who are these “remarkable men?” Mystics, I said. He
         looked doubtful. The next day the book was missing. When I asked if he’d done something
         with it, he said no. I couldn’t countenance the possibility that he would lie. But
         the book had simply disappeared. Years passed before I accepted the thought that Jack
         had, indeed, gotten rid of it. Like everything else during that long month, he no
         doubt saw his theft and his lie as the necessary subterfuge for clearing the house
         of subversive influence. 
      

      
      In my memory of those long days, the exchange over Gurdjieff’s book sits beside another
         question he asked one afternoon. Probing my friendship with Val and Liza, he asked
         what their story was. The question was a stumper. What did he want to know? Birthplaces,
         talents and interests, who their parents were? My facetious grilling got his ire up.
         He shot a fierce glare at me. Why were we so close? I told him we liked the same books,
         listened to music together, and—this was the part that really bothered him—thought
         together about politics and spirituality. “Communism?” At the time I thought, of course,
         that’s what he’s fishing for. But in retrospect my exasperation looks as predictable
         as his question. A uniformed American, he was an icon of everything my friends and
         I found wrong with the United States. And for him, a man of his profession, his political
         culture, it would have been impossible not to fish for that lurking demon, a half-visible
         manta ray, undulating through the murky seas of thought where he saw me drifting.
         
      

      
      Valery, Liza, and I shared a sense of humor, I told him. We taught each other things.
         He came back then with a question I hadn’t imagined. He turned his head and looked
         at me sharply out the side of his eye. “Are they queer?” he asked. “Are you queer?”
         He used the word in the old fashioned, mean way. I remember thinking how weird. How
         did he get to this? Years later, exploring novels and movies about American anticommunism,
         I was struck by the way communism and homosexuality slid into and overlapped with
         each other, even in stories venturing sympathy for Soviet or Marxist characters. At
         the time, I didn’t put it together that Dad was connecting queerness with being a
         leftist. Later in life he would come to feel very differently about homosexuality,
         as he would about political choice, but at this time he held fiercely to a common
         idea that they were both exotic forms of subversion. There was a bridge between them,
         and you could easily move back and forth across it. 
      

      
      No, we weren’t “queer,” I said. The friendship was important, it meant a great deal.
         He backed away. I knew he took my tone as arrogance, and that, for him, was intolerable.
         He was angry. Everything I said and did looked red. Soon he would have to go back
         to war against an enemy toward whom he knew I was sympathetic.
      

      
       

      
      And that war was not going well. Since January, the Vietcong had been launching ruthless
         offensives against American and South Vietnamese positions. The Battle of Khe San
         began with a huge onslaught that left fourteen Marines dead; and at the end of January,
         on the Chinese New Year, Tet, the Vietcong attacked cities throughout the South. While the North lost tens of
         thousands of fighters, the Tet Offensive confirmed the backsliding, clumsy direction
         of the American effort. The South had been taken by surprise; 2,500 US personnel were
         killed. Popular support for the war had already been waning at home, and now resistance
         to it mushroomed. 
      

      
      In the middle of March, just six weeks before Jack left Danang to fetch me from Paris,
         an American Army unit massacred between three and five hundred civilians in the village
         of My Lai. Second Lieutenant William Calley, in charge of the platoon, commanded his
         men to kill everyone in the village, presumably on the suspicion that they were or
         were harboring Vietcong. The soldiers raped and tortured the victims. Bodies were
         mutilated. The account of the massacre would not become public until the fall of 1969,
         but with it emerged stories of other incidents of slaughter committed by US personnel
         in Vietnam, stories that had already been circulating in country and that Jack would
         have heard. The ambiguous feelings they stirred deepened an already growing morale
         problem. 
      

      
      Apart from the strange dynamics of the war itself, the counter culture was gaining
         ground among enlisted men in Vietnam. Soldiers in Heidelberg told of soldiers they
         knew in Vietnam who spent time nodding on drugs, listening to psychedelic music. The
         slacker attitudes were everywhere. When he was as young as the troops he now oversaw,
         he’d been wild in different ways. Behind all the partying and risky airplane stunts
         of his flight school days and his early years as a Marine pilot lay a rock solid patriotism
         and respect for the discipline that held the world together, made play possible. Seeing
         this tight weave unravel must have fed his own morale problem; and stoked his rage.
         As much as he and other pilots tried to correct the slovenly draftees, their efforts
         went for naught. The force of disinclination and resistance was impossible to turn
         around. 
      

      
      All this lay in Jack’s recent experience when he found me in Paris. In Heidelberg,
         as the days of his leave ticked slowly by, we avoided each other and spoke only when
         necessary. I saw his sidelong looks in my direction and felt him patrolling for signs
         of corruption. My self-consciousness flourished under these conditions. Dad’s critical
         eye was everywhere. I was deeply unhappy. Living with two untrusting people, having
         no schedule, few friends, and no vision for the future, I drifted hopelessly. Under
         the low German sky a gray spirit followed. Provoked by the situation, the moodiness
         also showed a predisposition for depression. It was part of my inheritance. My grandmother’s
         despondency and my mother’s own descended on me now. 
      

      
      The worst part of this experience was the cloud of distrust. As a girl, I made what
         I thought was a space for a mind of my own by becoming better than my parents, better
         on their own scale of goodness. I would be a nun. They loved and respected me for
         that. I had grown up accustomed to this respect and felt it was deserved. Even through
         the wild high school years Jack and Frannie seemed to regard me as a member of the
         family in good standing. The high jinks didn’t count as real transgressions. One weekend
         when they had left the four of us at home for a trip to Paris, a friend of Dad’s,
         checking up on things, found Lou Haygon in my closet. While Jack and Frannie wouldn’t
         let me see Lou anymore, they didn’t care if I went out with other people (always covers
         for dates with him). Jack saw me smoking in the bowling alley at Robinson Barracks
         in Stuttgart one summer afternoon and left without saying anything, reserving his
         question “Hey, Mame, got a Marlboro?” for dinner time. He made me light one up in
         front of him. Holding the cigarette, I felt two parallel lives crashing into each
         other. He stopped the game as soon as I’d lit up and gave me a lecture on how bad
         smoking was—it damaged your skin and cost money. We didn’t know about the lung cancer
         then. Jack and my mother were both big smokers, and the lesson didn’t stick. He must’ve
         felt the contradiction, for there was no further punishment. They didn’t like it either
         when they found we’d been drinking at a gasthaus in the Polish refugee camp. The real
         problem, again, wasn’t health—they were drinkers too. It was form, manners, the image
         of drunken daughters. But after a brief restriction we were set free to do whatever
         we did outside the house. Sometime later Frannie found out I’d been skipping school
         with friends to go shoplifting in downtown Stuttgart. Appalled at the loot laid out
         on my bed for her inspection, she reacted as much to the tackiness of the earrings,
         little purses, makeup, and “poor boy” shirts we’d stolen from department stores as
         to the realization that she’d raised a thief. She reminded me that we could all be
         in trouble—Dad too—if I’d been caught. But the idea that I was fundamentally a “good”
         girl seemed to remain intact. 
      

      
      I had accepted the consequences of all these trespasses and given my parents reason
         to believe that, in spite of all the transgressions, the moral attitudes they’d impressed
         on me were still there, the foundations of my world. Now, in late May of 1968, my
         parents regarded me as a stranger. I saw the doubt in their faces at everything I
         said. They questioned my every move. Even more deeply upsetting was the fear I heard
         in their voices, in the sharp and hesitant speech; in their stiff body postures. The
         most intimidating people in the world were intimidated by me, by something I delivered
         to their door, something they didn’t know how to deal with. What was it they felt?
         What colored my presence? What did the word communism make me look like? Did they think I’d become a fascist, an ideologue who would challenge
         them in the name of a dangerous, foreign idea? 
      

      
      Finally the tension broke out one morning a few weeks later. Dad was on his way out.
         He stopped by my door. I was lying on the bed, reading. What were my plans for the
         day? It wasn’t a genial question but an accusation, a demand that I do something productive.
         Nothing, I answered curtly. His eyes went red with anger. “Why don’t you get a job?”
         He was glaring at me, and I stared back in defiance. Standing up, facing him straight
         on, I told him I didn’t want to go looking for a job here. “I’ve had about enough
         of you,” he charged, and threw his fist into my eye. 
      

      
      I staggered back, bleeding. Frannie came running down the hall. Nobody said a word.
         She dashed into the bathroom for a towel. Jack left the house and my life for the
         rest of that year. We didn’t speak for the remaining week he was home. Months later,
         when he returned for good, our estrangement was sealed.
      

      
      The place on Neuenheimerlandstrasse was easier to inhabit after Jack went back to
         Saigon. Frannie and I were both working, and she stopped trying to regulate my evenings.
         Peace had a chance. I found a job making milkshakes and sundaes in “the Casino,” one
         of the big cafeterias at Campbell Barracks. I was once again ensconced in military
         society. Daily life at Campbell ran on a precise, repeated order. Clipped and disciplined
         manners prevailed. It was a well-regulated nerve center and couldn’t have contrasted
         more with the Parisian world I was used to. 
      

      
      Everybody came to the Casino for lunch. The vast warehouse, quiet and echoing in the
         morning, filled with sound by eleven as countless uniforms came looking for food.
         The Cold War looked different from this perspective. The bustle of lunch at the Casino
         and the Americans’ jolly confidence looked like nothing so much as a scene from Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Few of us humans survived. I scooped ice cream, laid on the bananas, the chocolate
         sauce, and kept thinking about Paris. But the great city wasn’t the moveable feast
         Hemingway had said it was. It didn’t stay with you forever. 
      

      
      When I first moved to Paris, the city had struck me like a shower of light and magic.
         For months I lived in this miraculous aura seeing everything and everybody as part
         of it: Valery and Liza, Petit Orson and Mark, Shelly, Sartre. The magic was there.
         It was not transferable. As the days wore on through the Heidelberg summer, the gray
         tones of Campbell Barracks and late 1960s Germany grew heavy and inevitable. Paris
         faded. As it did, my imagination shrank back from the world-historical visions of
         that spring to much more local interests. The horizon was never far in Deutschland.
         Even in summer the clouds hung low. They held the steamy air in place, blocking any
         vision of the future. 
      

      
      The Casino was my world by day. At night, the city beckoned with a Baudelairean gleam.
         A cadre of friends emerged: American drifters, living in the old city for a season;
         a couple of coworkers from the Casino; hipster draftees away from their posts as much
         as possible. This last group had had the bad fortune of drawing high numbers in the
         draft lottery. Disdain for the military was their central theme, elaborated in endless
         tales of soldierly slapstick and officers who took it all seriously. For a few weeks,
         I wore an eye patch on outings downtown with this crew. Like a badge, it told a story:
         my fight with Dad became the topic of many jokes.
      

      
      Stella was back from college in California. Cool, sure of herself, and the owner of
         a VW bug, she infected me with a momentary optimism. We made a trip to enlightened
         Amsterdam, where the famous clubs, Fantasia and Paradisio, welcomed hipster populations
         and legally permitted the smoking of hash. In Heidelberg, we wandered the streets
         of the old city and spent hours in dark, cavernous restaurants. In the towers and
         half-ruined courtyards of the castle—absurdly, the site of our high school prom—we
         played out stoned fantasies of life in another age. 
      

      
      Frannie seemed to have given up on me. When I went out, she didn’t ask where I was
         going or when I’d be back. Stella left for Santa Barbara, and I drifted into loneliness
         again. Eventually, I had a boyfriend, and a pattern of staying out with him until
         late at night developed. Home drifted gradually away. One afternoon, crossing an underground
         walkway beneath one of the big squares downtown, I spied Sarah with a group of friends.
         They were still in high school. Many years later she told me her friends had been
         curious about me, the only “real hippie” they knew; that I had become a legend among
         the kids still in school. I knew none of this at the time. There she was, in the cold
         underground passageway, my baby sister. It was winter now, and I was somehow without
         a coat. I loved her so but couldn’t think of what to say. We inhabited such different
         worlds. She took off her beautiful, soft, suede coat, and handed it to me. “Keep it,”
         she said and hugged me. She ran off with her friends, into their busy lives at Heidelberg
         High School. I put the coat on and kept it for the next thirty years. 
      

      
      On nights when the moon was growing full, my pals and I would hike up to an amphitheater
         hidden in the hills on the opposite side of the river from the city. This, it was
         said, had been the site of Nazi youth group rallies in the 1930s. Since the end of
         the war, it had been abandoned. Now it stood in ruins, a reminder to walkers in the
         woods of the monstrous past. We brought beer and hash with us. Nobody was ever there.
         We ran through the ancient-styled, cement rows, cursing the ghosts, trying to convert
         the spirit of the place into something more amenable to our stoner sensibility. But
         the ghosts of Nazi Germany and its devoted youth were too haunting. Our playful performances
         couldn’t beat them. The woods echoed our words and footsteps with a deeper, daunting
         resonance we weren’t equipped to meet. 
      

      
      Now and then we’d pile into somebody’s Volkswagen van and make the hour long drive
         north to Frankfurt. On acid, this would be a real adventure. Lights crashed around
         in the mad rush of the autobahn like Fourth of July explosions. Entering the city,
         we passed the old train station; the carnival arches hiding ghosts of my family, just
         disembarked from the United States. It had only been four years. Now, in the vaulted space of Frankfurt Festhalle, multicolored beams slashed the air in dizzying rhythms, timed to the music and to
         the altered consciousness of the audience. The wild music and roaring applause slammed
         our overly sensitive, chemically sharpened ears.
      

      
      By this time, a number of demonstrations had taken place at the University of Heidelberg
         against the American war in Vietnam. My friends and I saw all this going on in the
         periphery of our vision. Rather than joining the student political scene, we were
         inclined to forget about it. We hung around the university district without getting
         close.
      

      
      The continuing presence of US military bases all over Germany was another subject
         of contention. On May Day especially, students at the university demonstrated against
         American power and the violence fostered in the Third World by the pursuit of the
         Cold War. It was only cold, they chanted, for people in the rich, secure west. In
         the poorer zones of Africa, the Middle East, Asia, and Latin America, the war between
         America and the Soviets was burning hot.
      

      
      These days in Heidelberg had none of the fierce meaning for me of the Paris times.
         The riots, the draft resisters movement, Liza, Valery, all the events of the past
         winter and spring came together now as a single, sacred memory. I heard from Val a
         few times, but we never made plans to meet. Roy and Mark were still working American
         Army bases in Germany, and Val was still helping with logistics at their apartment
         in the Paris suburbs. They were all as committed as ever. I saw myself as a faint
         streak in their orbit. The experiences of that year had taught me more than I’d learned
         in any classroom, but the passions had not stayed with me. Paris came to stand as
         a standard of integrity, a model of political clarity and bravery. The people who
         had been my friends were like a tribe of saints. I had stood up to Stelman, distributed
         leaflets, and gone to the rallies, but was incapable of their strengths. Running around
         the decadent streets and rooms of this familiar German town, I see myself in retrospect
         running away from everything, toward nothing. Heidelberg had its own sparkle and mystery,
         of course. But the nights downtown and certainly the days at the Casino had no frame
         or meaning I could acknowledge. 
      

      
      My friends and I ventured into new realms of consciousness, pushing the psychological
         limits. I might, at least, have hoped to find some spiritual portal in the thick of
         these not-quite visionary experiences.
      

      
      Lots of people had since the early 1960s been talking about acid and other hallucinogens
         as vehicles to a heightened spirituality. The most famous was Timothy Leary, the Harvard
         psychology lecturer who conducted experiments in the effects of lysergic acid diethylamide
         with his graduate students. By 1963, when he left Harvard, Leary was already regarded
         among young people on the left as something of an icon of hallucinogenic partying.
         
      

      
      Other, more respectable researchers, not so much in the limelight as Leary, demonstrated
         acid’s spiritual possibilities more convincingly. Stanislav Grof, one of the earliest
         experimenters, identified LSD as an “entheogen,” or spiritually stimulating drug.
         Invented in 1938 by Albert Hoffman for Sandoz laboratories in Switzerland, acid had
         first been welcomed as a psychiatric tool with a host of uses, from modeling psychosis,
         to breaking down patients’ psychic barriers, to treating alcoholism. Grof’s research
         has been rejected in many professional psychiatric circles, but in the late sixties
         he was widely recognized by figures of the counter culture. In 1975 he published his
         research in Realms of the Human Unconscious: Observations from LSD Research. Grof praised LSD for its effectiveness in unraveling the threads of ego, for prompting
         a sense of connectedness with all people and with the universe. These experiences,
         he claimed, would have important spiritual and psychological effects in the long run.
         
      

      
      Having read Huxley’s The Doors of Perception, I thought a friend’s cramped kitchen in the Altstadt on a winter afternoon should reveal itself a conducting station for a universal vitalism.
         The colors and sounds that did burst into the dull gray, postwar rooms where I hung
         out in those days should have been recognizable emanations from the farthest stars.
         They should have connected us to the cosmos; but it was too easy to see and taste
         the chemical edge. Waves of visible energy and kaleidoscopic light cut across our
         vision, but soon they’d disappear. Only the buzzing refrigerator remained, and the
         pale, smudged walls.
      

      
      I see these days now as a time of reaction, over and over again, to the still painful
         fact of Frannie and Jack’s distrust. For all the distance I’d taken from them, they
         still had a weighty place in my heart. Their religious and political priorities streamed
         through the changes of the past two years, collided with what I wanted to believe
         and know, held me back, demanding as always. Glimpses of these conflicts made me anxious
         and angry. The esoteric spiritualities and echoes of left politics weren’t strong
         enough, hadn’t developed to a point where they could help me really see what I had
         come from and how to get past it. At home, standing before my parents, a head full
         of unsorted, untested ideas, I was still their daughter, their progeny. The arguments
         and actions of Paris held in place by a slim cord and weakened with their disdain.
      

      
      Wandering in this interior landscape of half-baked ideas, I kept political and spiritual
         matters to myself: they became part of a richly guarded, private conversation. But
         the struggle with ideas was nothing compared with the emotional anguish. My parents
         were the structure of life itself, the pillars of my conflicted reality. When they
         stood so far back, looking at me like they would an unpleasant stranger, it was almost
         more than I could bear.
      

      
      Jack and Frannie’s inability to honor anything about my Paris days shouldn’t have
         come as a surprise. Neither of them had in my recollection shown any interest in the
         thoughts or ideas my sisters and I might’ve had as we were growing up. Our family
         life hadn’t cultivated the intricacies of independent thinking any more than the Army
         environment had. As a girl, I made what I thought was a space for a mind of my own
         by becoming better than my parents, better on their own scale of goodness. I would
         be a nun. They loved and respected me for that. I had grown up accustomed to this
         respect, felt it was deserved. I never experienced this as respect for my thinking.
         The schoolgirl smarts they rewarded were magnifications of the creeds they themselves
         served up every day. 
      

      
      After Paris, all this changed. With the shock of Jack and Frannie’s distrust, my confidence
         waned. Paris began to dissipate. The distance from my parents’ world was too great
         to reach back to for a handhold. The confusion fed an emptiness, and the emptiness
         fed on silence. Solipsism slid neatly into place.
      

      
      In the fall, I flew to the States with my boyfriend, another lost military child.
         We thought we’d try out a life in his last stateside home. After a sad and empty string
         of months in the drab southern landscape, we gave up and went back to Heidelberg.
         We rented a house in a surprisingly upscale suburb just outside of town. Friends came
         to visit, stayed on, and eventually we had something of a commune going. By now we
         both knew there was too little substance and too much fantasy holding us together.
         We tried to last it out, hoping for a change to light us up again. The endless, rainy
         winter dribbled to an end, but spring brought nothing new. I drifted away from him,
         spent more time in the city with other friends. By the summer of 1969 our relationship
         was officially over. 
      

      
      Jack and Frannie had meanwhile transferred to an Army aviation unit in Burtonwood,
         England. Every once in a while I’d get a letter from Mom, but we were mostly out of
         touch. On top of all the bad history of the Paris days, they were offended that I’d
         been living, in sin, with my boyfriend. I’d seen them once before they moved, just
         after Jack came back from Vietnam. The tension between us was thick. I couldn’t talk
         to him, and in his distant, war-sharp state, he had nothing to say to me. They would
         move twice again before retiring to Noank, on the Connecticut shore. As time went
         by, we detached ourselves from each other more and more until, many years later, we
         would finally come back together again.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 26

      Heidelberg Redux

      
         
         
      

      
      As 1970 came on the horizon I returned to the United States again, this time to stay
         with Nancy. She was living in western Pennsylvania, working at a community college.
         Resourceful as ever, she found me a job there too. As an administrative assistant—an
         impressive name for a secretary—I tried out life in America for two years. The institution
         was just getting off the ground, and there were lots of imaginative people dedicated
         to making it work. As an added benefit, I got to take classes in the evenings. Being
         with my sister was like standing on firm ground. I relished her company. She shared
         her friends and kept me laughing. I still couldn’t acclimate. Another soured relationship,
         the dismal landscape—I was back in the lap of despondency. 
      

      
      I had always felt a stranger in America. If the distinct mantel of outsider had been
         mine to wear, those years in Pennsylvania might have been more negotiable. As it was,
         I had family there, a position, a group of hearty friends. I loved my sister, but
         didn’t know how to be a friend, how to honor their affection. And I couldn’t identify
         with the job. The old self-consciousness kept close by. Distance was my element. 
      

      
      In Germany, along with all the other Americans, our family had been overtly and officially
         foreign. None of us belonged. Nobody expected us to. As a foreigner you were expected
         to be strange, miss the cues, speak badly. German people usually kept their distance
         for just those reasons; but many were as curious about us as we were about them, ready
         to bring us in, as close, at least, as a foreigner could come. The groups I found
         myself with in Paris supplemented this alien status. Being a foreigner worked well
         as an explanation. The fact was my friends there couldn’t claim me either; and the
         new disconnections followed me back to Heidelberg, erasing old associations inside
         the foreign block. I was, in every way, foreign. Ironically, it was a distinct identity.
         It helped make sense of the isolation. But in America this didn’t work. People expected
         you to speak their language, share their desires, understand your attachment to them.
         You weren’t foreign. I didn’t see these as unjust expectations. In the end, though,
         I couldn’t accept them.
      

      
      So I went looking for home abroad again. In February of 1976, I went back to Heidelberg.
         In the mid-1970s, the city was different from what it had been in the 1960s in one
         resoundingly significant way. I was on my own. No Jack or Frannie across the river,
         wondering what I was up to, expecting a call. The shape of the day was mine to make.
         
      

      
       Bernhard Baum, our old landlord, rented me a room in a house he owned near the Karls Tor, one of the medieval entrances to the old city. He had converted the place into a
         student dormitory. There were two bathrooms and a communal kitchen on each floor.
         Built in the early postwar years, the structure had little gracious about it, but
         it was comfortable enough. My room was at the end of the hallway, one flight up. A
         wintery light sifted down from two small windows near the high ceiling. It was like
         a nun’s cell, with no easy view of the world outside. I was grateful for it. This
         would be my shelter, my spare but serviceable home. I was a refugee, a self-displaced
         person, facing a temporary and chilly present in a place where I had no friends or
         purpose. Still it was a new start and, unbelievably after so many false ones, exciting
         just for that.
      

      
      For the first few weeks, Baum’s dormitory and the labyrinth of the Altstadt were the limits of my world. The schedule was simple. I would get up as late as I
         liked, read for the rest of the morning, have lunch in my room, wander through the
         city, come back to the room for dinner, and read into the night. I was looking for
         a job. A habit of frugality had developed over the past couple of years, and I had
         enough money to survive for a while. Without the military connection, I felt more
         intensely foreign. I talked to nobody, engaged in no activities outside this austere
         schedule. Nobody knew me, and, perfectly, I knew no one. It was a cloister built of
         my own skin as much as the dark room. 
      

      
      As the money dwindled, I started feeling lonely. I called an old friend from high
         school days who worked at Campbell Barracks. Over lunch, he told me where I might
         find a job. An American higher education program was running courses for military
         people in Heidelberg and elsewhere in Europe. He knew people on the clerical staff.
         The office was nearby, so we walked over. It looked out of place, unrelated to the
         military site but not quite German either. An hour later I had a job. The walls of
         my cloister started to dissolve. 
      

      
      If the limited space of the dormitory and the western edge of the Altstadt had been my universe during those first few weeks back in Heidelberg, the zone I
         now entered was an alternate reality inside the German world. It wasn’t the familiar
         terrain of the Army post but it was embarrassingly close. The income gave me great
         relief, although the environment of Campbell was more than a little dismaying. I had
         access to the PX, the commissary, the hospital—the whole American world. I felt like
         a grown up dependent, getting the benefits from military society while at the same
         time recoiling from it. The irony of the situation was always evident. 
      

      
      I was no longer a foreigner in any simple sense. Neither the soldiers nor the American
         civilians who worked beside them counted in the eyes of Heidelbergers as ordinary
         visitors. The soldiers were occupiers; we were camp followers. I would never have
         admitted it at the time. I was working with a group of bohemian scholars, bureaucratic
         administrators, and assorted expatriots. Many of them were leftists who had voted
         with their feet against the United States. But here they were, thriving in the company
         of America’s patriotic defenders. And so was I. We went to the movies on the post,
         bought junk food at the Snack Bar, took advantage of cheap prices for blue jeans,
         liquor, music.
      

      
      Sarcasm made it possible for me to walk past a uniformed American, knowing I inhabited
         the same world, and continue seeing myself as different. Downtown, spotting Army personnel,
         I would pretend not to see them, anxious that the differences might not be well marked.
         The uni students might take me, too, as a complacent citizen of the great world power.
         
      

      
      My critical righteousness was regularly punctured by the irritating sense that I was,
         in fact, at home in the Army world. In more honest moments, I could see the confusion,
         but this only made for more ideological fog. Distraction was endless. The military
         landscape seemed inevitable. Escape from its influence, from the sight of uniforms
         in the margins of vision, was impossible. That it was there in my heart and soul was
         the hardest fear. 
      

      
      The job was interesting largely because of the curious characters I worked with; but
         the English language world in which we spent virtually all our time effectively sealed
         us off from the Europe that surrounded us. Several of my coworkers identified strongly
         with the cultural revolution and radical politics of the American 1960s. Few of them
         seemed to know much about the radical movements in full swing right there where we
         lived. I didn’t know much either. Only the name, Baader-Meinhof, sounded on the airwaves.
         
      

      
      The Baader-Meinhof Group was still active in 1976, even though some of its most famous
         leaders had died—or been killed—in prison. The Vietnam War was over now, but the RAF
         kept America in its sights; and the German state for supporting the United States.
         In the spring of 1972, they twice bombed V Corps Headquarters in Frankfurt. Weeks
         later, an RAF bomb exploded outside the US Officers’ Club in Heidelberg and another
         one went off at USAREUR Headquarters, Campbell Barracks. Four people died and many
         more were wounded. The RAF attacked several more American installations in Germany
         during the decade following, leaving death and shock in their wake. Not for many years
         to come, in 1998, would Reuters receive a fax from the RAF informing the world they
         were disbanded. 
      

      
      The RAF were children of Nazi Germany, the first generation born after the war and
         the first to inherit the weighty mantel of a history they had no hand in. Ulrika Meinhof
         was born in 1934 and Andreas Baader in 1943. The burden their generation bore was
         something even I, an ignorant teenager, had seen and felt from our first days in Germany.
         The RAF rage against their parents was a rage against fascism. Bombing the bourgeois
         capitalism of postwar Germany wouldn’t end in the reforms the RAF claimed as its goal.
         The years of blood and plotting would end in their deaths. I used to wonder if the
         group at large saw the deaths of Baader and Meinhof in part as a kind of sacrifice,
         in atonement for the inescapable German past. And how much their lashing out at the
         infuriating Americans—citing Vietnam, Guatemala, Iran—had the unconscious or at least
         unacknowledged aim of deflecting the world curse on Germany. Were they at some level
         grasping to share the terrible burden with the children of the new imperial threat,
         the new oppressive global power disguised as democracy and an easygoing, confident
         good guy?
      

      
      The Baader-Meinhof Group always seemed way too radical for my tastes, and their violence
         was unpalatable. But now as I write, all the questions I had about Baader-Meinhof
         and its unacknowledged purposes sound, at least in part, like unacknowledged defenses
         against my own association with the Americans. Drifting, dazed, indulgent, I let the
         politics fall away until, like Sister Helen Patricia had prophesied so many years
         before, I really had no position. 
      

      
      The job brought new friends with big stories, and the institution treated us well.
         But as the summer of 1977 approached, I was already feeling restless. The landscape
         of Heidelberg had been with me too long. The city had too many associations with the
         past, with my family. 
      

      
      A friend at work named Jean, a fast-talking, canny operator, had left the Heidelberg
         office during the winter to work for the program at Torrejón Air Base, near Madrid.
         Now, mending a broken heart, she wanted to move back. She managed to convince our
         boss to let me take the job at Torrejón and for her to take over mine in Heidelberg.
         Here was a chance to live in Spain, a place I’d been enchanted with since the visit
         to Barcelona with Liza and Val in 1968. The plan promised an escape from familiar
         terrain. In many ways it would; but the military presence would still, after all these
         years, hold me in place.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 27

      A Beaker of the Warm South

      
         
         
      

      
      Fritz Reuterman, a sociologist from St. Louis, lived in a blue Volkswagen van. Fritz
         was a good deal older than me, but he became my closest friend. He had driven the
         van around Europe for the past four years, changing tires, the clutch, the engine
         as needed. Few other people filled the profile of gypsy scholar as Fritz did. He was
         the real thing. When his money ran out, he had started teaching for college programs
         on the many American military bases in Germany. The van continued as his home. It
         was a fine shelter and saved him the trouble of landlords, furniture, more complicated
         moves. He would invite people for drinks in the van, even dinner. It was an ideal
         situation for the rootless person he was in those days, drawn always to the next luring
         plan. With his dog, Brona, a fluffy little cream-colored mixed breed and his most
         important companion, Fritz traveled from Germany to distant sites in Spain, Italy,
         and Turkey. They were always at home. 
      

      
      Fritz’s many books were crammed into the back of the van and doubled as furniture.
         A pile of Bertrand Russell and Shakespeare served as an outdoor end table. If there
         weren’t enough chairs for guests, he’d pull out the thick volumes of Dostoevsky. But
         Fritz didn’t just sit on his books or eat from them. He read voraciously: philosophy,
         theology, fiction, history. Many years before, he had planned to enter the priesthood
         and spent three years in a Catholic seminary. We had that in common, the old pull
         of monastic life. It puzzled both of us as we talked about our doom-drenched Catholic
         pasts. Fritz had gone to seminary for the philosophy; and left when the Catholic frame
         got to be too much. My old reasons for wanting to be a nun were a lot less coherent,
         but Fritz paid attention to my stories, to the crazy associations of Brigit and Brigit,
         the smoked mysteries of the Carmelite monastery; the desire to be good transforming
         incomprehensibly as I came of age.
      

      
      One afternoon during the busy days of packing and planning for the move to Madrid,
         Fritz stopped by my apartment. He was animated about his next teaching assignment.
         They were sending him to Rota, on the south Atlantic coast of Spain. Torrejón was
         on his way. We could travel together, with Brona, in the blue van. 
      

      
      I settled into my last days in Heidelberg, happy to be leaving and feeling a little
         fondness toward the Old City, like it was already a memory. A couple of weeks later,
         through the rear window of the van, Heidelberg receded into the misty morning. We
         headed toward Strasbourg and in a few hours crossed into France. For the next two
         days we repeated trips I had taken years before. Sights along the way jogged memories
         of that distant life, hitchhiking with Valery and Liza; later, driving down with other
         friends, looking for the warm south and the romantic motif of Spain. 
      

      
      Fritz was a good traveling companion. We did whatever we pleased, our interests never
         conflicting. Neither of us cared much where we ate or stopped for the night. There
         was none of the noise or fighting of the old family drives across America; none of
         the druggy paranoia of earlier trips to Spain. At night one of us would sleep inside
         on the camper’s foldout platform, the other on a cot outside. Brona kept guard. If
         anybody came near the van she’d growl and wake us up. Fritz did all the driving while
         I navigated. We didn’t count kilometers or hours. The van and the road were home.
         
      

      
      The landscape of the far eastern boundary between France and Spain is mountainous,
         inhospitable country. The fierce beauty seems to dramatize the fact that you’re passing
         into another nation, another experience. Leaving the Pyrenees behind, the road descends
         into an open agricultural plain. Olive groves cover the low rises and shallows to
         the ends of the horizon. Close up, the curvy limbs look posed in theatrical affectations.
         They don’t suggest peace like olive branches are supposed to. 
      

      
      Sullen memories of violent times were still palpable in 1977. They drifted over the
         olive trees, settled on the road. If you were committed to seeing the country exclusively
         as holiday-land, you could miss this strange feeling. There were no visible signs
         or audible conversations about the ghosts of the Spanish Civil War. But something
         hung in the air, troubling the pastoral fields and endless orchards. And periodically,
         at bends in the road or parked beside a country inn, a pair of Guardia Civil appeared. More than anything, these dour police in green uniforms and black, patent
         leather hats recalled Franco’s authoritarian Spain. The caudillo had been dead for two years, but in certain sharp details his spirit lived on. 
      

      
      Signs along the road gave evidence of a political campaign in progress. Adolfo Suarez
         had just been named prime minister of the first democratically elected government
         since the Civil War. A year before, Suarez had been appointed prime minister by Franco’s
         successor, King Juan Carlos. Suarez and Juan Carlos, tutored and anointed by the generalisimo, both surprised the world by favoring patently liberal ideas and policies once the
         old leader was gone. In the summer of 1976, Suarez instituted a whole set of political
         reforms, including legislation that guaranteed democratic elections. With a king and
         a parliamentary government operating side by side, Spain was in the process of La Transición, the dramatic political and cultural change that would soon erase Franco’s entire
         system. 
      

      
      Big transformations had already taken place in Spanish public life since Franco died.
         Movie posters featured women in low cut blouses and men holding them passionately.
         Laws forbidding homosexuality were taken off the books. Women were more evident in
         the workplace. The infamous permiso marital, which legally kept women dependent on their husbands’ permission to work or own
         property, had been abolished. 
      

      
      But conservative factions in political and certainly military life still had influence.
         In 1981, the Guardia Civil, supported by factions of the military, tried to retake power by storming the parliament
         and holding legislators hostage overnight at gunpoint. King Juan Carlos earned much
         of his immense popularity when he announced on television that the attempted coup
         was in contempt of the democratic state. While they lost this fight, the Guardia Civil nevertheless kept their considerable symbolic power. And they still inspired fear.
         
      

      
      Fritz and I spent our first night in Spain at a small roadside campground not far
         from Huesca, in the interior northeast. The flat, open landscape was only interrupted
         by a ridgeline to the north. We parked the van and let Brona out. Sitting in a pair
         of camp chairs, we ate dinner and watched the darkening colors in the west. Night
         came on, and two black figures came into view, moving up from the road. Flashlights
         came on. The beams turned our way. A moment later, two Guardia Civil stood before
         us, asking for passports. While one looked them over, the other kept an eye on us.
         Apellidos   diferentes. We couldn’t make it out. Nombres diferentes, the man repeated. Our names were different. Meaning we weren’t married. He said
         something else about nombres Españoles and nombres Americanos. Between us, Fritz and I tried to explain that we weren’t a couple. We were friends.
         Amigos. They looked untrusting. We showed them our hands. No rings. Fritz went bravely forward
         and pointed to the birth dates on the passports. The decades between them might make
         it clear. This seemed meaningless. They turned away and took a few steps back. Still
         holding the passports, they conferred in low voices. I was terrified they’d take our
         documents away. Fritz in the meantime was looking sheepish, like he had absorbed the
         blame the Guardia Civil were implying was his. Suddenly he took out his wallet and brandished his military
         I.D. card. The cops looked at me, questioningly. I pointed to the van. Okay? I wasn’t about to take the chance of moving without their permission. One of them
         nodded, and I fetched my purse. Their faces eased at the sight of my Army I.D. card.
         They shook their heads up and down, sí, vale. Attached to the American military, we were properly accounted for. The I.D. cards
         overrode Spanish customs. We belonged to the American Army, and that was reason enough
         to let us alone. I spent the next several hours wondering how I should feel about
         this; and when I was ever going to get beyond the need for this I.D. card. 
      

      
       

      
      An overwhelming majority of Spaniards was unsympathetic to Franco’s memory in 1977.
         Still, the Guardia Civil, the Catholic Church, and other powerful emblems of Spanish patriarchal society stood
         in tension with the progressive, liberal public life that was getting stronger every
         day. The village where I would live, Meco, was itself divided between families that
         revered the older modes and others more energized for change. The split was evident
         sometimes even within families. It was subtle, rarely open. During the Spanish Civil
         War, the conflicts had resulted in people being lined up against a wall or roadside
         and shot. Harrowing memories still washed through the nation’s and the town’s dreams.
         When a friend and I naively—stupidly—took on a project for a Spanish history course
         to survey Meco on Civil War memories, we encountered nothing but disinterest and myriad
         displays of not hearing or not understanding our requests for interviews.
      

      
      Another sign of the continuing power of the old order was the giant Spanish Air Force
         Base at Torrejón de Ardóz, just east of Madrid. This was the site of my new job. The
         base was jointly run with the US Air Force under an arrangement made with Franco in
         1953. In 1957, Torrejón became a major site for the American Strategic Air Command,
         with Boeing B-47 Stratojets and other strategic bombers rotating between here and
         the United States, ready to attack strategic sites inside the Soviet Union. By the
         time I arrived, the base had become home to the 401st Tactical Fighter Wing, with
         several squadrons still in full operation. 
      

      
      Torrejón was an economic booster for the towns nearby, but the noise and fumes from
         the jet fuel made it a touchy issue among local people. The base was a reminder, too,
         of an older sore topic. In 1966, an Air Force B-52 and a refueling plane collided
         over the southeastern town of Palomares, releasing three nuclear weapons onto Spanish
         terrain and a fourth into the Mediterranean Sea. Ambivalence toward the US military
         presence could still be felt throughout Spain. 
      

      
      The look askance at American forces wasn’t only about the nuclear accident eleven
         years earlier. The United States was one of the powerful Western nations that had
         not intervened on behalf of the democratic government during the Civil War and had
         never challenged Franco’s fascism in the aftermath. The foreign forces at Torrejón,
         situated so close to the capital, represented an American government that had shored
         up Franco’s military strength, mindful of his hard-line opposition to anything that
         smelled remotely leftist in the conduct of the Cold War. Eventually, in 1988, responding
         to decades of complaints and demonstrations against the American military presence
         by Spanish citizens, the government of Felipe González would face down the Reagan
         administration and significantly reduce the US military operations at Torrejón. The
         Department of Defense announced the official, complete end of the American presence
         in October 1997—one of nearly nine hundred DOD sites in Europe closed down since the
         end of the Cold War.
      

      
      My early days in Spain were divided between two very different zones. Torrejón Air
         Base was an overexposed stretch of flat ground carved up into blocks of cement rectangles.
         The sounds of jeeps, airplanes and abbreviated speech echoed all the posts and airfields
         I’d known since the 1950s. Passing through the gate meant traversing a boundary from
         a vitalist energy field to a nearsighted, walled compound. Again I was haunted by
         this pattern of attaching myself to military environments. Was it some kind of addiction?
         Had I no imagination for anything else? Places like this had a hold on me perhaps
         for the simple reason that they offered security. Authority, security: I despised
         the words. They were the language of my father’s world, and they rang true as iron.
      

      
      A crucial difference, however, was evident from the start: light and energy sifted
         through from the nearby worlds of Alcalá de Henares and Madrid. Alcalá was the home
         of Cervantes and a handsome university town. If the students here disdained the American
         military presence nearby, they didn’t glare or freeze up at the sight of an individual
         American civilian. Madrid’s glitter drew me like a magnet. I loved the Prado and the
         stately buildings along the wide, tree-lined avenues. Music, good food, laughter were
         everywhere. To the east was the village of Meco. Jean had helped arrange for me to
         move into a large, sunny house there, on the northern edge of the village. The neighbors
         came over as soon as I had moved in. They brought loaves of bread, wine and salt,
         the traditional foods for starting life anew. The grocer, the keeper of the hardware
         store, and the butano man asked how I was getting along. They offered help; had time to talk. I started
         to learn Spanish. The house was big enough to accommodate friends who came down from
         Heidelberg to teach at the base. They were good company. We were known in the village
         as los Americanos. 
      

      
      Fritz, meanwhile, settled into life in Rota. Two years passed before I ventured down
         to visit. The train from Madrid took an entire day to reach Puerto de Santa Maria,
         a sunny town across the bay from Cádiz. Rota was thirty minutes north, an Atlantic
         beach town at the foot of Andalucia. I had heard from Fritz about the seaside languor,
         the palm trees, the easy, tropical lifestyle. But Rota was really two very different
         places. Pushed up beside the old town and the sea-washed neighborhood was an enormous
         base—what “Rota” meant in American military lexicons. Franco had invited the American
         fleet to take up residence at the Spanish naval port in 1953, the same year he struck
         the agreement for Torrejón. With the buildup of American forces in Europe through
         the 1950s and the growing tensions of the early Cold War, thousands of wives and kids
         came to join the sailors and Marines stationed at this militarized Rota. 
      

      
      To get to Rota from Puerto de Santa Maria, you have to drive around the six-thousand-acre
         base. Abutting farmland and vineyards, the site is surrounded by two parallel wire
         fences topped by barbed wire. Every ten yards or so, cameras look down at you from
         high cement posts. They aren’t hidden. They make you feel watched, conscious of yourself
         looking. I suppose that’s the idea—in addition, of course, to showing how difficult
         it would be to breach the fence without being seen. 
      

      
      The surface looks as if it were poured over an anterior one, less even, less level.
         The rounded hillocks, some of them dotted with bushes, look sculpted and positioned
         like stage settings. Well-defined pine and eucalyptus groves contrast sharply with
         the too-smooth texture and gray-beige pallet of the base landscape. What makes you
         keep looking in spite of the cameras, more than the aura of the fake in the “natural”
         features, are the odd arcs and extensions of heavy metal that poke through the ground.
         They’re mostly covered in one way or another, buried in cave-like structures or tucked
         in where the ground curves and banks. You have to look carefully to see them, but
         they’re not entirely hidden either. If you didn’t know it was a military station,
         the giant stretch of land might appear to be some kind of finca, a ranch, but it would be strikingly unreadable. You would only know there was something
         very strange about the design of the place. In contrast to the sunny Spanish countryside
         in the midst of which it sat, the base appeared the first time I saw it morally dark,
         a grim and ghostly power. After a few more visits, the sight would seem less strange.
         
      

      
      Finally we steered away from the base perimeter and arrived in the town of Rota. A
         palm-lined boardwalk ran beneath Fritz’s apartment building. Restaurants lured with
         the smell of grilled fish, caught a hundred feet away. From his eighth-floor balcony
         you could watch the fishermen and the lovers who occupied the long, rock pier. Hundreds
         of boats bobbed in the harbor. The ferry chugged across the bay to and from Cádiz.
         To the west were the narrow lanes and red tile roofs of the old city. Just beyond,
         in the deep base harbor, stood the gray metal ships loaded with guns and radar. 
      

      
      Swimming below Fritz’s apartment one morning, I was distracted by a strange blur on
         the horizon. Focus came with a creeping feeling. The Sixth Fleet, part of it at least.
         The ships were too far away to attract much attention, but if you kept looking, a
         series of long horizontal bulks came into view. They lifted upward in jagged lines
         over the sea. The space they took up on the horizon ran to the edge of visibility.
         The grim shapes changed the meaning of the landscape. The warm, lazy beach, lay there
         protected by this threatening, uncanny force. 
      

      
      Fritz was tan and jolly. Life was good here in the warm south. He seemed particularly
         lit up and right away started telling me why. A new friend, a Cuban ex-patriot, had
         invited him a few weeks before to a remote mountain village where he kept a weekend
         home. Wedged in the saddle of a high ridge over the Gibraltar plains, the place struck
         Fritz with its odd beauty. Before the weekend was over, he’d bought a house there
         himself.
      

      
      On the morning after I arrived we set off for Gaucin. It was three hours away to the
         northeast on a series of winding country roads. We passed through orange groves, cork
         forests, and fields planted entirely with sunflowers. Finally the Serrania de Ronda
         came into view, and the road began to climb. Twenty minutes later we rounded a deep
         hairpin curve and pulled over to a lookout point. There was Gaucin. Spread across
         a pair of matching slopes, it looked like an enormous white dove. 
      

      
      We turned in at the gas station. The blue van took up most of the street, but that
         didn’t seem to be a problem. Plastered flat against the walls, people Fritz seemed
         to know smiled and waved. The road went up and down and around, winding through the
         village in impossibly tight curves. It was like driving in a pinball machine, but
         every surface was white. 
      

      
      At the top of Calle de Piedro, Fritz pulled the van over into a slightly wider space
         in the street. A man walked by with a donkey, both of them making their way around
         us with inches to spare. Fritz insisted it was no problem to leave the vehicle, as
         big as some of the garden shacks at the edge of town, right in the street. Few cars
         ever passed.
      

      
      As was the case for other towns of the Serrania, the population of Gaucin had been
         shrinking over the past few years. Young people, large numbers of them, had been leaving
         for the coast. There they found jobs in the tourist industry and the construction
         business that was just starting to boom. Fewer than two thousand Gaucineros were living at home now. A plethora of houses stood vacant. The prices were good.
         
      

      
      Fritz had found an old mill house, with a giant oak beam crossing the kitchen ceiling
         and an enormous wooden screw for pressing olives. Then he bought the house next door
         and connected the two to make his own weekend palace. He plastered and painted and
         bought furniture on the coast. It was small but felt spacious. Two bedrooms upstairs
         shared a bathroom, and he had four more, with as many baths, on the other side of
         the patio. He’d knocked a wall out downstairs and made a big, open dining room. The
         living room was being widened and a fireplace installed. Signs of construction were
         everywhere. The builder, a man of fifty, stopped to say hello and got right back to
         work. He had other jobs waiting. The building industry was gaining ground here too.
         
      

      
      The real glory of the house was its set of three terraces. The lowest, off the kitchen,
         was entirely closed in. Another, partially walled off from the neighbors’ view, stood
         off the dining room. At the top of the house, the uppermost terrace looked out on
         the miles of open space between the village and the sea. In the distance was Gibraltar.
         
      

      
      Since the construction work was in process, we stayed at the old Hotel Nacional, in
         the middle of town. The Nacional had been in operation since the early 1860s, as the
         faded ink in the visitors’ book showed. Guests in the five rooms over the restaurant
         shared two small bathrooms. My room came equipped with a ceramic bowl and a pitcher
         filled with water for washing. For dinner, there were two choices for each course,
         and everything was delicious.
      

      
      Driving around the countryside, I saw what travelers to this place had been taken
         with for centuries: pathways into the canyons shaded by chestnut trees; almonds, cork
         oaks, olive trees everywhere; rank on rank of mountain tops marking the limits of
         the Serrania de Ronda. And everywhere, animals. Goats, sheep, pigs, horses, looked
         at you from the side of the road with unthreatened eyes. Foxes and badgers caught
         the car lights at night. 
      

      
      One afternoon, Fritz and I took a drive to see the other villages. Five of them hang
         off the mountainsides beneath the main road to Ronda. Well kept and handsome, their
         histories go back to before Arab Spain. Modernity had made its way here too, even
         during the Franco years. Every town had a swimming pool. They were all wired for electricity.
         At night, the long valleys and mountainsides lay in darkness. 
      

      
      Time came for the return to Rota, and I didn’t want to leave. On the train back to
         Madrid I kept seeing Gaucin and the Serrania. An idea swirled around. It seemed outrageous,
         illegal somehow. Could I buy a house there? The thought stayed. It gained weight in
         Torrejón. 
      

      
      I should have thought about it longer, looked at more places than I did, bargained
         with the owners. Prices for had already risen. Eric, a Scandinavian friend of Fritz’s,
         showed us a piece of land outside the village. The electrical lines didn’t run this
         far, nor did the village water pipes. Perhaps a well could be dug near the reeds at
         the bottom of the property. 
      

      
      Eric introduced us to the owner, a kind and thoughtful man who looked like he’d been
         happy for much of his life. Now his wife was ill. He needed money for the move to
         the coast where she would be closer to the doctors. Whatever shadows followed him,
         he didn’t seem distracted. He climbed the high hill of his finca faster than any of us. He called out names for the different trees. We spent the
         afternoon roaming the place, and by the time we started back for town, I was intoxicated.
         I didn’t care that there was no electricity, that the reeds might promise nothing
         but more reeds.
      

      
      I gave Diego the thousand dollars I had, and he agreed to let me send him the rest—another
         two thousand—over the coming year. He said he knew what it was like to be short on
         funds, that he was glad I liked the finca so much. Take your time, he assured me, pay it as you can. Overjoyed at the fact
         of actually owning a piece of ground, a beautiful hillside of olive trees, almonds,
         cork oaks, and quinces, I signed the bill of sale. Fritz and Eric were witnesses.
         The four of us celebrated with lunch at the Hotel Nacional. We toasted Diego’s wife,
         the finca itself, the bank manager who’d taken care of the papers. 
      

      
      The idea of owning property was a complete novelty, of course. On the one hand it
         was too difficult to grasp the idea that I possessed this hillside. Did ownership
         mean walking the terrain every day; marking it with paths and buildings? What would
         happen when I was away, which would be most of the time? But the fact of having the
         land, of being in a sense married to it, brought on a new vision of my own boundaries.
         They extended further, to the edges of the finca. I would grow an identity with it. For a while, my confidence grew. Through the years,
         the tenuousness of ownership has chastened the pride. But the sense of being with
         this sweet hillside clings still, like moss to the rocks at the summit. 
      

      
      At Fritz’s house after lunch, we climbed to his rooftop patio. Looking out at the
         valley and the global coast, the bigger frame of this pastoral retreat came back into
         view. In the distance stood the great rock, Gibraltar, like a statement rising from
         the flat, European shore: an icon of imperial history. Now, in 1981, Gibraltar marked
         a strategically loaded point in the geopolitics of the late Cold War. Harboring a
         British military force, it served as a port of refuge and recreation for ships of
         the American Sixth Fleet. As a gateway between Europe and the Islamic world of North
         Africa and between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean Middle East, Gibraltar stood
         guard for the West, a watchtower keeping a wary eye on this narrow highly trafficked
         intersection.
      

      
      If you went through Gaucin asking people how they felt about the British holding Gibraltar,
         most would probably shrug their shoulders, blow off the question. Others would have
         a ready-made denunciation. The difficulty with this position, if it’s based on the
         idea that the Rock should belong to Spain, is that the Spaniards themselves have footholds
         across the straights in what many regard as Moroccan territory. Ceuta and Melilla
         inevitably get thrown back at Spanish critics of the British tenure in Gibraltar.
         Discussion of the matter therefore doesn’t usually go very far. The Rock sits on the
         horizon, a giant marker. The abrupt eastern flank catches the morning light against
         its limestone skin. The rough cut on the west glows red in the evening. Its profile
         changes as you look at it: a striking natural beauty; a porous limestone full of military
         batteries and furious history; a mark of empire at the beginning and the end of Europe.
         
      

      
      In my growing affection for Spain, I thought I’d found a place of my own, so to speak,
         a place not so determined by the Cold War imperatives that had always directed my
         family’s moves. It was true the finca gave me a sense of self and stability I’d never had; and in many small ways, I was
         finally happy because of this. But there was no escaping the memories, the discipline,
         the acting out against it all. I had found no exit from my own Cold War. And now Ronald
         Reagan was in the White House, reigniting the East-West standoff after a decade of
         détente. The ships standing off Gibraltar, commercial as well as military, were visible
         from the finca. They looked ready and dangerous, even on the quietest afternoons. In the shade of
         the olive trees, I tried to enact a new life. The graceful mountains—Crestallina,
         El Hacho, El Pino—framed the landscape of what I now declared home. But Gibraltar
         and the ships on the southern horizon stood in clear sight.
      

      
      Back in Torrejón, my life beside the military began to rankle. I had to do something,
         make some decisions. I couldn’t just move to Gaucin and hope to survive. But staying
         in this job wasn’t the answer either. Memories of May 1968 kept coming back: a particular
         scene, not the chaos of the streets but a silent, glassed-off café. The crowd outside
         roared. The chairs should have slid and titled like the ones in the dining room that
         last night on The United States. But they stayed stock-still. The café table was for
         holding onto, the notebook for pseudo action. In my heart and soul cherishing all
         Paris stood for, I was nevertheless still right there beside the American military.
         I was guilty of political sloth. If an element of happiness had entered my life with
         Gaucin and the finca, this old problem remained. 
      

      
      I decided to try America again. I would apply to graduate school. Studying might help
         me understand my own patterns. And provide credentials I could use to find some other
         career. Late in the spring of 1981 an offer came from NYU, a research assistantship
         with full tuition and a small stipend. This would mean I would be in New York, in
         Greenwich Village—a corner of America I figured I could take.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 28

      The End of the Cold War

      
         
         
      

      
      In the fall of 1978, Jack and Frannie had retired to a two-story frame house in Noank,
         on the Connecticut shore near Mystic. The back yard ran down to the water, and there
         was a dock with a small boathouse. Dad kept fishing rods and oars for the Pitzy, a twelve-foot day sailer. He liked the water and the fishing and the seafood shacks
         in Noank. Frannie made a seaside garden where she grew begonias. Lizzie lived not
         far away in Greenwich. She had a family of her own now, and they came to visit often.
         
      

      
      But the transition wasn’t easy. It was a still life for Jack. He tried to get Frannie
         to go traveling with him, but she didn’t like the idea of waiting in military airlift
         lounges for space available flights. She loved her house and repeated to my sisters
         and me that this was what she’d wanted us to have for years, a home, waiting there
         while we moved around the world. 
      

      
      Frannie had the old furniture reupholstered. She bought beautiful paintings. Neighbors
         came to visit. But Mom’s conversation wasn’t tuned to local interests. With pilots
         and pilots’ wives, Mom had shared stories of travel and moving, of the idiosyncrasies
         of whatever city or country we happened to inhabit. Her new acquaintances were curious
         at first about Jack and Frannie’s European travels, but it wasn’t the sort of thing
         they wanted to talk about all the time. They didn’t take to chatting about the customs
         of Noank and Mystic, as if their own towns were quaint; or worse, exotic. Thinking
         her experiences more interesting than theirs—and that these women, of course, concurred—Frannie
         let herself brag a little. Her voices got stagey. You could see the listeners’ faces
         cloud. The new friends fell away, didn’t invite her back. My poor mother fell to talking
         about Europe at the grocery store checkout, with the dry cleaner, clerks at the bank.
         Frannie wanted them to know we had lived in Europe, she’d spent years in England and
         Germany, had travelled to Italy, Switzerland, France. It came up in unconvincing ways:
         “We couldn’t get this kind of mustard when we lived in Europe. All you could get was the French kind”; “I love not having to deal with currency differences anymore.”
      

      
      My visits to Noank were uneven. Intoxication with New York had hit me hard, and I
         never wanted to leave. The island had a mystery about it, an aura. Perhaps it was
         simply that all the lights and bodies running through the city day and night kept
         regenerating the energy. At times it felt as if New York was a being in its own right;
         or maybe a site crisscrossed by ley lines. I was enraptured by it. 
      

      
      Graduate school at NYU was absorbing. It didn’t start out that way. The great magic
         fluid of the city stopped just short of NYU’s administrative center, where a team
         of sharp-tongued undergraduate work-studies shoved the new graduate students through
         the steps of registration. The work-studies had gotten to NYU a year or so ahead of
         us. That year gave them all the advantage. They knew enough about how things worked
         at NYU—and by implication in New York—to lord it over the recently arrived, sensing
         out weak spots like intuitionists, insulting and embarrassing us wherever possible.
         
      

      
      Down the block was the English department, where I began working just before classes
         got under way that fall. The main office was a dusty lounge where on any given day
         you could find anxious looking graduate students waiting to see their professors.
         At the edges of the lounge were the professors’ offices. Hunched over books and papers,
         they seemed to be navigating other worlds. 
      

      
      Upstairs were more of these, and one of them was mine. The inner door communicated
         with the office of the professor for whom it was my job to help with research. I couldn’t
         help with the stacks of index cards, each card bearing its own idea, that had accumulated
         there over the years in the processing of a book production. Some of the stacks leaned
         against rectangular metal boxes filled with more index cards. Each stack had a rubber
         band and a slip to identify the clues held there; each box had a label. It looked
         like a nightmare of possibilities. This was my introduction to scholarship—a smaller
         scale version of open pit mining. I kept a vision of it before me in the coming years:
         an image of what meticulous researching could do to your life. 
      

      
      In spite of this fearful image, I quickly came to like the coursework. Digging in
         libraries for odd facts and odder critical interpretations had a strange attraction.
         At any moment, in the next shelf, the next reference, I might find something very
         important, perhaps an answer to the bafflement of my life. The voluminous atrium at
         NYU’s Bobst kept this promise afloat with its spiritual emptiness, its silent lift.
         Putting research together into readable form turned out to be deeply satisfying. Papers
         flowed from my street-found desk. I got to be rather good at them. The grades stoked
         a fire in the ego I hadn’t experienced before. I started taking myself seriously,
         or acting as if I did—I’m not sure which is more true. It was like that seriousness
         of school with the nuns, taking it all so hard and pushing the energy every minute,
         every hour. 
      

      
      The graduate student culture fed a certain pompousness. Some of us felt we really
         had it over the rest of the population by studying the American Renaissance, English
         Romanticism, the Symbolists, and Modernism. This was the heyday of French theory,
         and I jumped on the bandwagon along with lots of other people in my program. Proud
         of “getting” Derrida and Lacan, we would explain the vocabularies of deconstruction
         and l’Ecole Freudienne to disgruntled classmates who resisted the strange idioms. All of us must have seemed
         tiresome at least part of the time to the genuinely accomplished scholars who taught
         us. I witnessed firsthand some comical evidence of this one evening in the winter
         of my second year.
      

      
      An illustrious professor in the creative writing program, a man with a huge international
         reputation, used my research professor’s office from time to time. On this particular
         evening, I returned after a class to get my coat and found him sitting at my desk,
         in conversation with a graduate student. The coat was draped over the back of the
         chair where the student was sitting, his back to the door. The great novelist looked
         straight at me as I came through the door. 
      

      
      The student kept talking. It sounded important, whatever he was saying. I thought
         about closing the door and leaving. It was cold outside, however, and I needed the
         coat. As quietly as possible, I moved toward the chair, thinking to pull the coat
         out while the student was leaning forward. Maybe I could leave without interrupting.
         One pull and I saw the coat was wedged under his rump. He seemed unaware of my presence.
         He kept talking and didn’t budge. The novelist, in the meantime, watched the interaction
         steadily, over the student’s shoulder. His expression suggested curiosity as to how
         this might work out. The student kept on. Finally he noticed me; but amazingly, he
         turned back and kept talking. And still he didn’t move. I gave up. “Excuse me, I have
         to get my coat.” I had to say it over his monologue. Without turning or stopping his
         discourse, he shifted and finally I had what I came for. Slipping out, I couldn’t
         resist looking back. The Mona Lisa smile on the illustrious man’s face didn’t hide
         his amusement. The student seemed unaware of everything but his own running commentary.
         Once out the door, I breathed again and walked away in wonder. Had it been me in the
         chair, I wondered if I’d have behaved differently. Maybe not. The comedy of it rose
         up like an epiphany. Trying to fetch something of my own from the Babel of graduate
         school—even a paltry winter coat—was a tug of war with other people as loquacious
         as I was. It was a battle for each other’s and our professors’ attention. 
      

      
      Graduate school grew rather entertaining for moments like this. It was hard not to
         laugh at the pipe smoking, the furrowed brows, the overloaded language that I myself
         fell to. But I was learning a great deal. And then something extraordinary happened
         late in the second year. I discovered the study of imperialism and the role of literature
         in the conduct of empire. A few lectures, a couple of books, and the outlines of a
         map started to appear, like invisible ink becoming legible across the surface of what
         had been a blank page. Dedicated to the critique of not just the literature of empire
         but entire knowledge systems, this tough and savvy subfield took me by the shoulders
         and led me to a promontory. Here was the plain of conquest, where the armies of the
         West rolled down the flanks of impoverished worlds, spilling through everything. It
         was the study of literature’s role in the spread of English, American, and European
         influence on the hearts and minds of others. Soldiers led the way. Teachers and missionaries
         followed. They brought language, ideas, images to remake people, change geography,
         replace culture. And then the families came. These histories I recognized. They described
         the work of my father through the decades of the Cold War; the family’s unacknowledged
         part in following him; and my role as compliant, resistant, ambivalent daughter. 
      

      
      I went up to Noank when I had to, for the holidays and summer weekends. The journey
         would begin as a duty. Crawling through the tunnels of Manhattan, I tried to see the
         light in the trip. And as the train made its way up the New England coast, Jack and
         Frannie’s sphere slowly gained influence again. The urban sprawl after New Haven gave
         way to salt ponds and boatyards. Then there was the gray steel of the New London Naval
         Base. From here to Noank, the train passed wetlands and houses with docks, the lights
         on inside. From the last bridge before the stop in Mystic, I could see my parents’
         cove. An osprey nest marked it, sitting on a telephone post. Beyond was their yard.
         The lilacs climbed the boathouse in spring. 
      

      
      Jack and Frannie’s house was quiet, more so than our earlier homes. There was an unfamiliar
         stillness about it. Much of it, anyway, was stamped with memory. The old couch that
         had followed us through the many moves, the paintings, the books I’d known since childhood.
         My mother’s perfumes, the same ones Jack had been buying her since they were in their
         twenties, wafted in their bedroom. Her cigarettes were everywhere. In the basement,
         Dad had a workroom. All his tools were stored there in a partial order of boxes and
         hooks. Upstairs at the end of the hall he had an office, “the Army room.” His desk
         was a big secretary Frannie found at an antique store. The built-in shelves were piled
         with books—all of Conrad’s novels, his favorites; volumes of Mark Twain; aviation
         and military histories. The Distinguished Flying Cross and other citations hung in
         frames on the far wall. One window faced the street and the other, if you craned your
         neck, looked on Bee Bee Cove. He didn’t mind if his kids or grandkids hung around
         in the room. You could read, you could rummage through his drawers. You could smell
         the lingering cigar smoke.
      

      
      The old sharp strain between Jack and me dating back to 1968 had worn down somewhat
         over the years. Certain topics or songs on the radio, however, could still poison
         the air. We both tried to avoid these things. 
      

      
      One afternoon I brought out my old guitar, stuffed away in the attic, and picked around
         at a folk song I remembered from the 1960s, Blowing in the Wind. Joan Baez had made it famous. Sarah and her little daughter, Mary, were watching.
         Finally the chords came right, and the song rolled out. Sarah knew them too. We came
         to the last line, about the cannon balls. Jack came out of the kitchen, drying a dish.
         He shook his head and said in a low voice “not that.” I saw the flickering fire of
         pain in his eyes as he turned back to the kitchen. Okay, I thought, he had waited
         until we finished the line. He didn’t interrupt. He hadn’t demanded we stop, only
         registered what he didn’t want. His look and tone said the song hurt. I did not want
         to hurt him. I put the guitar down. 
      

      
      The afternoon passed. At dinner he was removed, quiet. As we got up from the table,
         I started to say something about the song, a stumbling recognition of his feelings.
         He waived it off. “That’s alright,” he said, and went upstairs to the Army room. It
         wasn’t a brush-off so much as a getting away; a signal that he still couldn’t talk
         with me about what the song brought up, war. He didn’t want to argue about it or insist
         he was right or challenge my choice of music. It was an issue too weighty for ordinary
         conversation. The house was too small, the rooms too boxy for the pain it brought
         up. 
      

      
      Dad was genuinely interested in my graduate school program and had lots of questions
         about it. His tones didn’t carry the ring of suspicion they had in the late sixties.
         He seemed eager to know how the classes worked, what was expected of us. And he was
         curious about how the professors treated us. By us he meant the women. Jack’s probing
         was different from the old grilling about male attention when my sisters and I had
         started dating. Now he wanted to know if the women students were respected intellectually.
         He knew that the student population, like the graduate faculty itself, was overwhelmingly
         male. He was sensitive about this, a man with four daughters and no sons. 
      

      
      Meanwhile Frannie was thrilled I would soon have a PhD. She thought it marvelous I
         was living in New York, reading literature for a living, writing and teaching. She’d
         actually had literary aspirations of a kind herself for many years. A stack of poems
         by Irish poets and a neatly typed table of contents sat on the desk in the living
         room she inherited from Grandma Walsh. Beneath the table of contents was a partially
         drafted introduction. The principal theme was travel, from wandering to exploring
         to visiting like a tourist. She had a dedication, “To my wild Irish fliers, May the
         road rise before you . . .” I think she was more interested in reading the poems and
         working with the design than in actually publishing a book. She loved the poetry of
         her time, not the hard-edged modernists but anything lyrical. If her father had remained
         rich, if she’d finished college, if she’d had the life she wanted—marrying Jack perhaps,
         but having money too—I think she would’ve tried making a place for herself in the
         publishing world, for what she imagined the sheer pleasure of it.
      

      
      As it was, Frannie found a job for herself at Mystic Seaport. Her domain was the jewelry
         department of the enormous gift shop. The special attraction was scrimshaw, engraved
         whalebone. Making scrimshaw from endangered species was outlawed by this time, but
         work produced before whale hunting became illegal could still be traded. These old
         pieces were hugely expensive and stood behind the counter in fancy glass boxes. Scrimshanders—Frannie
         loved to use the word—now worked with synthetic materials and the bones of unthreatened
         species.
      

      
      Frannie got to know everything about the craft and the trade. She befriended a few
         well-known scrimshanders and picked up some of their argot. Eventually she shifted
         to the Seaport art gallery where she got to know many of the artists whose works we
         had in the house. Coming home from work, Frannie would be lit up with stories of the
         trade she’d heard from the artists and scrimshanders. 
      

      
      This was the first job she’d had in many years, but she took to it quickly. In little
         time, she sounded like an expert. Jack would wince at the know-it-all tones, the terms
         of art implying complicated transactions to which she was privy. Frannie didn’t seem
         to notice his pained looks. She had a world of her own now, crowds of people to swap
         stories with. There was recognition at the Seaport, for her elegant speech and manners;
         and good use for all the nice clothes hanging in her closet in these otherwise unsociable
         days. 
      

      
      At dinner, an event overloaded with possibilities for good or ill when I was a kid,
         Jack and Frannie were overtly respectful, even solicitous. They listened to me. We
         all steered away from trigger topics. They were in their late fifties now, a little
         less high strung and slower to criticize what was new or different. Still, some things
         hadn’t changed. As Frannie finished her set of evening cocktails, she was as likely
         as ever to act like Talula Bankhead or draw out her words like Katherine Hepburn.
         The opinions would get more fierce and unconditional. Jack would say she was “puttin’
         on the dog” and challenge one of her lines. An argument would start. Time would slip
         back, and I’d be a nervous child again, hoping they’d stop before it got bad. 
      

      
      Jack had dealt with his boredom and restlessness in many ways. From his first days
         in retirement, drinking had been an important companion. Eventually he knew the solution
         was making the problems worse. He joined Alcoholics Anonymous, and stopped drinking
         for good. When Frannie dismissed his criticisms at the dinner table by stepping up
         the haughtiness and the bragging, he wasn’t ready with alcoholic fuel to feed the
         blaze. Like my sisters and I, he had gotten pretty good at finding reasons to nudge
         dinner to a close. 
      

      
      There were more of us now to come and visit, to break up these scenes. Lizzie and
         Sarah both had children who loved visiting Granny and Papa. Nancy had moved to Greenwich
         and would soon be married and have two of her own. Whenever we arrived, Jack and Frannie
         would be excited, exuberant, as if they’d been alone for a long time. I thought the
         paltriness of their social life must have left them feeling lonely when none of us
         were there. And with each other—well, it was hard to tell what that was like, just
         the two of them alone.
      

      
      At the same time, right there with all the problems—the social awkwardness, the loneliness,
         the drinking issues—a certain visible ease had emerged in Jack and Frannie. It was
         as if they were settling into the relaxation they could now afford. My sisters and
         I were no longer dependent on them. Military life, with its uncompromising definitions
         and demands, didn’t frame their days. They’d loved that life, but there was no mistaking
         how much looser they were without it. 
      

      
      One spring afternoon I was studying on the deck behind the house. The comprehensive
         exams at the NYU English department were coming up soon. Between meals, I had been
         working for hours at a time, reading, taking notes, drafting commentaries. Suddenly
         Jack appeared with a tray. It was lunch—a sandwich and a glass of juice. He put it
         on the table next to me. “Here you go, Mame,” he said, a little awkwardly. There was
         no precedent for this. Grateful and more than a little embarrassed, I thanked him.
         The impulse was to repeat the thanks, make amends for this gift, for the fact that
         I didn’t deserve it. But his gesture put a stop to that. He acknowledged the thanks
         with a muffled “my pleasure” and went back into the kitchen.
      

      
      The sky was clear that day, a few clouds sailing in from the west. Dip chicks and
         loons paddled by the dock. The New England spring had colored the foliage across the
         cove with white, pink, and yellow blossoms. The book on my lap—it must have been Beowulf or The Seafarer—dissolved. I tried to get what this meant, what had just happened. My father had
         served me lunch. The abundant honor was more than I knew what to do with. One thing
         was clear. Jack was communicating with me. For communication to hold up, it needed
         a response, not a look of stunned wonder. 
      

      
      Jack’s confrontation with the drinking had brought him in contact with people who
         suffered in ways he hadn’t imagined. Fishing with Nancy and her family at Truro on
         Cape Cod one summer day after he’d begun recovery, he felt the need to get to an AA
         meeting. The nearest one was in Provincetown. He drove the ten miles and found himself
         surrounded by gay men whose stories were harder than his own. “These fellas,” he began,
         telling John and me about it later. The three of us were sitting in the television
         room in Noank. Dad was hunched over, thinking, elbows anchored on his knees, hands
         clasped. “These fellas had a tough time.” Their hard lives had been made harder by
         drinking. So had Jack’s. The Provincetown meeting and others in Noank showed my father
         what deep difficulties of being and identity not only gay men his age and younger
         had had to negotiate: he saw close up at AA the everyday suffering of people he had
         only “known” by exotic images and stereotypes: people of color, divorced women, socialists,
         junkies. And he shared his own stories with them, the strife with Frannie, probably
         the battle memories. The old warrior had begun to set aside the cartoon notions he’d
         harbored for so long. Startled by familiar pain, he let the mean images go. 
      

      
      When Dad brought me lunch that afternoon, I took his communiqué to mean let’s bury the hatchet. The years of seeing him across a political boundary, on the other side of the ideological
         fence, had become a habit. His confident voice had always rung with conviction. What
         he thought—I can’t know this, but so much says it’s true—was very clear to him. He
         didn’t stop his thoughts in mid-stream like I often did, turn around, take a second
         look. His thoughts stepped up to be counted. The down side of this, of course, was
         the fierce animosity toward whatever challenged his world. In the old days, there
         had been no hope of eliciting his sympathy, no discussion of what he branded wrong.
         Just so, the meaning of that tray of lunch was clear, unambiguous. Now, however, his
         voice was a little unsure. His eyes had lost the steel edge of war vision, but reconciliation
         had never been his forte. 
      

      
      When Jack gestured to put the hatchet down, he left himself open to rejection. I was
         a rather haughty graduate student, caught up in a thicket of literary trends and theories
         that gave me access to New York intellectual culture. Grasping at these, I had analyses
         ready not just for literature but for any kind of story or situation. I was luxuriating
         in my parents’ pride, and exercising a thin kind of confidence, fueled more by arrogance
         than deep convictions. Given this critical posturing, and considering how long I’d
         held to the opposite party line, Dad must’ve known I’d be as likely to draw back and
         dig in my heels as I was to give it all up.
      

      
      But the embarrassment I felt and the intense wish to deserve his gesture overrode
         the graduate school voices. Dad was serving me. The conclusion that it was an effort
         at communication came later. For the moment, the only response I had was “thank you.”
         I tried to keep showing it, to deserve his kindness. 
      

      
      In the days following, I skirted him. It wasn’t exactly avoidance, because I found
         myself actually wanting his company. But I felt awkward. Dad was better with the situation.
         He sought me out, asked if I wanted to go on errands with him. We went to the dry
         cleaners, the grocery store. Talk got to be fluid and interesting.
      

      
      This was when he asked the questions about my professors. They were a mysterious lot
         to him, but he didn’t dismiss them. Wary of their attitudes toward women scholars,
         he listened to what I told him and watched my expressions. He seemed to be waiting
         for cues that might dislodge or confirm his worries. I claimed if you did good work,
         you got recognized for it; but his ponderous concern had its effects. I heard my male
         professors’ chuckles and terse answers. The sense I had at times that I was being
         looked at but not really listened to. Still, women were winning prizes and getting
         research and teaching assistantships as much as the men were. Other women in the program
         didn’t talk about unfair treatment. We might well have concluded, if we could bear
         to countenance it, that in many ways we were, in fact, regarded as second citizens;
         but it would have been difficult to prove. Getting this, Jack grumbled. I think he
         recognized what I wouldn’t; and felt his inability to do anything about it. 
      

      
      We talked about his life in retirement. He liked mornings on the water, fishing, knocking
         around with the Pitzy. Bee Bee Cove was an easy-going inlet, shallow enough to walk across when the tide
         was out. The seaside landscape, the lone docks jutting out into reed marsh, this was
         a world he could lose himself in. He liked all the boatyards around Noank, the Mystic
         drawbridge, the big sailboats cruising through. 
      

      
      On the other hand, the little town was staid, even complacent, for all its quaint
         simplicity. He complained about not going anywhere, about Frannie not wanting to deal
         with the military air terminals or wait for space available on military aircraft.
         He didn’t blame her. These didn’t, after all, present the most comfortable travel
         conditions. But he was frustrated with Noank and the lack of things to do there. He
         missed flying. He missed having what the Army called a mission. 
      

      
      He had taken a job with the town of Groton as a land and property surveyor, which
         got him out of the house more. He’d learned a good deal about local society, about
         who had money, how the cheating on permits and taxes was done. It was fascinating,
         he told me, how rules got bent and bypassed in the civilian world. He listened to
         property owners’ stories and gauged with his calculations the distances between what
         they said about their renovations and the ground truth. But, he admitted, this work
         never made him feel like he was doing anything much worthwhile. 
      

      
      One morning he enlisted my aid in a trip downtown to shop for birthday presents. The
         poignancy of his thoughts about life in Noank and the job seemed to have abated. The
         summer was indeed birthday time in his house. Almost everybody in the family had been
         born then, and the season had always been dotted by festive evenings with pink or
         yellow birthday cakes. Jack led the way through the shops on Mystic’s Main Street
         and consulted with me over night gowns, bracelets, trinkets for the grandchildren.
         The sea air and the gusto of our errands seemed to wash away all the regret of the
         preceding days. We found a booth at Bee Bee Dairy for lunch. My sisters’ kids loved
         this place for the massive ice cream sundaes they served. On the bright yellow walls,
         the glinting light from the river danced. In the wide picture window I saw Dad’s profile.
         It wasn’t cheerful, and it wasn’t dark. I saw my own face, straddling the same undefined
         zone. “What’ll ya have, Mame?” The waitress took our order for tuna sandwiches, and
         he turned to me again. “Ice cream?” “Sure.” “Atta girl,” he said, and patted my hand.
         And there we were, at ease, finally, in the last years of his life.
      

      
      For the next couple of years, writing my dissertation, I went up to see Jack and Frannie
         as much as I could. Finishing meant going away for my first job, a one-year visiting
         professorship at the University of Michigan in Flint. We talked often on the phone.
         The year was 1989. In November the Berlin Wall came down. Frannie called to talk about
         it. The world’s been divided for so long, she said. Behind the words I heard how long
         we had been too.
      

      
      When the year was over I was back in the Northeast again, with a new job at Muhlenberg
         College, in Pennsylvania. I had kept the loft on Houston Street, a sub-sub-rental,
         and now commuted to Allentown from New York. On my first trip back to Noank I brought
         along John McClure. I’d met him that winter at the Modern Language Association conference.
         He was a sailor, an adventurer. He was also an academic and a leftist. Handsome, generous,
         funny, he drew people easily. Jack and Frannie loved him, in spite of the politics.
         Frannie talked to him about books and gardening; Jack about boats, fishing, distant
         places he’d seen. They listened to his stories about Peace Corps days in Kenya; about
         his California, a very different one from ours. They trusted him and the different
         perspectives he brought into the house. 
      

      
      John and I purchased a twenty-four-foot sailboat and moored it at the Noank boatyard.
         On weekends we came up from New York and sailed to Fisher’s Island, Block Island,
         across the Sound to Montauk Point. Sometimes Dad went out with us, but he didn’t like
         sailing for the sake of sailing. He wanted a destination—any destination—and a purpose—any
         purpose—for the trip. 
      

      
      But Jack liked hanging around the boatyard. Spying a cat who had free range of the
         place one day, he watched it wistfully. “I wish I could be that cat,” he said. I looked
         at him. “Doesn’t have to be anywhere. Eats what he wants. Doesn’t answer to anybody.”
         He kept watching the cat. “No house.” 
      

      
       

      
      With 1989 and the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the end of the Cold War became suddenly
         literal. Two years later, Mikhail Gorbachev’s government fell, and for one, odd, not
         quite frightening moment, a clumsy effort to restore old-style Soviet communism played
         like a silent movie. Instead of turning back into the twentieth century as the coup
         leaders hoped, Russia turned to Boris Yeltsin. The grinning, gregarious Yeltsin shook
         hands with America and the West, declaring Russia open for business. 
      

      
      Young people had danced on the broken Berlin Wall. Buyers and sellers now descended
         on Moscow from everywhere. Boundaries, sealing off sections of the very earth from
         each other, dissolved. Once again Germany had a single name. Like its sundered geography
         in earlier decades, the merging became a common geopolitical metaphor, this time standing
         for long awaited unifications between East and West.
      

      
      In spite of the jubilation, though, the great, ideological binary was still inscribed
         in our brains. The forty-year standoff between the United States and the USS.R. had
         not gone on so long for nothing. In my family, we’d been lining things up, consciously
         and unconsciously, for too long. Good was always distinct from bad, whether the point
         of view was Jack’s or Frannie’s or my own. You couldn’t trust the bad to be anything
         else. The good had to be watchful, protect itself, think ahead. There was no thinking
         in the middle. The reductiveness was rarely recognized in public discourse. It wasn’t
         just the grim generals sequestering Gorbachev who couldn’t come in from the cold.
         
      

      
      As close as I’d come to my father and mother through the course of the 1980s, I never
         could embrace the more conservative arcs of their politics. Neither of them had ever
         been a die-hard rightist, but their ideologies allowed them to embrace characters
         and policies I never could. Their respect for the military power of the United States
         and the authority of the Catholic hierarchy loosened somewhat from strict, unbending
         belief in these later years; but the Army and the church remained the backdrops for
         their world. 
      

      
      Coming of age in the fervor of the 1960s, I lost forever Jack and Frannie’s frame
         of reference. The culture wars marked my generation for good. On the left we despised
         Ronald Reagan and viewed his administration with disdain. The right made a hero of
         him. We abhorred his “evil empire” rhetoric and the debt he left the nation while
         militarily spending the Soviets out of existence. Conservatives celebrate him as the
         leader who ended the Cold War. Reagan’s successor, the first Bush president, sat in
         the White House as the wall came down but kept the Cold War paradigm alive in his
         talk about terrorism and the “new world order.” Either you were with this order or
         you weren’t. After September 11, 2001, the younger Bush pushed the divide between
         us-and-them further than his father had, bringing to office the old Cold Warriors
         who’d written the text for American world dominance after the downing of the Wall
         and of Gorbachev. The 1992 Defense Planning Policy, written by Paul Wolfowitz, Richard
         Cheney, Richard Perl, and others from the first Bush White House, used that same text
         to steer the son’s administration, to plan global strategy from a distinctly right
         wing point of view. America had to dominate the earth. Challengers would have to be
         watched for, hunted down. Like the dark generals who ran the coup against Gorbachev,
         they would have us turn back into the depths of a new Cold War. 
      

      
      Along with half the American population, I was exuberant when Barack Obama won the
         election of 2008. During a campaign rally at Muhlenberg College in April that year,
         when the primary season was still in full swing, thousands of fans crowded the basketball
         stadium to hear the candidate speak. The crowd screamed when he entered the room,
         flanked by secret servicemen. Obama spoke with an eloquence we hadn’t heard in a long
         time. He promised what we’d heard him promise in stump speeches before. He sparkled
         with the aura of the new. On election night, Obama stood before the hundreds of thousands
         in Grant Park, Chicago, amazing us with his youthful seriousness and subtle intellect;
         a promise of a different way for America to be in the world. People everywhere of
         my generation imagined a real shift away from the dangerous past, from the militarized
         world of our childhood.
      

      
      A few years earlier, Andrew Basevich had published The New American Militarism, reminding us that the standing military was not what the Founders had envisioned.
         Leaders since the Cold War began had fought to keep the nation armed to the teeth
         and ready for a standoff. Terrorism had taken the place of communism as the great
         Other and foe. We would see now if Obama’s generation of politicians could slow the enormous
         momentum Basevich described, the fierce binary that had marked the nation and the
         houses I grew up in. 
      

      
      Neither Jack nor Frannie lived to see September 11 or Obama’s election. Jack died
         from a heart attack while in treatment for non-Hodgkins lymphoma on December 23, 1993.
         In the hospital, barely conscious, his wrists tied loosely to the bed rails, he kept
         trying to lift his arms, as if desperate to fly. 
      

      
      Not long after, Frannie started receiving a monthly stipend from the Veterans Administration
         for Dad’s exposure to Agent Orange during the Vietnam War. He had spread the stuff
         from helicopters over the jungles, but some of it blew back on him. It was now considered
         a likely cause of his disease. The burial at Arlington, a full military ritual with
         twenty-one-gun salute and the presentation of his coffin flag to Frannie, “on behalf
         of a grateful nation,” honored him stiffly. The icy graveyard was silent except for
         the clearing throats. The soldiers who carried the coffin maintained rigid order,
         their strapped chins jutting out like bayonets. They protected him and us: nobody
         could take advantage of our undisciplined feelings.
      

      
      On July 12, 1998, Lizzie died of ovarian cancer. Our hearts were broken, irreparably.
         Lizzie’s sympathy for everybody, for the world, seemed without limits, but of course
         she was more complicated than that. She had believed through most of her years in
         everything it took to really live as a Catholic Irish military kid. Near what turned
         out to be the end of her days, this started to change. Three years before she died,
         Lizzie moved to San Francisco. Her old marriage had faded. She got a divorce. California
         had always been her favorite place, the foggy, eucalyptus, mission world where she
         came of age. With those times in her eyes, she headed west and set up household near
         Washington Square in North Beach. She embraced life there eagerly. Her job with an
         investment firm gave her money to go exploring the California coastline, taste the
         wines in Napa, roller skate beside the Presidio.
      

      
      It was more than we could take to see her cry at the knowledge she was dying. To see
         her light fade as her body actually gave out. The room was filled with her afterwards,
         palpably. We buried her at Saint Rose of Lima Cemetery outside San Francisco, a graveyard
         that bore the same name as the church in Newark where my parents were married. 
      

      
      Frannie couldn’t countenance the horror of Lizzie’s death. As the end approached,
         she asked absent-mindedly on the phone, “Is Lizzie still alive?” Waiting for the news
         she couldn’t bear, Mom leapt to another plane. Just give me the information, and I
         will soldier on.
      

      
      By this time, Frannie had stopped working at Mystic Seaport. She had stayed on in
         the house in Noank after Jack died, but her contacts beyond the neighborhood diminished.
         She was too lonely. Seeing this, she sold the house and moved to New Canaan, where
         Nancy lived. Frannie carried an oxygen tank now. The smoking had gotten the better
         of her, but it seemed more like the losses had made breathing hard. Emphysema numbered
         her days. And cancer came to her too; as it had me already. I survived it, but Frannie
         didn’t. The news about contaminants in the water supply at Camp Lejeune, coming so
         many decades after we lived there, haunts. 
      

      
      On the evening of May 12, 2001, my mother passed away in her sleep. My sisters and
         I, alone without our sweet-tough, crazy-brilliant, wild mother, hovered over her room,
         her clothes, her perfume and jewelry, her books. We knew the years ahead would be
         wobbly, like walking on land after so many days aboard the United States. 
      

      
      Their last transfer was to Arlington Cemetery, another new home, but an honor more
         than a duty. Side by side, their graves overlook the Potomac. You can see the Washington
         Monument from the site, and in the distance the low walls of the Pentagon. On windy
         days in late fall, the blackened branches scrape against the white-gray sky, and their
         voices sound across the graveyard. They call for each other, “Frannie!” “Jack!” like
         they’re in different parts of the house—one of the thirty or so we inhabited. They’re
         both looking for something; or they’re about to have a fight. Frannie’s matter-of-fact
         alto and the surprising, sure lightness of Jack’s tenor have the ring of immeasurable
         confidence—in who they are, what America is, what it means to be Catholic and military.
         We cower and come closer, hoping to get at what they want, hoping to see who they
         are; wishing, more than anything, to be with them yet glad to be apart. We try not
         to sustain Jack and Frannie’s stark visions. We think differently, and then we find
         those cold binaries lurking in the corners of our minds. 
      

      
      I try to remember the feelings of our household, but there are too many shifts and
         changes in the stream of years to see well. The church where I had my First Communion
         is dark inside, the blaring Alabama sun still blinding. Nancy and Lizzie’s high school
         graduation is a muddled compound of images from Junipero Serra, in Monterey, and Stuttgart,
         where they actually finished. Sarah, on a park bench in Texas in the late 1950s—is
         she happy or is she just squinting into the sun? The fear, from so many directions,
         sneaks in and settles on each image. 
      

      
      School is a grid of standing formations. The voices call out memorized lines. Discipline,
         the protective jacket, is always there, like a blanket clung to by a child who’s too
         old to have it. We disguise ourselves as adults now, looking back to the days of Jack
         and Frannie, following and avoiding the paths they cleared for us. We follow them
         and stray, take different routes and loop back again to the home we always had, the
         sheltering pilothouse, moving in sun and storms through the choppy seas of our lives.
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