
[image: img]



The Great Santini












Pat Conroy






[image: g4]













This book is dedicated with

love and thanks to

Frances “Peggy” Conroy,

the grandest of

mothers and teachers,

and to

Colonel Donald Conroy, U.S.M.C. Ret.,

the grandest of fathers and

marine aviators



Contents


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


A Biography of Pat Conroy






Chapter 1

In the Cordova Hotel, near the docks of Barcelona, fourteen Marine Corps fighter pilots from the aircraft carrier Forrestal were throwing an obstreperously spirited going away party for Lieutenant Colonel Bull Meecham, the executive officer of their carrier based squadron. The pilots had been drinking most of the day and the party was taking a swift descent toward mayhem. It was a sign to Bull Meecham that he was about to have a fine and memorable turbulent time. The commanding officer of the squadron, Ty Mullinax, had passed out in the early part of the afternoon and was resting in a beatific position on the table in the center of the room, his hands folded across his chest and a bouquet of lilies carefully placed in his zipper, rising out of his groin.

The noise from the party had risen in geometrically spiraling quantities in irregular intervals since the affair had begun shortly after noon. In the beginning it had been a sensible, often moving affair, a coming together of soldiers and gentlemen to toast and praise a warrior departing their ranks. But slowly, the alcohol established its primacy over the last half of the party and as darkness approached and the outline of warships along the harbor became accented with light, the maitre d’ of the Cordova Hotel walked into the room to put an end to the going away party that had begun to have the sound effects of a small war. He would like to have had the Marines thrown out by calling the Guardia Civil but too much of his business depended on the American officers who had made his hotel and restaurant their headquarters whenever the fleet came to Barcelona. The guests in his restaurant had begun to complain vigorously about the noise and obscenity coming from the room that was directly off the restaurant. Even the music of a flamenco band did not overpower or even cancel out the clamor and tumult that spilled out of the room. The maitre d’ was waiting for Captain Weber, a naval captain who commanded a cruiser attached to the fleet, to bring his lady in for dinner, but his reservation was not until nine o’clock. He took a deep breath, opened the door, and walked toward the man who looked as if he was in charge.

“Hey, Pedro, what can I do for you?” Bull Meecham asked.

The maitre d’ was a small, elegant man who looked up toward a massive, red-faced man who stood six feet four inches tall and weighed over two hundred and twenty pounds.

Before the maitre d’ could speak he noticed the prone body of Colonel Mullinax lying on the long dining table in the center of the room.

“What is wrong with this man?” the maitre d’ demanded.

“He’s dead, Pedro,” Bull answered.

“You joke with me, no.”

“No, Pedro.”

“He still breathe.”

“Muscle spasms. Involuntary,” Bull said as the other pilots whooped and laughed behind him. “He’s dead all right and we got to leave him here, Pedro. The fleet’s pulling out anytime now and we won’t have time for a funeral. But we’ll be back to pick him up in about six months. And that’s a promise. I just don’t want you to move him from this table.”

“No, señor,” the maitre d’ said, staring with rising discomfort at the unconscious aviator, “you joke with me. I no mind the joke. I come to ask you to keep down the noise and please not break up any more furniture or throw your glasses. Some naval officers have complained very much.”

“Oh, dearie me,” said Bull. “You mean the naval officers don’t like to hear us throwing glasses?”

“No, señor.”

Bull turned toward the far wall and, giving a signal to the other pilots in the room, all thirteen of them hurled their glasses into the fireplace already littered with bright shards of glass.

“It will be charged to your bill, señor,” the maitre d’ said.

“Beat it, Pedro,” Bull said. “When I want a tortilla I’ll give you a call.”

“But, señor, I have other guests. Many of the officers in the Navy and their ladies. They ask me what the noise is. What am I to do?”

“I’ll handle them, Pedro,” Bull said. “You run along now and chew on a couple of tacos while the boys and I finish up here. We should be done partying about a week from now.”

“No, señor. Please, señor. My other guests.”

When the maitre d’ closed the door behind him, Bull walked over and made himself another drink. The other pilots crowded around him and did likewise.

With a strong Texas accent, Major Sammy Funderburk said, “I did a little recon job early this here morning here. And I saw me some strange and willing nookie walking around the lobby of this here hotel here.”

“You know me better than that,” Bull said. “I’m saving my body for my wife.”

“Since when, Colonel?” one of the young lieutenants shouted over the laughter.

“Since very early this morning,” Bull replied.

“This here squadron here is the toughest bunch of Marine aviators ever assembled on this here God’s green earth here,” Sammy bellowed.

“Hear ye! Hear ye!” the others agreed.

“I’d like to offer a toast,” Bull shouted above the din, and the room quieted. “I’d like to toast the greatest Marine fighter pilot that ever shit between two shoes.” He lifted his drink high in the air and continued his toast as the other pilots elevated their glasses. “This man has lived without fear, has done things with an airplane that other men have never done, has spit in death’s eye a thousand times, and despite all this has managed to retain his Christ-like humility. Gentlemen, I ask you to lift your glasses and join me in toasting Colonel Bull Meecham.”

Amid the hisses and jeers that followed this toast, Captain Ronald Bookout whispered to Bull, “Sir, I think we might get into a little trouble if we don’t hold it down a little. I just peeked out toward the restaurant and there are a lot of Navy types in there. I’d hate for you to get in trouble on your last night in Europe.”

“Captain,” Bull said loudly so the other Marines would hear his reply, “there’s something you don’t understand about the Navy. The Navy expects us to be wild. That’s so they can feel superior to us. They think we’re something out of the ice age and it is entirely fittin’ that we maintain this image. They expect us to be primitive, son, and it is a sin, a mortal sin, for a Marine ever to let a goddam squid think we are related to them in any way. Hell, if I found out that Naval Academy grads liked to screw women, I’d give serious consideration to becoming a pansy. As a Marine, and especially as a Marine fighter pilot, you’ve got to constantly keep ’em on their toes. I can see them out there now mincing around like they’ve got icicles stuck up their butts. They think the Corps is some kind of anal fungus they got to put up with.”

“Hell, I’d rather go to war against the Navy than the Russians,” Ace Norbett declared.

“Ace, that’s always been one of my dreams that the Navy and the Marine Corps go to war. I figure it would take at least fifteen minutes for Marine aviators to make Navy aviators an extinct form of animal life,” Bull said.

“They’d have supremacy on the sea, though,” Captain Bookout said.

“Let ’em have it. The thing I want to see is those swabbies storming a beach. I bet three Marines could secure a beach against the whole U.S. Navy. Hell, I could hold off half the Navy with just a slingshot and six pissed-off, well-trained oysters on the half shell.”

A long whoop and clamor with whistling and foot-stomping arose in the room. It took an extended moment for the room to fall silent when the maitre d’ appeared in the doorway accompanied by an aroused Navy captain. The maitre d’ smiled triumphantly as he watched the captain stare with majestic disapproval at the assembled Marines, some of whom had snapped to attention as soon as the Navy captain had materialized in the doorway. The power of rank to silence military men survived even into the pixilated frontiers and distant boundaries of drunkenness.

“Who is the senior officer in this group?” the captain snapped.

“He is, sir,” Lieutenant Colonel Meecham said, pointing to Ty Mullinax.

“Identify yourself, Colonel.”

“Lieutenant Colonel W.P. Meecham, sir,” Bull answered.

“What’s wrong with that man, Colonel?” the captain said, pointing to Colonel Mullinax.

“He’s had the flu, sir. It’s weakened him.”

“Don’t be smart with me, Colonel, unless you wish to subsist on major’s pay the rest of your time in the military. Now I was trying to have a pleasant dinner tonight with my wife who flew over from Villa France to join me. There are at least ten other naval officers dining with their ladies and we would appreciate your cooperation in clearing out of this hotel and taking your ungentlemanly conduct elsewhere.”

“Sir, this is a going away party for me, sir,” Bull explained.

“Your departure should improve the image of the fleet considerably, Colonel. Now I strongly suggest you drink up and get back to the ship.”

“Could we take one last drink at the bar, Captain? If we promise to behave like gentlemen?”

“One. And then I don’t want to see you anywhere near the area,” the captain said as he left the room.

The maitre d’ lingered after the captain departed. “Do you wish to have the bill now, señor?” he said to Bull. “It will include the broken glasses and damaged furniture.”

“Sure, Pedro,” Bull answered. “Better add a doctor bill that you’ll have when I punch your taco-lovin’ eyes out.”

“You Marines are nothing but trouble,” the maitre d’ said, easing toward the door.

“I’d sure like to take me a dead maitre d’ home from this here party here,” Major Funderburk said.

“We’ll be at the bar, Pedro,” Bull called to the retreating maitre d’. Then he turned to the Texan and asked, “Hey, Sammy, did you bring that can of mushroom soup?”

“Got it right here, Colonel.”

“You bring something to open it with?”

“Affirmative.”

“Ace,” Bull called across the room, “you got the spoons?”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“Now, young pilots,” Bull said, gathering the whole squadron around him, “yes, young pilots, innocent as the wind driven snow, us old flyboys are going to show you how to take care of the pompous Navy types when the occasion arises. Now that used jock strap of a captain that was just in here thinks he just taught the caveman a lesson in etiquette and good breeding. He’s bragging to his wife right now about how he had us trembling and scared shitless he was going to write us up. Now I want all of you to go to the bar, listen to the music, and act like perfect gentlemen. Then watch Bull, Ace, and Sammy, three of the wildest goddam fighter pilots, steal the floorshow from those cute little flamingo dancers.”

The band was playing loudly when the Marines entered the restaurant and headed as decorously as their condition permitted for seats at the bar. Their appearance was greeted with hostile stares that shimmered almost visibly throughout the room. The captain’s wife leaned over to say something to her husband, something that made both of them smile.

When the band took a break, Bull slipped the opened can of mushroom soup into his uniform shirt pocket. He winked at Ace and Sammy, drained his martini, then rose from his bar stool unsteadily and staggered toward the stage the band had just left. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the captain and the other naval officers shaking their heads condescendingly. Their wives watched Bull in fascination, expecting him to fall to the floor at any moment, enjoying the spectacle of a Marine wobbling toward some uncertain and humiliating rendezvous near the band platform more than they had the music itself. When Bull reached the lights of the stage, he fell to one knee, contorted his face in the pre-agony of nausea, then threw his head forward violently, pretending to vomit. The sound effects brought every fork in the restaurant down. As he retched, Bull spilled the mushroom soup out of the pocket, letting it roll off his chin and mouth before it dripped onto the stage. Bull heard Weber’s wife say, “My Lord.” She left the captain’s table running but threw up before she passed three tables. Two other Navy wives passed her without so much as a glance as they sprinted toward the ladies’ room. On stage, Bull was still retching and puking and burping, lost completely in the virtuosity of his performance. Bull rose up on shivery legs, and staggered back to the bar, his eyes uncomprehending and dulled with alcohol. Ace and Sammy, taking their cue, pulled out their spoons and in a desperate foot race with each other dove onto the stage as soon as Bull ceased to throw up. Their faces were twisted hideously as they grunted their way to the stage and began spooning the mushroom soup into their mouths. Ace and Sammy began to fight each other over the soup. Sammy jumped on Ace’s back as Ace tried to spoon more of it into his mouth. Finally, Sammy pushed Ace off the platform and screamed at him, “Goddammit, it just ain’t fair, Ace. You’re gettin’ all the meat.”

The next morning Bull Meecham was ordered to report to the office of Colonel Luther Windham, the commanding officer of the Marine group attached to the Forrestal. Colonel Windham was hunched over a report when Bull peeked through the door and said, “Yes, sir, Luther?”

Luther Windham looked up with a stern, proconsular gaze that began to come apart around his eyes and mouth when he saw Bull’s bright and guiltless smile. “As you may have guessed, Bull, this is a serious meeting. Captain Weber called me up last night, woke me up, and read me the riot act for fifteen minutes. He wants to write you up. He wants me to write you up. And he wants to get Congress to pass a law to make it a capital offense for you to cross the border of an American ally.”

“Did he tell you his wife blew her lunch all over the Cordova?”

“Yes, Bull, and he still thinks that Ace and Sammy chowed down on your vomit. He said that he had never seen such a spectacle performed by officers and gentlemen in his entire life.”

“Shit, Luth. Ace and Punchy were just a little hungry. God, I love having fun with those high ranked, tight-assed squids.”

“That’s good, Bull. But that tight-assed squid is going to have fun writing a conduct report on you that could end your career if I don’t figure out a way to stop it.”

“No sweat then, Luth. You’re the best in the Corps at that sneaky, undercover kind of horseshit.”

“Why did God put you in my group, Bull? I’m just an honest, hard-working man trying to make commandant.”

“God just loves your ass, Luth, and he knows that no flyboy is ever gonna make commandant anyway.”

“Do you know how many times I bailed you out of trouble since this Med cruise began, Bull? Do you know how many times I put my ass on the line for you?”

“Hey, Luth,” Bull answered, “don’t think I don’t appreciate it either. And for all the things you’ve done for me, I’m going to do something nice for you.”

“You’re going to join the Air Force?”

Bull leaned down, his arms braced on Colonel Windham’s desk, looked toward the door to make sure no one was listening, then whispered, “You been so good to me, Luth, that I’m gonna let you give me a blow job.”

Bull’s laugh caromed off the walls as Luther joined him with a laugh that was as much exasperation as mirth.

“What in the hell are you going to do without me, Luth?” Bull said.

“Prosper, relax, and enjoy your absence. Now, Bull, here’s how I think I’ll handle Weber. I’ll talk to Admiral Bagwell. He knows Larry Weber and he knows you. He outranks Weber and for some unknown reason he loves your ass.”

“Baggie and I go back a long way together. He knows great leadership when he sees it. And Baggie ain’t afraid to raise a little hell. I’ve seen him take a drink or two to feed that wild hair that grows up there where the sun don’t shine.”

“Bull, let Papa Luther give you a little advice.”

Pulling up a chair, Bull sat down and said, “Shoot, Luth.”

“This assignment in South Carolina is a big chance for you. Somebody thinks the last promotion board blew it and this is your chance to prove him right. Don’t screw it up with your old Corps, stand-by-for-a-fighter-pilot shit. That Boyington shit is dead. Let the young lieutenants play at that. You’ve got to start acting like a senior officer because I’m not going to be there to cover for you when you pull some of your shenanigans.”

“Luther,” Bull said, suddenly serious, “I hope and pray I never start acting like a senior officer.”

“Well, if you don’t, Bull, you might have to learn how to act like a senior civilian. And it’s up to you to choose which one you’d rather be. Now you’re going to be C.O. of a strategically important squadron if this rift with Cuba heats up any more. A lot of people will be watching you. Give it your best shot.”

“May I have your blessing, father?” Bull said.

“I’m serious, Bull.”

“You may not believe this, Luther, but I plan to have the best squadron in the history of the Marine Corps.”

“I believe it, Bull. You can fly with the best of them. You can lead men. But you’ve got to become an administrator. A politician even.”

“I know, Luther. I’ll be good.”

“When are you leaving, Bull?”

“Thirteen hundred.”

“Your gear ready?”

“Affirmative.”

“Will you give Susan a call when you get to Atlanta, Bull? She’s down in Dothan, Alabama, with her folks and she sounded a little depressed in her last couple of letters. You could always cheer her up.”

“I can’t do that, Luth. I don’t want to break up your marriage. Susan’s always been crazy about my body and I don’t want to torture her by letting her hear my John Wayne voice over the phone. No kidding, Luth, I’ll be glad to call her. Any other last minute directives?”

“Give Lillian a kiss for me.”

“Roger.”

“Same for Mary Anne and Karen. Tell Ben and Matt I can still whip both their tails with one hand tied behind my back.”

“I wouldn’t mess with Meecham kids. They’ll find a way to beat you.”

“O.K., Bull,” Luther Windham said, rising to shake hands with Bull. “Keep your nose clean and fly right. And remember what I said.”

“Did you say something, Luth? I must have been having a wet dream.”

“You son of a bitch. You’re living proof of the old saying, ‘You can always tell a fighter pilot, but you can’t tell him much.’ ”

“I’m gonna miss you, Luth,” Bull said. “It’s been great being stationed with you on this tub.”

“Well, we started out in the Corps and we finally got back together after nineteen years.”

“With you a colonel and me a light colonel. You’re living proof of another old saying, Luth. ‘The shit rises to the top.’ ”

“Have a good flight. What time are you due in?”

“Tuesday at 1530, Zulu time. I got a hop to Wiesbaden. Then one to Charleston Air Force Base.”

“Give that squadron hell in South Carolina. I’ll take care of the admiral for you.”

“Come see me when you get Stateside, Luth.”

“You ol’ bastard.”

“You cross-eyed turtle-fucker.”

“Adios, amigo.”

“Sayonara, Luth.”

And the two fighter pilots embraced fiercely.



Chapter 2

Ben watched for the plane. His father was coming home. For much of his youth, Ben had strained to see black and silver fighter planes coming out of cloud banks or winging down like huge birds of prey from heights where an eye could not go unless it was extraordinarily keen or the day was very clear. He had lost count how many times he had waited beside landing strips scanning the sky for the approach of his father, his tall, jacketed father, to drop out of the sky, descending into the sight of his waiting family, a family who over the long years had developed patient eyes, sky-filled eyes, wing-blessed eyes. As a child, Ben had not understood why he had to stare so long and hard into a sky as vast as the sea to cull the mysterious appearance of the man who had fathered him, the man who could do what angels did in the proving grounds of gods, the man who had fought unseen wars five miles above the earth. But Ben’s eye had sharpened with practice and age. By instinct now, it responded to the slanting wing, the dark, enlarging speck, growing each moment, lowering, and coming toward Ben and his family, whose very destinies were fastened to the humming frames of jets.

Now, as he watched, Ben wondered how much his father had changed in a year or how much his father could change in a year or a lifetime. He lowered his eyes and looked around at his mother, his brother, and two sisters. All of them were looking up toward the north where the transport plane would come; the plane bearing the father who had flown off an aircraft carrier in the Mediterranean for a year. A sense of excitement flowed through the family like a common blood. Ben’s mother stroked her hair with a nervous, raking motion of her hand. She caught Ben’s eye and smiled.

“You look beautiful, Mama,” Ben said, winking at her.

“Thank you, darling,” his mother answered. “Get your shoulders back. You’re slouching again. That’s it. Now you’re standing like a soldier. All right, children, let’s say another Hail Mary that Dad’s plane will have a safe flight.”

“We’ve already said five Hail Mary’s, Mom,” Mary Anne Meecham said to her mother. “This is turning into a novena fast.”

Lillian Meecham disregarded her daughter’s objection and in a clear, lyrical voice filled with the soft music of southern speech, prayed to the Virgin, “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee.” The voices of her children joined her in an uneven chorus that lacked some of the fire and fervor of the first five prayers for their father’s safe and punctual return.

A steady breeze came from the south. The family stood huddled outside the control tower of Smythe Field, a washed-out naval air station outside of Atlanta, Georgia. A windsock at the end of the field, swollen with moderate gusts, pointed like an absurd finger past the control tower and to the far runway. As lifetime students of windsocks and their essential reliable messages, the family knew from which direction the plane would be coming, knew that planes and pilots were bound by simple laws of physics, and would land according to the wind. The windsock reminded Ben of one of his father’s sayings, “If you ever meet a man as truthful as a windsock, you have just met a hell of a man.” Then he would add, “You’ve also met a real dumb ass.”

Near the lone hangar, lethargic mechanics in grease-stained uniforms poked among the entrails of decrepit jets far removed from their vintage years. Three jets with their wings folded were parked like maimed insects awaiting rebirth among the tools and oils of the men who swarmed over the broken-open jet in the hangar. The hangar itself emitted a dark wet smell like a cave, and the pale, voiceless men who swarmed therein seemed imprisoned in the huge shade, grease-ruled men who worked on planes once a month when their reserve units were on duty.

“If Dad’s plane crashed, we’d never forgive ourselves for not having said that one extra Hail Mary,” Mrs. Meecham said.

“I don’t really think it works that way, Mom,” Mary Anne said.

“Well, I’m glad we said it anyway,” her mother answered, eyeing the men working in the hangar.

“You can tell this isn’t a Marine base. There’s no spirit here. No esprit de corps.”

“That’s what I like about this base,” Mary Anne said.

“What is that supposed to mean, young lady?”

“It’s relaxed here. Marines aren’t good at relaxing.”

“But they’re the best at some very important things,” Mrs. Meecham said.

“Like hitting,” Ben said, “they’re great at hitting their kids.”

“Ben,” Mrs. Meecham said sternly.

“I was joking, Mom. That was just an attempt to add a little levity.”

“I meant they’re the best at waging war. You’ll thank your lucky stars if this country is ever attacked. They’re the greatest fighting force in the whole world.”

“Let’s say a Hail Mary for our lucky stars,” Mary Anne said, suppressing a giggle.

“Hush your foolishness, Mary Anne,” Mrs. Meecham said, lightening up and smiling. “Ya’ll aren’t serious about anything.”

“I don’t want to leave Atlanta, Mama,” Ben heard his younger sister whine to his mother. “I’m gonna run away if I have to leave Atlanta.”

“I know you don’t want to leave, dumpling, but we must. Your father has orders,” Lillian Meecham replied, her voice sad with understanding.

“I’ll never see Belinda or Kate or Tina or even Louise again.”

“We’ll be back for visits.”

“That’s what you said when we left Cherry Point,” Karen answered.

“We’ll get back to Cherry Point someday.”

“That’s what you said when we left Camp Lejeune too.”

“We’ll get back to Camp Lejeune someday,” Mrs. Meecham said, her eyes hunting for her husband’s plane again, her voice trailing off into a slurred whisper. “We’ll get back there, I promise. Now help me watch for your father’s plane.”

“You’re absolutely right, Karen,” Mary Anne said to her sister matter-of-factly, “you’ll never see Belinda or Kate, or Tina or Louise again. They’re as good as dead.”

“Don’t you start spreading dissension, Mary Anne. I want Dad’s homecoming to be absolutely perfect.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mary Anne said. Then in a whispered aside to Karen, she said, “They’re all dead, Karen. They’re as good as dead. But don’t worry, you’ll make lots of new friends in this town we’re moving to. Wonderful friends. Then Dad will get orders again and they’ll all be dead too.”

“Mama,” Karen squealed, “Mary Anne’s trying to spread dissension.”

Matthew, the younger brother, who had been monitoring the entire conversation, shouted to his mother, “Hey, Mom, do you want me to punch Mary Anne?”

“If you punch me, midget, they’ll be burying you in a match box that same night.”

“Did you hear that, Mom? Mary Anne’s teasing me about being small again.”

“Mary Anne, stop that right now.”

“You’re not that small, Matt. You’re practically a giant for a midget.”

“I’m going to slap you if you don’t hush.”

“O.K., O.K., I’m hushing.”

“You’re lucky Mom stopped me, pig-face. Or I’d’ve had to hurt you bad,” Matt said.

“Yeah, I was worrying about you jumping up as high as you could and hitting me on the knee.”

“C’mon, Mary Anne, let’s take a walk up the runway while we’re waiting for Dad.”

“A splendid idea, Ben,” Mrs. Meecham agreed.

“That’s true form, perfect brother. The Great Peacemaker. You rack up brownie points with Mom and maintain the image of the perfect son.”

Ben and Mary Anne began to walk slowly to the northern end of the runway beside the wire fence that paralleled the strip. The voices of their family dimmed with every step. As he walked Ben looked for the plane again and listened for the old buzzing sound, the old familiar anthem of an approaching plane to announce the descent of his father.

“Do you see anything yet?” Mary Anne asked.

“Yes, I do,” Ben said, a smile inching along his face. “I sure do see something. If my eyes aren’t playing tricks,” he said rubbing his eyes with disbelief, “I see fourteen passenger pigeons, a squadron of Messerschmitts. Over there I see Jesus Christ rising from the dead. Mary being assumed into heaven. I see a horde of Mongols, Babe Ruth taking a shit, and a partridge in a pear tree.”

“I mean, do you see anything interesting?” Mary Anne answered unemotionally. “By the way, Ben, how long have you been waiting for me to ask that question?”

“Oh, about eight months.”

“I thought so,” Mary Anne replied. “You have very limited powers of spontaneous thought. I knew you’d thought that up a long time ago. I maul you when it’s just my mind against your mind.”

“Baloney.”

“You know it’s true. I have a quicker mind and you just won’t admit it.”

“It might be a little quicker,” Ben admitted, “but I want you to remember I can knock every tooth out of your head whenever I want to and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Big brave jock. Big, handsome, he-man jock. I admit you could do it. But I’d get you back.”

“How?”

“I’d sneak into your bathroom and steal your tube of Clearasil. I figure that without Clearasil your pimples would multiply so fast you’d be dead within forty-eight hours.”

“Your cruelty knows no bounds.”

“Of course not, I like to win arguments. In fact, I always win arguments. Back to the subject—have you noticed how bad your face has been breaking out lately?”

“It’s not that bad, Mary Anne. When you talk about it, I start feeling like a goddam leper,” Ben said, slightly irate.

“I’ve seen lepers who look a lot better than you do. You know, Ben, if Jesus were alive today, I’d go to him as he preached beside the Jordan, and throw myself at his feet. I’d intercede for you. I’d say, ‘Master, you must cure my brother of his maggot face. His name is Benjamin and he likes to be perfect and kiss ass. If you think you’re working miracles by curing these lepers, Jesus, my boy, I’ll show you a face that will make leprosy look like kidstuff. This will be the greatest challenge of your ministry, Jesus, to cure Ben Meecham, the boy whose face is one big goob.’”

A sailor with a transistor radio blaring from his back hip pocket passed near Ben and Mary Anne. The long, pure notes of a clarinet spilled out into the Georgia sunshine as Mr. Acker Bilk played “Stranger on the Shore.” The song ended, replaced immediately by Neil Sedaka’s “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do.” Both of them stopped talking until the music and the sailor faded out of earshot.

“Ah, yes,” Ben sighed, philosophically, “breaking up is hard to do.”

“How would you know? You’ve never gone with anybody.”

“Neither have you.”

“That’s what you know. Boys are constantly lusting after my body.”

“Oh yeah! I’ve seen your body cause other emotions. Like nausea. But never lust.”

“Let’s talk about your nose for a while.”

“I surrender. God, with you talking about my skin and my nose, you’re going to make me sensitive about my looks.”

As they began the long walk back to their mother, the heavy languor of the afternoon soaking into them, Ben studied his mother.

Lillian Meecham was a stunningly beautiful woman of thirty-seven. Time had encircled her softly, enriched and deepened her beauty as the years tiptoed past her. Her hair was long, a dark luxuriant red, swept to one side of her head and half covering her right eye, a haughty, insouciant mane that added a touch of ingenuous naughtiness to a face that otherwise had the innocence of a Madonna.

Her face was a reflection of many things; a sum of many transfiguring, even violent events. Her smile was joyous, but the joy was fringed with grief. Her lips were full and passionate, her nose, mischievous and arrogant. In her face, hardening experiences were registered in soft places. Pain was exiled to the nearly invisible lines shooting out from the eyes. Grief radiated in tight stars from both sides of her mouth. These wrinkles were the only indications that the face had suffered and that time had left at least a few footprints in passage. It was a kind face; a face that sons could love, husbands worship, and daughters envy.

Her body was firm, ripe, and full. It had rich curves that invited the secret scholarship of men’s eyes. She had borne four children and suffered three miscarriages, but her stomach was as hard and flat as her hand.

From a distance of a hundred yards, Ben saw her speaking to Karen and Matthew. She spoke with her hands, entertaining her two youngest children with fluid movements of such consummate grace that it seemed as though light music should be filtering from somewhere in the dizzying late afternoon heat. Her fingers could speak individual words. They were long and slender; each nail was richly translucent and sculpted into the small white eighth moons where her file had worked: she had more vanity about her hands and her stomach than any other parts of her body.

But Ben had watched his mother change as the day approached for his father to return from his year’s journey overseas. It was a universal law in military families that mothers could not maintain the strict discipline enforced by fathers to whom discipline was a religion and a way of life. When the military man left for a year, the whole family relaxed in a collective, yet unvoiced sigh. For a year, there was a looseness, a freedom from tension, a time when martial law was suspended. Though a manless house was an uncompleted home, and though the father was keenly missed, there was a laxity and fragile vigor that could not survive his homecoming.

Lillian Meecham was not a disciplinarian, but as the day of her husband’s return neared, she knew instinctively that she had to harden into a vestigial imitation of her husband, so his arrival would not be too much of a shock to her children. His hand had traditionally been very heavy when he returned from overseas, so intent was he on reestablishing codes of discipline and ensuring that the children marched to his harsher cadences. For the last month she had been preparing them. She conducted unannounced inspections, yelled frequently, scolded often, and had even slapped Matthew when he argued about one of her directives. Tension flowed like a black-water creek through the family as the day of Colonel Meecham’s arrival neared. The change of command ceremony took place the moment his plane arrived at Smythe Field. Lillian Meecham would hand the household over to her husband without a single word passing between them.

Mary Anne had a very different face from her mother’s. Her face was wise, freckled, and touchingly vulnerable. Thick glasses diminished somewhat its natural prettiness. The gaudy frames of the glasses were cheap, drawing attention to features that needed no heavy emphasis. She was much shorter than her mother and seemed chunky and ungainly in comparison. Her breasts were large and full, but she dressed in loose-fitting tentlike clothes so as not to draw attention to herself. Because of the thick glasses, her eyes had a bloated appearance as though they were both trapped in a goldfish bowl. Her eyes were precisely the same blue as her mother’s, but they nursed a wisdom and hurt strange to find in so young a girl. She opened a compact as she walked along and dabbed at several faded freckles. Never in her life had she liked the stories told by mirrors.

The wind picked up, died, and picked up again. It was a wind that offered no relief from the heat, but it caught Lillian’s hair and pushed it softly back, an auburn shining pennant, a surrogate windsock, revealing a long, elegant neck.

“Mom looks beautiful today, doesn’t she?” Ben said without looking at his sister.

Mary Anne frowned and said, “Yeah, Oedipus. She always looks beautiful. What else is new?”

“She must have spent a lot of time dolling up for Dad.”

“About two weeks I’d say. She had her hair done, her nails done, her eyes done, and her clothes done. The only thing wrong is she couldn’t have her children done.”

“Do you think she’s excited about Dad coming home?”

“Yes,” Mary Anne answered. “She loves the creep. Like all of us, she’s afraid of him. But also like all of us, she loves him. I read all of his letters to her. They’re full of disgusting sexual references. It’s very sicko-sexual.”

“You read Dad’s letters?” Ben said, amazed. “Mom would kill you if she knew that.”

“It’s my duty to keep informed. I will tell you one lewd, but fascinating piece of information. He refers to his penis as Mr. Cannon and her vagina as Miss Nancy. Isn’t that lovely? It made me want to puke.”

“I would advise you, dear sister, not to slip up and call Dad Mr. Cannon sometime. And I would never refer to Miss Nancy under any circumstances. But what the hell, I bet it’s hard for a husband and wife to be separated for a whole year. I know it gets lonely for Mom, but God knows we need these breaks from Dad once in a while. I’ve got one year left with the big fellow before I’m home free.”

“Dad is the most interesting person I’ve ever met,” Mary Anne said thoughtfully.

“The fist prints on my jaw can attest to that.”

“I don’t mean that. He’s hard to figure out. He loves his family, more than anything in the world except the Marine Corps, yet none of us ever have a real conversation with him.”

“Well, it’s been a good year without him. I’ve loved being at Mamaw’s.”

“Anything would be a good year compared to the one before he left for Europe.”

“It was definitely not a banner year. But that’s over. Mom says he’s changed a lot since he’s been gone. He’s evidently missed us a lot.”

“I’ve missed him too, kind of.”

“So have I,” Ben said with difficulty. “Kind of.” Then suddenly he said, “I hear a plane.”

Far off, the quiet percussion of an approaching plane resonated over the field. Ben and Mary Anne sprinted the remaining distance to where their mother stood with Matthew and Karen. Ben ran backward trying to catch the first glimpse of the plane, watching for the sharp reflection of sunlight off a wing or cockpit window, but still he could not see it. The buzz of the plane seemed to fill the whole sky and came from no one source. It grew louder, more defined. When they finally reached Mrs. Meecham, she was smiling.

“I see it,” she said simply.

“Where?” Ben cried. “I haven’t seen it yet.”

“It’s at two o’clock just below that big cloud.”

“I see it. I see it,” Matt shouted.

“There’s Daddy’s plane,” Karen squealed, jumping up and down in her new ruffled dress and patent leather shoes.

Mary Anne was staring blankly toward the noise. From long experience she knew that the plane was not in her range of vision, nor would it be for several minutes.

“I still don’t see the goddam thing,” Ben whispered to Mary Anne.

“Don’t feel like the Lone Ranger,” Mary Anne answered, “I won’t be able to see it until I’m hit by one of the wings.”

“Why don’t you turn those glasses of yours around and use them as binoculars?”

“Very funny.”

“Seriously, I tried that once with your glasses. For the first time, I saw the rings of Saturn.” Then he shouted suddenly, “There’s the plane. I was looking right at the thing. I must be getting rusty.”

Lillian Meecham gathered her children around her to choreograph the homecoming.

“Stand up straight, Ben and Matt. Shoulders back. Like Marines. Matthew, let me comb your hair. Girls check your makeup, we want to be beautiful for your father. When he gets off the plane, we’ll all run to meet him. I’ll go first, followed by the girls, then the boys. I’ll give him a big juicy. Then the girls will give him big juicys. Boys, you shake his hand firmly. Very firmly, like men. Then say, ‘Welcome home, Colonel.’ ”

“We better get a chair for the midget to stand on,” Mary Anne teased, “Matt will end up shaking hands with Dad’s bellybutton if we don’t give him a lift.”

“You heard her, Mama. You heard her call me a midget.”

“Mary Anne,” Mrs. Meecham called sternly.

“Yes, ma’am,” Mary Anne answered.

“Be a lady.”

The eyes of the air base turned in the direction of the fat-bodied transport plane that was bringing foodstuffs and airplane parts to Smythe Field, and Bull Meecham back to his family. It lowered steadily to the earth, flaps down, nose up, until the wheels screamed along the concrete and a black seam of rubber burned into the runway, marking the final leg on Colonel Meecham’s journey home. As the plane taxied toward the operations tower where the family waited, a fuel truck sputtered into life by the hangar and rolled slowly toward the plane.

The door of the plane opened and steps were lowered. A man in uniform appeared in the doorway. He looked out, saw his family, and bellowed out to them with a large, exuberant smile, “Stand by for a fighter pilot.”

Yes, as they ran to him, that echo from past memories rang in their brains, that password into the turbulent cellular structure of the past, the honeycomb of lost days, of laughter and fury, that told them as they ran to his outstretched arms a simple message: Lt. Col. Bull Meecham, United States Marine Corps, was back from Europe. The father had landed. The Great Santini was home.



Chapter 3

A month later, on Rosebriar Road in Atlanta, an alarm clock knifed into the darkness of two o’clock in the morning. Bull Meecham was already awake and his hand silenced the alarm almost as soon as it began. His body was alive, vibrant, singing like an electric wire as he dressed in preparation for the trip to Ravenel. He cut on a lamp at a bedside table and shook his wife gently.

He dressed in fatigue pants, a military issue T-shirt, and combat boots. High on his left arm, a tattoo of a red cobra, fanged, coiled, and ready to strike, stood in stark relief to his pale, freckled skin. His hair was cut short in a military burr. His neck was thick, powerful, and cruelly muscled; his arms were long, athletic to the point of being simian, threaded with veins, and covered with reddish hair. Quickly, he did fifty pushups and twenty situps. Then, he jumped up from the floor and began to run in place. He pulled a rosary from the pocket of his fatigues and began to say the first decade of the rosary. The drumming of his feet on the floor echoed throughout the darkened house. Lillian put a pillow over her head and tried to cut out the noise and light, tried to resume sleeping, although she knew it was hopeless. Timing himself precisely, Bull quit running after he had said three decades. He liked the idea of caring for his body at the same time he cared for his soul.

“C’mon, Lillian. Up and at ’em. No goldbricking this morning. We’ve got two hundred and fifty miles of hard traveling to get done. The movers are going to meet us at the new house at 0900.”

“Say one more rosary, darling. Then I’ll be half alive.”

“Get up, trooper. I’ll get the kids. I want to be on the road in fifteen minutes.”

He was sweating lightly as he moved to the girls’ room. To wake Mary Anne and Karen, he flicked on the light switches and watched as they grabbed their eyes. It was the way D.I.’s awoke recruits when he was at Officers’ Candidate School and it remained, to him, the most efficient way to rouse soldiers from their sacks.

“Let’s move it, split-tails. South Carolina is five hours away.”

Then he crossed the hall to the room where Ben and Matthew slept. He cut on the lights and walked quickly to Ben’s bed. Before Ben’s eyes could adjust to the light, Bull grabbed one of his legs and pulled him out of bed. Then he reached across and grabbed Matthew’s leg and pulled him on top of Ben. Both brothers lashed out with their arms and legs, but Bull’s weight had both of them pinned in ludicrous, humiliating positions.

“You Marines would never make it during a surprise attack.”

“C’mon, Dad, get off us,” Ben begged.

“C’mon, Dad, get off us,” Bull imitated in a high-pitched whine. As he let the boys up, he ordered, “Be dressed and into the car in five minutes. We’re breaking camp. The Japs are on the move again.”

Bull went into the kitchen, listening for the sounds of the house springing to life. He heard his wife cough, water run in the girls’ bathroom, a toilet flush, and Matthew yell something at Ben. He went into the kitchen of his mother-in-law’s house, plugged in a pot of coffee, and studied a road map of Georgia. Silently, he read off the names of some Georgia towns. Moultrie, Ocilla, Dahlonega, Jesup, Waycross. The whole state depressed him, the blue lines representing highways that intersected towns whose names and destinies were mysteries to him. Southern towns choked with clay and grits. Black swamp towns who like injured horses ought to be shot and buried. South Carolina was no better, he thought; but at least it wasn’t Georgia.

Alice Sole, sixty-three years old, struggled into the kitchen where her son-in-law sat. She was wearing a blue houserobe sprinkled with roses and chrysanthemums. Her face had been hastily made up into a mask of almost clownish flamboyance.

Bull grinned when he saw her, and said, “Which whore house sold you that bathrobe, Alice?”

“The same one your mother worked for just before you were born,” the woman growled back at him. “Now don’t go messing with me at two in the morning, Bull. I’m in no mood. Why in the hell can’t you drive during normal hours?”

“Amen,” her daughter called from the bedroom.

“You make good time traveling at night,” came the reply. “The kids can sleep, no cars on the road, it’s cooler, and you don’t waste a day getting there.”

Alice sighed, unconvinced. “It must be the Yankee in you.”

Soon Lillian was herding her children out of their bedrooms and toward the front door. The instincts of the military wife were beginning to assert themselves, the old efficiency of stealing away from temporary homes and entering the bloodstream of highways heading to new quarters. She led them out the front door and down the steep driveway and into the family station wagon. The car was already packed. A luggage carrier strapped to the roof was piled high with trunks, suitcases, and whatever cargo Bull deemed necessary for the first few hours in their new house. Ben and Matthew had flattened the backseats of the station wagon and inserted a double mattress so the children could sleep during the night journey through Georgia.

In the kitchen, waiting for his wife to give the ready sign, Bull poured himself a cup of coffee, drank it black, and felt the heat surge into his belly and flood through his body. The coffee burned into him, a dark transfusion that awakened him to his own desire to leave this house and set his eyes on long curves and highway signs.

“Mama, you’re crying,” Lillian said as her mother walked up to the car.

“I’m going to miss you, baby,” Alice said embracing her daughter. “When you’re my age you realize you have a finite number of good-byes to say in your life.”

“Child,” Lillian answered, “you are the healthiest human being on this earth. Don’t you go talking nonsense.”

“It is nonsense. But I’ll cry if I goddam feel like crying.”

“That’s the spirit.”

“Let me kiss my grandchildren.”

She leaned through the window.

“Good-bye, Mamaw,” Ben said to his grandmother as she kissed him on the mouth. “I love you.”

“I love you too, Benjy,” she said, crying softly. “You listen to your daddy, Ben. Just do what he says, and you won’t get into trouble. All of you children do that. You hear Mamaw.”

“Sure, Mamaw,” Ben said. “If we don’t listen to him, Dad has a good way of getting your attention. He knocks out a few of your teeth.”

“Hush, boy. You talk like a fool,” she snapped. “It’s a child’s job to adapt to a parent. You have a strict father and you have to adapt quickly.”

“Or else you’re not going to have a tooth left in your head,” Mary Anne whispered to her brother.

The act of moving was in progress now, set in motion by an alarm clock, and the family that had moved four times in four years, traveling in summer nights, past bleached-out, sun-dried towns, moving along southern highways through the shrill, eternal symphonies of southern insects, humming old tunes and sleeping as the car rolled through the vast wildernesses and untransmissible nights: this family was tied to the image of the automobile; it was the signet of their private mythology. So often had they moved, shuffled on a chess board by colonels in the Pentagon, that it had become ritual; they moved through it all mindlessly, relying on spirit and experience, and with the knowledge that it was all the same, that the air bases were interchangeable, that mobility was the only necessary ingredient in the composition of a military family. The Meechams were middle class migrants, and all of them were a part of a profession whose most severe punishment was rootlessness and whose sweetest gift was a freedom granted by highways and a vision of America where nothing was permanent and everything possible.

Colonel Meecham appeared on the front porch. He wore his flight jacket and gazed down the hill at the station wagon where his children jockeyed for position in the backseat. He felt good. Energy burned off him like a light. On the road, he was alive, vibrant, moving. It didn’t afford the freedom of a jet plane flying through a clear sky, but a highway offered something almost as profound, an entry into the secret regions of the earth where towns with foreign, unrecallable names were violated once, then forgotten for all time. Yes, he felt good; everything was ready. The operation was proceeding flawlessly. In a loud voice that swept through the sleeping neighborhood, he called to his family, “Stand by for a fighter pilot.” Then he strode to the car, his arms swinging like an untroubled monarch.

As the pilot neared them, Lillian turned to the children in the backseat for last minute instructions.

“Now remember what I told you. Don’t do anything to upset your father. He’s easily upset on trips,” she said in a soft voice.

“I’ve already talked to them, Lillian,” Mamaw said. “They’ll be good.”

Colonel Meecham entered the car. He arranged the things on the dashboard very carefully. On his far left, he stacked three road maps. Beside the maps was a box of Tampa Nugget cigars, blunt. On top of the cigars was a pair of aviator’s sunglasses. Then, putting his hand into the pocket of his flight jacket, he pulled out a .22 pistol from it and laid the gun gingerly beside the cigar box. The appearance of the weapon caused a stir among his children behind him. It was the first time he had ever openly carried a weapon on a trip. The barrel of the pistol pointed at the squinting plastic statue of Jesus that was centered on the dashboard.

“Why are you carrying a gun, honey?” Lillian asked her husband.

“Is it loaded and ready to kill?” Matt asked breathlessly from the back.

“It’s not loaded, sportsfans,” the Colonel answered, “but it’s there. You never can tell what you might meet on the road these days.”

“That’s right, Popsy,” Mary Anne called out. “They’ve been having quite a lot of trouble with stray dinosaurs and stuff in Georgia lately.”

“Don’t be flip with your father, young lady,” her mother cautioned.

“This pistol,” Colonel Meecham said authoritatively as if he were lecturing recruits, “is to be used only in case of emergencies.” Then he glanced back at Mary Anne through the rearview mirror, smiled, and continued in a magisterial voice, “Such as dinosaurs. Indian attacks. Tartars sweeping out of the hills, surprise raids by the Japanese air force. But most of all because we are in the Deep South, and the times being what they are, you never know when I might have to give some wild nigger a new asshole.”

A troubled silence invaded the backseat. The eyes of the children turned to Lillian awaiting a swift response. Lillian felt the silence and knew that the children were waiting for her to speak. She did not want to anger her husband, but she had no other options. Finally she said, “You know I don’t allow that word to be used in this family, Bull. Only poor white trash use that word. So please don’t use that word around our children.”

“You’re supposed to call them Negroes, Daddy,” Karen said, highly offended by her father’s vulgarity.

“Gee, thanks a lot, muffin. Negroes, you say,” Bull teased.

“Yeah, and he said that other word too, because I heard it with my own two ears,” Matt said.

“It’s not sophisticated to use those words,” Karen said.

“Oh goddam,” Bull responded, starting up the engine of the car. “If it isn’t sophisticated then I can’t ever use them words again. Lordy me, to think ol’ Bull Meecham let an unsophisticated word pass his lips. Why, it shames me even to think of it.” Then his voice lowered an octave, and he spoke sharply to his wife. “What kind of happy horsecrap have you been feeding Karen since I’ve been gone?”

“For your information, I’ve been teaching Karen the art of being a lady. And I’ve taught your sons how to be gentlemen. Training they normally never receive at home.”

“Oh, gentlemen. Excusem-wah,” he said sarcastically. “There ain’t nothing in this world that makes me puke faster than a southern gentleman.”

“I’ll remind you, Bull, that you are an officer and a gentleman.”

“And I’ll remind you that I’m not a pansy southern gentleman.”

“True, you’re not. There’s not a place on earth you could qualify as a gentleman.”

Ben and Mary Anne suppressed giggles into the pillows they were lying on, not daring to let their father hear them. Bull turned to his wife slowly, the engine running, and said, “You know, Lillian, I think after eighteen years of marriage, you’re starting to develop a sense of humor. Now let’s quit the yappin’ and let’s get down the road. I want to make some good time.”

“Give me a kiss good-bye, fighter pilot,” Mamaw said, an almost forgotten shadow standing by the side of the car. She leaned in and kissed her son-in-law on the lips. “Be good to the children on this trip, Bull. You hear me. They’ve been looking to your coming home. Don’t spoil it. I mean it too. This is your lover girl speaking.”

“Just so long as they do exactly what I say. They know that as well as you do.”

“They’re just kids, Bull.”

“They’re Marine kids, Alice, and that’s what makes them different.”

“Mother,” Lillian said, her eyes shining, “thanks for everything. The year was wonderful.”

“For me especially,” Alice said reaching across Bull and grasping her daughter’s hand. Alice looked very old under the street light. She was not good at farewells, especially when she was tired and her defenses down on the far side of two o’clock in the morning.

“All right, Alice,” Bull growled impatiently, “we’re all getting kind of weepy and you know there’s nothing I hate worse than boo-hooing.”

“You come see us, you hear, Mother,” Lillian called.

“Yeah, you heah,” Bull said, mocking his wife’s southern accent. “Is that dumb dog in the car?”

“He’s not dumb, Dad,” Matt answered, offended, petting the sleeping head of a black mongrel dog in the backseat.

“All right, all right. Let’s cut the yappin’,” Bull said, picking up an imaginary microphone by his dashboard. “Control tower. Run me a check on the weather. Roger. Stand by for a fighter pilot. Over and out.”

“Bye Mamaw,” the children yelled.

The blue station wagon pulled away from the curb like a ship easing into the half black waters a stones throw from the light of harbors. Soon the rhythm of shifted gears and the suppressed hum of an engine tuned for a long journey brought the car down Briarcliff Road to Ponce de Leon. At the light, Bull Meecham announced that it was time to sing.

“What should we sing first?” Mary Anne asked.

“What we always sing first, sportsfans,” Bull answered. “Everybody ready?”

“Yeah,” his children cried.

“Yeah?” the father asked.

“Yes, sir,” they answered correctly.

“That’s better. A-one and a-two and a-three.”

Then together the family sang. The old words of the song burned into their collective memory. Images of other journeys flashed before them as they passed from light to darkness to light following the street lamps of Ponce de Leon into Decatur. It was the holy hymn taken from the bone and sinew of the family’s life together, the anthem of both their discontent and strange belabored love for their way of life. With the singing of this song the trip began, tradition was paid its due homage, the rites of odyssey fulfilled. A lone car passed the Meechams’ station wagon, and the stranger passing other strangers for the first and last time on earth heard the words coming toward him and leaving him quickly, unable to catch the tune. He caught only the word “battles.”



From the halls of Montezuma to the shores of Tripoli,

We will fight our country’s battles on land, on air, on sea.

First to fight for right and freedom, and to keep our honor clean,

We are proud to claim the title of United States Marines.

It was the first song on all journeys the family took together. Each of the children had heard it first in the arms of their father; its rhythms had come to them through their mother’s milk. The song filled each child with a bewitched, unnamable feeling; the same feeling that drove men into battle. The Marine Corps hymn was the family song, the song of a warrior’s family, the song of war, the Meecham song. “Families without songs are unhappy families,” Lillian Meecham would say. But the song was theirs. They were traveling now, singing the lead song, driving deep into an American night toward a base where the great silver planes rested, waiting for their pilots.

All during the summer, all across America, the highways filled up with the migrating families of the American military. They made crisp, mesmerized treks from base to base where the men perfected the martial arts and where families settled into counterfeit security for a year or two. Movement, travel, impermanence, and passing in the night were laws of the tribe. If the birds of the North are born with a migratory instinct fused into the albumen of eggs, then the military families of America develop the same instinct out of necessity. They pack, move, unpack, burrow in, and nervously await their next orders. When summers come a moving fever hits many of them, even when the orders command that they stay where they are.

Orders usually came during the spring, filtered down from the Pentagon, the long, spacious halls where uneyed, five-sided men fingered the destinies of millions of men and their families, who set in motion the marathon car trip, that took an Army family of eight from the Presidio of San Francisco across the continent, that sent a bachelor from Quantico thirty miles up the road to Arlington, and four naval families living side by side in Newport News to four different directions on the compass, that left an Air Force family of three in the same house on the same base for eleven years. Orders came to some men yearly; to others, rarely. But when they came, their obdurate, elliptical prose offered no choices. Orders simply informed men where they were to transport their families, the amount of time allowed for them to do it, and a description of their new assignment. Orders were a spare and skeletal literature.

“Now it’s time for the ol’ Dad to do a solo number,” Bull announced.

“Oh, no. Not already,” Lillian groaned.

“Stick your head out the window when you sing this, Dad, so the windshields don’t crack,” Ben said.

“Did your voice improve overseas, Dad?” Mary Anne asked. “Or does it still sound like an animal died in your throat?”

“You got the worst voice I ever heard in my life,” Matt said.

“I like the way you sing, Daddy, don’t listen,” Karen said defensively.

“That’s my girl, Karen. Defend your poor ol’ father.”

“Brown-noser,” Mary Anne hissed at Karen. But her father had already begun singing the second traditional song of the trip.



When they cut down the old pine tree,

And they hauled it away to the mill,

To make a coffin of pine

For that sweetheart of mine

When they cut down the ol’ pine tree.

The dog, Okra, began to bark fiercely at Colonel Meecham. But Bull continued his crooning.



Oh, she’s not alone in her grave tonight

Alone, alone, she’ll always be.

When they cut down the pine for that sweetheart of mine

When they cut down the ol’ pine tree.

“I can’t believe it,” Mrs. Meecham said, “the worst voice in the world got worse in a year.”

“I could bring tears to the eyes of millions with that recording,” Bull retorted, his feelings ruffled somewhat.

“Even Okra thought you stunk, Dad,” Matt said.

“Who cares what that worthless mutt thinks. I’d be doing the whole family a favor if I got the car up to ninety and threw Okra out the window.”

“Yeah,” Matt continued, “ol’ Okra just hates your guts. I’ve never seen Okra hate anybody except you.”

“That dog can’t do one trick,” Bull observed, lighting a cigar in the front seat.

“Okra has too much pride to do tricks for mere human beings,” Mary Anne stated officiously. “His mind is on spiritual matters.”

“Okra has one problem, sportsfans. The dog is stone dumb.”

Lillian turned her head toward her husband and said, “He reminds me of a lot of Marines I’ve met.”

“Touché,” Mary Anne cried.

“O.K., enough yappin’. Let’s sing the next song. What will be the next one?”

“You’re going too fast, Bull. Slow down, please,” Lillian cautioned.

“We got to make time. What’s the next song?”

“You’re going too fast. You’re going over seventy.”

“Christ, Lillian. I go five hundred knots in a jet practically every day of my life and you get nervous when I go seventy.”

“This isn’t a jet, Bull.”

“What’s the next song, sportsfans?”

“Let’s sing ‘Dixie,’ ” Karen trilled.

“Yes,” the rest of the family agreed, except Bull.

“Naw,” he said, “that’s a loser’s song. Nothing depresses me more than a loser’s song. Let’s sing something else.”

“No, ‘Dixie,’ ” the others insisted.

“O.K., you sing ‘Dixie’ and I’ll sing ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic.’ I’ll sing a winner’s song and you sing a losers song.”

So they sang rival songs at the same rime. Soon it was evident to Bull that he couldn’t match the fire power of his family’s combined voices, so he quit singing and concentrated sullenly on his driving and his cigar.

“What a horseshit song,” Bull mumbled when they were finished singing.

“Watch your language, Bull.”

“Sing ‘Dixie’ if you want. But we all is heading out of Georgia, the armpit of Dixie. Of course we all is only going to South Carolina, the sphincter of America.”

Mary Anne yelled from the back of the car, “You know what Chicago is, Popsy? It’s the hemorrhoid of the planet earth.”

The rest of the family applauded.

Mrs. Meecham said, “Good girl, Mary Anne. Defend the South.”

“What’s there to defend? The South ain’t produced nothin’ to defend. Except grits. Georgia ice cream or screwed-up Cream of Wheat.”

“It produced every single one of your children,” Lillian reminded him, “and your wife.”

“Only because the Marine Corps puts its bases in these goddam southern swamps.”

“With the taking of the Lord’s name in vain, I suggest we now say a rosary for a safe trip,” Lillian announced.

“Good idea. Then maybe everybody will quit yappin’.”

Lillian opened the glove compartment and fumbled for her rosary beads.

“I know they’re here somewhere,” she declared. “They’re those precious ivory beads your father bought me in Rome, Italy, blessed by Pope John the twenty-third.”

“You haven’t lost ’em already for godsakes,” her husband grumbled.

“Of course not,” she replied. “Certain things in automobiles never work longer than a month. Clocks for one. The lights of glove compartments for another. Here they are. Children, did you see this rosary? I don’t believe I showed any of you. It is a treasure. Each bead is individually carved.”

“Was it really blessed by the Pope, Daddy?” Karen asked.

“Yeah, I think the ol’ pontiff blesses box cars full of rosaries for the tourists.”

Lillian rebuked him angrily. “Bull, what a sacrilegious thing to say.”

“What do you mean? Everyone’s got a gimmick. Even Popes. I’m sure it’s for a worthy cause like sending Maryknolls to Tanganyika to convert spearchuckers, but it’s still a gimmick. I priced all the rosaries before I picked that one out for ya. I was going to get one blessed by the Pope and with a sliver of the real cross inside it, but I could have bought the Pietà for less money.”

“How did they know it was the real cross, Dad?” Ben asked.

“Damned if I know, son. I think Jesus would have had to be strung up ten thousand times to supply enough wood for that rosary racket.”

“I think we’ve had enough,” Mrs. Meecham announced. “Let’s say the rosary for the intention of a safe journey and the salvation of your father’s endangered soul,” she said to her children behind her.

Colonel Meecham laughed. “I’ll buy that,” he said. “Your poor ol’ dad needs all the prayers he can get, sportsfans.”

“Let’s also pray for the conversion of Russia,” Mrs. Meecham added.

“That’s just small potatoes, Mama. Let’s pray for something big,” Mary Anne deadpanned.

“Don’t be a snip, young lady,” her mother shot back.

“Yeah, Mary Anne, or your father’s gonna take you dancing down at knuckle junction.”

“That won’t be necessary, Bull. I can handle the children without your help, thank you.”

“I’m just trying to be supportive, dear,” the colonel said. His wife did not answer. Instead, she began a slow recitation of the Apostles’ Creed to begin the rosary. “I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Creator of Heaven and Earth.”

In the backseat, brimming with hidden intentions, Ben drifted like a cloud into secret prayer leaning back on his pillow and silently turning his thoughts to God.

When he returned to the rosary Lillian was speaking the first part of the angel’s greeting to Mary. Her enunciation was flawless as she spoke with such reverent clarity that it seemed like she was speaking the words for the first time. “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, blessed art thou amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.”

The whole family bowed their heads at the spoken name of the Lord. But their response was given in breathless haste: Holymarymotherofgod, prayforussinnersnowandatthehourofourdeathAmen. The words were packed together in an unintelligible lathered herd. As Lillian’s fingers circumnavigated the beads, Ben’s mind wandered and the prayers became thoughtless, untongued words whose meaning was bled out of them by repetition. Mary Anne kicked him with her bare foot and shot him the finger, making sure that the sign was too low to be intercepted by her father’s omniscient eyes scanning the rearview mirror. The upraised finger almost caused Ben to laugh aloud, but sterner laws of self-preservation prevailed. Ben did remember the scurrilous version of the Hail Mary Mary Anne had written the year before that Lillian had overheard. “Hail, Benny, full of shit, a turd is on thee, blessed art thou among farters, and smelly is the corpse in the tomb. Cheeses.” Lillian had not been amused and she restricted Mary Anne to the house for two weeks. Since Mary Anne never went anywhere, the punishment did not seem to compensate for the heinousness of the crime. Mary Anne enjoyed shocking Ben about religious matters. Several days before Colonel Meecham returned, Mary Anne claimed to have read that the Vatican was reconsidering its position on Mary’s virginity. When Ben fell into the trap, Mary Anne explained with the casualness of a disinterested theologian that St. Joseph had appeared to a shepherd near Padua and claimed that he had gotten it from the Virgin Mary at least twice before Christ was born. Because of these obscene forays into the realm of the supernatural, Ben was positive that his sister was not a favorite in the stern eyes of the Lord. He looked at her across the car, strangely saddened by the deep beauty of her smile. Glancing forward, he shot the finger back to her and smiled.

The car moved deeper into the Georgia countryside, prayer breaking out of the windows in wavering harmonics spilling into the ditches and moccasin strung creeks of the pine counties outside of Atlanta. A truck pulled suddenly behind the station wagon filling the car with light. St. Christopher, muscled like a weight lifter and crossing a stream of bronze, winked in the sudden light, giving fierce definition to an outsized staff and a Gerber baby Christ. Colonel Meecham disliked the intrusion of other vehicles in his post midnight dashes when he was moving his family to a new home. In the rearview mirror, Ben saw his father’s eyes cast a glance of primal defiance at the lights that challenged their aloneness in this desolate stretch of road and at the very instant he heard his mother end a decade of the rosary and begin the first words of the Lord’s Prayer, Ben felt the car respond as his father’s foot pressed the accelerator. Lying on the mattress he felt as though he were part of the car’s engine, that his father was stepping on some vital organ inside of him, that he was the cause of the sudden leap forward as the wind hissed through the backseat knocking some of the clothes and uniforms from the hangers. The truck fell behind them, the lights grew smaller, then disappeared forever in the middle of the third decade of the rosary. Night returned to the car and the foot relented gradually, then relaxed against the accelerator. The car sang with its solitude. Christopher and his enduring spine crossed the stream invisibly again. The wordless words of the rosary continued like the heartbeats of birds.

Finally, seventy miles outside the city, an hour and fifteen minutes into the heart of the journey, the rosary ended and Colonel Meecham asked rhetorically and unspecifically, “Who’s on duty first?”

No voices answered him. Eyes strained almost audibly in the backseat as the brothers and sisters questioned each other wordlessly.

Finally, Lillian spoke. “You taught them never to volunteer for anything.”

“Why don’t you help your poor old husband stay awake, honey?”

“You taught me never to volunteer for anything too. Besides I’ll perish if I don’t get a little sleep. Tomorrow’s a long day with the movers coming and everything.”

“Ben,” Bull cried out to his son in the darkness behind him. “Ben, don’t pretend you’re asleep already.”

“I was asleep.”

“Get up here. Right behind me. You’ve got guard duty first.”

“Yes, sir,” Ben said, moving lightly over Matthew, and pushing Okra to the back of the car. He rested his arms on the front seat and leaned forward so he could whisper to his father without disturbing the sleep of the others.

“We’ll have a little man-to-man talk while the leathernecks get some sack time.”

“Sure, Dad,” Ben said hesitantly. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Let me ask you a question first, sentry. What are the responsibilities of a man on guard duty?”

“I don’t know them all, Dad. I forgot some of them.”

“Yeah, yeah. Your mother always slacks up on you when I go overseas. Give me the ones you know.”

“To walk my post in a military manner, keep always alert, and observing everything that takes place within sight or hearing. To spread the alarm in case of fire or disorder.”

“You skipped about a hundred of ’em. You ought to know those if you’re going to be on duty. I’ll give you a week to relearn ’em once we get to Ravenel.”

“I haven’t looked at them for a long time, Dad.”

“Never make excuses.”

“Yes, sir.”

For the next ten miles the car was silent. Colonel Meecham chewed gum belligerently and Ben watched the white lines until he was mesmerized by their repetitiveness. Both of them wanted to speak but could find no common ground to bridge the abyss that separated them as father and son.

“The Red Sox won,” Bull said finally.

“How did Williams do?” Ben asked.

“Knocked three runs in with a double.”

“Good.”

“I flew with Ted Williams in Korea. You knew that didn’t you?”

“Yes, sir. Dad?” Ben said, beginning a conversation he had fantasized when his father was flying from the carrier off the French coast. “Are you ever afraid when you fly?”

“That’s a good question. Yeah. I’m always a little afraid when I fly. That’s what makes me so damn good. I’ve seen pilots who weren’t afraid of anything, who would forget about checking their instruments, who flew by instinct as though they were immortal. I’ve pissed on the graves of those poor bastards too. The pilot who isn’t a little bit afraid always screws up and when you screw up bad in a jet, you get a corporal playing taps at the expense of the government.”

“What are you most afraid of when you fly?”

“Most afraid of. Hmmm,” Bull whispered, plucking at his left ear lobe. “Good question, sportsfans. When I’m flying a jet, the thing I’m most afraid of is birds.”

“Birds?” Ben said letting a quick girlish giggle escape in his surprise.

“Yeah, birds,” his father answered defensively. “You hit a bird going five hundred knots and it’s like being hit with a bowling ball. Do you remember when Rip Tuscum was killed in a plane crash about five years ago?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, he had his head taken off when he hit a buzzard.”

“Birds, eh, Popsy,” Ben intoned. “I can see the headlines now. Bull Meecham killed by a parakeet. War Hero Brought Down by a Deadly Sapsucker.”

“Go ahead and laugh, jocko, but I break out into a cold sweat when I spot a flock of birds up yonder. The bad thing is that they’re usually past you by the time you see ’em. I mean they are behind you before your brain registers that you’ve just passed a bird. You’ll know what I mean some day.”

“How, Dad?”

“When you’re a Marine pilot flying your own plane.”

Ben knew he was in familiar terrain now, old territory where the teasing had grooves and furrows of ground that had been plowed before.

“I think I’m going to be an Air Force pilot, Dad.”

“If you want to fly with pussies it’s O.K. with me,” Bull flared, then remembered that his son had teased him about the Air Force many times before. “But if you want to fly with the best, you’ll fly with the Corps, simple as that.”

“What if I really decide not to go in the Marine Corps, Dad?”

“I want you to go in for a four-year hitch at least. If you decide not to make a career out of it, it’s your decision. But I want to pin the wings of gold on you after flight training. You’ll be a good pilot, son. You’re athletic and have the quick reflexes. The coordination. The only problem I see is you have a little too much of your mother in you, but Quantico will ream that out of your system.”

“I’ll have plenty of time to decide whether to go into the Corps or not when I’m in college, Dad.”

“That’s negative,” his father replied. “I’ve already made that decision. You’ll decide whether to stay in after four years.”

“That’s not fair, Dad.”

“Who said your ol’ Dad’s ever been fair? Look, Ben, you’ll thank me one day. Christ, the way the world’s going now you may even luck out and get your wings when there’s a war going on.”

“That’s lucking out?” Ben exclaimed.

“Shh, not so loud. If you’re trained as a fighter pilot you’ll never be happy until you test your skills against an enemy pilot. That, boy, is a law.”

“What if I get killed?”

“Then you’re a lousy pilot. Only lousy pilots get killed in combat. That’s another law.”

Ben thought for a moment, then said, “What about Uncle Dan? Your brother, the one killed in the Solomons. Was he a lousy pilot?”

The massive shoulders tensed beside him. Then slowly they relaxed, but the car lurched forward, moving faster and faster until Bull answered by saying, “Yes, Dan was a lousy pilot. But he was a brave one and he earned that K.I.A. on his tombstone. He earned it.”

“Would you like to be killed in action, Dad?”

“If he has to go, every pilot would like to be killed in action. It’s better than dying of the piles.”

“But only lousy pilots are K.I.A., Dad. It’s a law.”

“That’s right, sportsfans. Good thinking. That’s why I’m telling you that I’m more afraid of birds than enemy pilots.”

“It would have to be a great pilot who shot you down, wouldn’t it, Dad?”

Bull turned toward his son and winked. “Inhuman, Ben. The bastard would have to be inhuman. Now go on and get some sleep. I’m wide awake now. I’ll get Mary Anne or your mama up if I need company.”

“Good night, Dad.”

“Good night, sportsfans.”

Alone now, the car voiceless, Bull strained to follow the white lines of the highway snaking through Georgia. Butterflies by the thousands fluttered maniacally before the headlights then exploded like tiny half-angels on the windshield leaving a scant yellow paint and the dust of broken wings as a final signature. The further into the journey Bull went, the harder it became for him to see through the windshield that was stained with the prints of so many inconsequential deaths.

Periodically, Bull would spot a turtle crossing the highway and with an imperceptible movement of his arm he would position the car expertly and snap the animal’s shell, which made a scant pop like the breaking of an egg. It kept him from getting bored on the trip; it kept him alert. He always did it when his wife and children were asleep. But when he pulled clear into the other lane to kill a turtle almost on the shoulder of the other side, Lillian awoke.

She whispered at him, her eyes still closed but her lips tightened in a thin line, “It takes a mighty brave man to run over turtles.”

“Who’s running over turtles?” Bull asked innocently.

“I’ve been on enough trips to know when you’re getting your jollies running over turtles. I think it’s sick.”

“Well, they shouldn’t be on the road. They’re a safety hazard.”

“Sure they are, darlin’. You’re always reading about car wrecks caused by marauding box turtles attacking defenseless Chevrolets.”

“It’s my only sport when I’m traveling. My one hobby.”

“And you’re such an all-American at it, darling. Maybe I should dress in a cheerleader’s costume and shake a pom-pom every time you run over one of those dangerous turtles.”

“Ah, Saint Lillian. Do you think I should drive real slow so I won’t kill any butterflies?”

“I don’t care what you do.”

“Thanks, Saint Lillian. I’ll be a good boy as soon as I pick off this next turtle. OOOOeeeee. He’s a big mother.” Then Bull laughed as the wheel made a short pop. “Yeah, we’re in Georgia sure enough, sportsfans, I’m starting to see a lot of dead dogs on the highway. That ought to be the nickname of this horseshit state. The Dead Dog State. Now I’m gonna quit yappin’ and start makin’ some time.”

“Making time.” The phrase came back to Ben as he entered into an unsteady threshold of sleep, a sleep that wasn’t quite, the groaning of a truck that passed them by in a vision of light, passed them in a momentary assault as the car ate its way through Georgia, consuming miles as Bull Meecham carried on imaginary conversations with phantoms only he could see. Ben saw his father stabbing the air with his fingers, saw his lips move and his face grimace as someone responded to his interrogation improperly. Making time. Yes, as this inch of highway is past now, or then, as the sea draws nearer, smelling the sea, while sleep comes during the dying hours, the corpses of miles past, the pale memories of towns seen dimly—the pilot is moving, moving, moving toward a home they have never seen.



Chapter 4

An hour before dawn, a long, timber-loaded train that smelled sweetly of pine resin stopped them at a country crossing. Colonel Meecham got out of the car and stood watching the train, silently reciting the names of the railroad lines tattooed on the sides of the freight cars. Trains released strange lyrics in Colonel Meecham and though he could not articulate what he felt as he watched the great trains roll in passage along warm, silver rails, his children knew that whatever poetry might lurk in their large, often unreadable father, it surfaced whenever he heard a train whistle. The destiny of his family in Chicago was wedded to the movement of trains through the Midwest. If the potato was symbolic of the Meecham family’s flight from Ireland, then the freight train was the lucky talisman of their redemption in the new world.

The children stirred slowly out of their sleep. Lillian groaned into awakeness with a loud, feline stretch. Bull walked back to the open door and said, “Pit stop. Head run. Get the dog out and let him lift his leg. Everybody out who needs to pee.”

“Sugar,” Lillian said, “I know this is an outrageous request, but the girls and I feel more comfortable powdering our noses and doing our business in a clean well-lighted bathroom.”

“It’s good for you to get a little night air. C’mon, Mary Anne and Karen, you two go over there behind those trees.”

“Don’t you dare make a move, young ladies. We will keep our dignity.”

“O.K., then let’s get Matt awake. You too, Ben. Here, Okra, I want you to pee on the track while the train’s moving there.”

“That’s not funny, Dad. That’s why Okra hates your guts,” Karen retorted.

“I don’t need to go,” Matt said, only half awake and pulling his pillow tightly over his head to cut out the noise of the train.

“You better go now, son. You know your father doesn’t stop often.”

“He only stops for three reasons: trains, the death of someone in the car, or if he has to go to the bathroom,” Ben said climbing out of the car over Matt.

As Ben walked toward his father, he was surprised to look up and see the universe shivering with starlight. Cotton grew in the field that bounded the railroad tracks and the air was laden with the opulent smells of greening crops and leafy forests. Approaching the sea the land had begun to slope gently, the hills were brushed downward, the earth was smoothing itself, and the rivers straightened for the final run to the sea.

Ben and the colonel were urinating in the ditch that paralleled the highway. Bull commented on each car that flickered past like a single frame on a long roll of film. His voice was excited. As always, Bull felt euphoric and princely in the company of trains. “There’s the Illinois Central. The Southern Pacific. And right there goes the queen of them all, the Rock Island Line. That’s the one that half your Chicago relatives work on, Ben. Watch where you’re whizzin’. You almost hit my foot. Aim high and away. There’s the Southern. Probably carryin’ a box car full of grits to some southern pansy living in New York.” Then in the regionless drawl of a conductor, the half-intelligible patois belonging to no country that Bull had learned by imitation as a child riding free on the Rock Island Line, he began to chant, “Davenport, Ioway. Next stop. Ioway City, yes Ioway, Ioway, Ioway City. Dee Moynes. Dee Moynes. Dee Moynes, Ioway. All off for Davenport.” The voice of the conductor resided with great constancy just below the customary pose of the fighter pilot. “All aboooooard,” he said, climbing back into the car as the caboose flashed by and the thunder of the train diminished gradually into the darkness.

Bull barked out at Ben as the car moved across the tracks in first gear, “Did Okra whizz?”

“I think so, Dad,” Ben answered.

“You’re not paid to think, mister. I asked you a question.”

“Yes, sir. He did,” Ben said.

“You’d better be right. That was the last head stop before Ravenel. Ravenel. Rav-e-nel. Next stop, Rav-e-nel, South Car-oli-na.”

At dawn and according to the strict schedule Colonel Meecham had plotted in Atlanta, they had come within sixty-five miles of the Marine Corps air station at Ravenel. The sun filled the car and the children, sleeping in the back, began to stir heavily against the new day. Colonel Meecham reached for his aviator’s sunglasses which rested among the other paraphernalia of the journey on the dashboard. “Best sunglasses in the world,” he told his wife. “Civilian shades can’t touch ’em.”

“Isn’t it a shame military doctors couldn’t be as good as military sunglasses,” Lillian said.

“Hey, not bad, sportsfans. That was a good line.”

“Bull, there’s nothing in this road, not even a pig. Are you sure we’re going the right way?”

“Affirmative. The navigator has never made a mistake in his career.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. I seem to remember a night when the navigator took a wrong turn and we ended up in eastern Tennessee instead of western North Carolina.”

“Ah, the grits who put up road signs in the South never got past second grade.”

“Just to change the subject, sugah, you haven’t told me the gossip on the old squadron. Where are all the Cobras now and what are they doing?”

“Sam Pancoast and Ollie Oliver are stationed in Ravenel. Rocky Green’s in El Toro. His wife left him six months ago to run away with a twenty-two-year-old corporal in his squadron. Rocky’s got the kids.”

“Poor kids.”

The conversation centered around the Marine Corps, moving from one old friend to another, men and women they had been stationed with, whose destinies had crossed again and again. The fraternity of Marine fighter pilots was small, intimate, and exceedingly close. The year’s absence from the military had put Lillian somewhat behind in following the lives of some of her friends. Transfers were constant among all of them, and with both Lillian and Bull it was a peremptory requirement of their nomadism that they keep a vigilant eye on the travels of their peers. The two of them talked very little of politics, literature, or the arts. Most of their conversation was of the Corps or of their own family.

Ben shifted uncomfortably on the other side of the car. The sun was pouring in the car directly on his face. He heard his father say that they had been out of Georgia for a half hour. Out of Georgia, Ben thought. “Into South Carolina.”

Georgia born, Ben felt a strong kinship to the blood red earth his father hated, loved the fragrant land he saw mostly in night passages, whose air was filled with country music and the virile smells of crops and farm machinery possessing the miles between towns. It was the one place he could hold to, fix upon, identify as belonging to him. He was rooted in Georgia because of the seal on his birth certificate. He lived there only when his father went overseas, but that made no difference to him. No matter how hard he tried, he never developed any imperishable allegiances to the washed-out, bloodless Marine bases where he had lived for most of his seventeen years. It was difficult to engender fealty for any geographical point when he had dwelt in four apartments, six houses, two trailers, and one quonset hut in his forced enlistment in the family of a Marine officer. Every house was a temporary watering place where warriors gathered for training and the perfection of their grim art before the tents were struck again. He longed for a sense of place, of belonging, and of permanence. He wanted to live in one house, grow old in one neighborhood, and wanted friends whose faces did not change yearly. He renewed his tenuous claim on Georgia with every visit to his grandmother’s house and with each dash through the countryside following the necklace of Marine bases strung through the swamplands of the Carolinas and Virginia.

Rising on one elbow, Ben addressed a question to the front seat. “When do ya’ll think we’ll get there?”

“Ya’ll?” Bull roared. “Ya’ll isn’t a damn word. What’s this ‘ya’ll’ stuff? I go overseas for twelve months and I come back to my boys all talking like grits.”

“Ya’ll is perfect grammar, Ben darling,” Lillian objected. “It’s perfect and it’s precise.”

“Don’t use that word when you’re addressing me. You got to realize, Lillian, that a southern accent sounds dumb anywhere outside of the Mason-Dixon grit line.”

“I think it sounds cultivated. Anyway, you’ve managed to make sure none of the children have a southern accent.”

It was true. None of Bull Meecham’s children had accents. Their speech was not flavored with the cadences of the South, the slurred rhythms of the region where they had spent their entire lives. Every time one of his children made a sound that was recognizably southern, Bull would expurgate that sound from his child’s tongue on the spot. Though the Marine Corps put its bases in the South, he could never accustom himself to the sad fact that he was inevitably raising southern children. He could exorcise the language of the South, but he could not purify his children of the experience that tied them forever to the South, to the strange separateness, the private identity of the land which nourished and enriched their childhoods.

“Let’s see what else has gone to pot since the Big Dad has been gone,” Bull announced. “What is the capital of Montana, Karen?”

“I just woke up, Daddy,” Karen protested.

“I didn’t ask you for a speech. I just asked a question.”

“Bismarck,” she answered after thinking for a moment.

“Wrong. You’re supposed to know them all.”

“Helena,” Matt said.

“Right, Matt.”

“Here’s another one, Karen. This will be a chance to redeem yourself.”

“It’s too early in the morning, Daddy. I don’t feel like playing ‘Capitals.’ ”

“Too bad,” he answered. “What’s the capital of Idaho?”

“Just a minute. Don’t tell me. Let me think about that one.”

“You ought to know it right off the bat, girlsey,” he said.

“Boise,” she screamed.

“Yeah, but I gave you a hint.”

“Mary Anne,” Bull said, “what’s the capital of Uruguay?”

“Montevideo.”

“Ben, the capital of Afghanistan.”

“Kabul.”

“Good, good. I’ll tell you kids something right now. You are lucky to be part of a Marine Corps family. There are no kids in America as well trained in geography as you. You’ve been to more places than civilian kids even know about. Travel is the best education in the world.”

“Sugah,” Lillian cooed, “the reason the children know all those capitals is because you threatened to kill them if they didn’t learn them.”

“It’s called motivation, Lillian,” Bull answered, grinning.

Ben sat back against his pillow thinking about what his father had just said. Then he said, “We sure have lived in some of the great cities of the world, Dad. Triangle, Virginia. Jacksonville, Havelock, and New Bern, North Carolina. Meridian, Pensacola, and now Ravenel, South Carolina. You can’t get much luckier than that.”

“I met some Air Force brats in Atlanta. Now they do some good traveling. They’d lived in London, Hamburg, Rome, all over Europe. They’d skied in the Alps. They’d seen the Leaning Tower of Pisa. One of the boys spoke three languages. All of them had been to operas and gone to symphonies. I wonder how the Ravenel symphony measures up to the London Philharmonic,” Mary Anne said.

“I can tell you all you need to know about Europa,” Bull said. “I just spent a whole year inspecting the continent.”

“Did you go to the Louvre, Daddy?” Mary Anne asked.

“Sure, I went in to check out the Mona Lisa. You can stand anywhere in the room where that picture is and the Mona Lisa’s eyes will follow you. Leonardo Da Vinci did a commendable job with that portrait.”

“You really think so, Dad?” Ben said, winking at Mary Anne.

“The old Dad soaked up quite a bit of culture while he was sportin’ around the capitals of Europe.”

“You’re just too modest to flaunt it, aren’t you, dear?” Lillian said softly.

“That’s right. Modesty is one of my worst faults,” Bull shouted, laughing, enjoying himself in the last fifty miles of his journey.

“Hey, Dad,” Matt said, “why doesn’t the Marine Corps send its families overseas sometimes?”

“They’re probably afraid that Marine kids would whip up on Air Force kids.”

“Could you imagine living in Gay Paree, speaking French like natives,” Ben wondered aloud.

“I can say hello, good-bye, and kiss my fanny in eight languages,” Bull boasted.

“Why, Bull,” Lillian said, “I didn’t know you were multilingual.”

“I pick up languages real fast,” he replied, missing the irony in her voice.

“If you’d only work a little harder on your native tongue,” she said.

“Very funny.”

Mary Anne spoke out brightly, extravagantly. “Let’s talk some more about how lucky we are to be military brats.”

“I’m so lucky that I get to go to four high schools instead of just one,” Ben declared with feigned enthusiasm.

“And I, the lovely Mary Anne Meecham whose beauty is celebrated in song and legend …” Mary Anne began.

“Boy is that a laugh,” Matt said.

“Quiet, midget, before I feed you to a spider.”

“Mom,” Matt called.

“We just have a little ways to go, children. So try to get along.”

“Or else I’m gonna have to butt a few heads,” the colonel glowered through his sunglasses.

“Anyway,” Mary Anne continued, “I’m lucky enough to be absolutely friendless through an entire school year until the month of May. Then I make lots of new friends. Then I’m lucky enough to have Daddy come home with a new set of orders. Then I’m lucky enough to move in the summer and lucky enough to be absolutely friendless when school starts back in the fall.”

“I know you’re kidding,” Lillian said to Mary Anne. “And I know all of you are upset about leaving Atlanta.”

“Tough toenails,” Bull growled.

“But these are some wonderful parts about growing up in a Marine family. You learn how to meet people. You learn how to go up to people and make their acquaintance. You know how to act in public. You have excellent manners and it’s easy for you to be charming. I’ve had many compliments about how polite my children are. This is the benefit of growing up in the military and the gift you take with you no matter where you live. You know how to act.”

“But the main thing, hogs,” Bull said, “you get to hang around me and all my good qualities will rub off on you.”

His family groaned in chorus and the colonel threw back his head and bellowed with laughter.

“I can’t wait to get out of this car,” Karen said after a silent five-mile stretch.

Matthew added, “I’ve got to go number one. My teeth are floating.”

“You should have gone when we stopped for the train” Bull said.

“I didn’t have to go then,” Matthew replied.

The car was silent as the Meecham family moved across the bridge that crossed the Combahassee River, toward their fourth home in four years. All hills had died in this last slant toward the sea. Stands of palmettos and live oaks met the car as the road ribboned out straight in its last sprint to the barrier islands. But the most remarkable feature of the land was the green stretches of marsh fringing the rivers and inlets that spilled and intersected through the whole landscape. These were vast, airy marshes, some of them thirty miles wide, as splendid as fields of ripened wheat, yet as desolate in some ways as the dark side of the moon. Every eye in the car filled up with marsh, moved by it, stirred, yet uncomprehending. It was an alien geography that thrust outreaching along the water’s edge; a land of a thousand creeks, brown and turgid, but rich in the smell of the sea.

Lillian knew about marshes from girlhood summers spent on the Georgia coast.

The Chevrolet crossed a bridge that announced the entry into Ravenel County.

“Thirty more miles, hogs.”

“Will you tell us about the new house, Bull? I’m perishing from curiosity,” Lillian spoke.

“It’s a surprise,” Bull gloated.

“I gotta go number one real bad,” Matthew said.

“Tough titty,” Bull answered, his sunglasses eyelessly hunting for Matthew in the rearview mirror. “You should have gone when we stopped for the train.”

“Cross your legs, darling,” Lillian advised. “And offer it up for a good intention.”

“Like the conversion of Russia,” Ben suggested.

The air had a fetid, tropical feel to it as it passed through the car: the land was flat, lush and brilliantly green. On the road’s grassy fringes, black men and women, sometimes alone but often in lethargic twos or silhouetted in triplicate, walked the long stretches between shacks and cabins where plumes of morning smoke trailed above rusty tin roofs and smells of breakfast spilled from open windows and entered the rush of air that caromed about the Meecham car.

“Bacon,” Lillian moaned, as the car passed one small house. “I would rather eat bacon than a filet mignon.”

Bull grunted, a monosyllable meaningless in any language, but an audible assent that he had heard and understood her. He was tiring now and his participation in conversation would diminish with each mile passed. The children were staring out the windows. As strangers, they entered Ravenel with sharpened, critical eyes assimilating every image that flashed by them, so that what they saw was the addendum of ten million impressions that registered briefly and almost tangentially in their minds like flags of undiscovered countries: each image a single frame of memory whose life span was light quick and heartbeat fast: each a mystery clamoring for preservation, for life, for admittance to the vaults of the brain where remembrance burns. Each child in the car hunted for the familiar; the sights that would relate Ravenel to the other towns that had served as temporary homes.

A jet passed overhead; the sound poured into the car like a liquid. Leaning his head out the window, Bull scanned the treeline for a glimpse of the plane. “That’s the sound of freedom,” he said. It was a sound familiar to all of them, its thunder rumbling across them as though they were long sheets of glass. It was a legitimate sound of home, one that would remind the Meecham children of their youth more strongly than the singing bells of ice cream trucks or the cadences of lullabies.

Moments later, Mary Anne began to cry. It was soundless weeping free from hysterics, unrelated even to grief. Her eyes glistened as the tears rolled down her face in clearly defined salt creeks.

“What’s the boo-hooing about?” Colonel Meecham stormed at his rearview mirror, catching and holding the image of his weeping daughter. “You better get her to stop, Lil. I can’t stand boo-hooing.”

“Get a Kleenex to wipe your face, Mary Anne. There’s nothing to cry about. You’ve got to give it a chance.”

“I gave it a chance,” Mary Anne replied miserably. “I hate this town too.”

“You’ll learn to love it. Give it time. If I were you, I’d say, ‘I’m going to take this town by storm. I’m going to go out of my way to meet people and I’m going to be the most popular young lady in Ravenel by the time I leave here.’ That’s the spirit I’d take.”

“Just get her to turn off the waterworks, Lillian. We don’t need a speech.”

“I’m trying, Bull. Just give me a chance. Mary Anne is just upset about moving. So are all the kids.”

“Tell the hogs too bad from the Big Dad. I don’t care if they’re upset or not.”

Mary Anne searched her purse for a Kleenex, but pulled out instead a teaspoon pirated from her mother’s silver service. Crying gently, she held the spoon under her eyes, carefully catching each tear, preserving their sad silver in the hollow of the spoon. “I’m real depressed,” she said finally. “I’m going to hate this town. I wish I were dead.”

Bull replied, “You may get your wish if you don’t cut the weepy scene.”

When the tears filled the spoon to overflowing, when the edge of the spoon brimmed with the trembling residue of her grief, Mary Anne carefully flicked her wrist and the warm liquid flew the length of the car, only slightly dispersed, and splashed against Bull’s head.

“I ain’t believing somebody spit on me,” Bull bellowed in disbelief, his hand feeling his hair. “Has someone gone nuts?”

“Excuse me, Daddy dear. The spoon slipped,” Mary Anne protested innocently. Three more tears lit into the spoon. Aiming carefully, Mary Anne flicked them on her father’s neck.

Lillian broke in, “Remember, darling, what I told you. If you have a lemon, make lemonade. You have to give a town a chance to grow on you. You have to open yourself up to a town. Be willing to take chances. You’ve been in the Corps long enough to know that.”

“I am not in the Corps,” Mary Anne said to her mother, tossing another sun-bright tear at her father’s head; it missed, passing over his right ear and splashing down on his arm where it lay trapped on the dense red hairs of his arm.

“I ain’t believing she’s bombing me with tears, Lillian, and you can’t stop her,” Bull said. “You want me to stop her?”

“Stop hitting your father this very instant, young lady,” Lillian flared. But there was not much menace behind Lillian’s attempts at discipline.

The next tear hit Matthew on the forehead.

“Weirdo just hit me with a tear, Mama.”

“I’m gonna mix those tears with a little blood if she isn’t careful,” Bull said.

“I said stop, Mary Anne, and I mean it. Remember who you are.”

“I’m a weirdo,” Mary Anne answered.

“You are a lady,” Lillian said imperiously. “And ladies don’t catch their tears in spoons and hurl them at their families. A lady grieves in silence. She always has a smile on the outside. She waits until she is alone to express her sorrow.”

“I like to do it in full public view. I’d like to draw huge crowds of people and weep all day. I’d flick tears at the crowd until each one of them was hit with a tear. I like people to share in my misery. I like them to feel it when I feel bad. God, I feel miserable.”

“Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” Lillian admonished her daughter. “Ladies …”

“I know, Mama. Ladies don’t speak with vulgar tongues. How do ladies talk? I’d really like to know.”

“A lady just knows how to talk. It’s not something she is taught. It is something within her, something inherently gentle and refined. She says nothing that offends or upsets. A lady speaks softly, kindly, and the world spreads out before her and fights to do her favors. If a woman is not a lady at birth, no amount of money or education can make her one. A lady just is.”

Mary Anne sang with false joy, “What a perfect description of me. Yes. That’s how a dictionary would define me.”

“Boy, what a joke that is, huh, Mom?” Matthew said.

“Was that a voice?” Mary Anne answered cupping her hand to her ear. “I thought I heard a tiny voice coming from a little insect body. It sounded almost human.”

“Cut that out, Mary Anne. Quit teasing Matthew.”

“Yeah, because you’re gonna die real young if you tease me one more time, freckles,” Matthew huffed.

Mary Anne retorted, “The only way you could kill me, little one, would be to enter my bloodstream.”

“Let’s cut it out,” Ben said firmly.

“Ah,” Mary Anne mocked, “the voice of sublime perfection. Was that the godly one? The sainted brother? The perfect son?”

Before Ben could answer, Bull thundered out at all of them, “I’m gonna give you hogs about five seconds to cut the yappin’ then I’m gonna pull this car over to the side of the road and I bet I can shut your yaps even if your mother can’t.”

“Hush,” Lillian hissed at her children. “Not another sound.” Her eyes cast a stern, desperate communiqué to her children.

But this time there was no need. Bull’s tone had registered. Each child knew the exact danger signals in the meteorology of their father’s temperament; they were adroit weathermen who charted the clouds, winds, and high pressure areas of his fiercely wavering moods, with skill created through long experience. His temper was quick fused and uncontrollable and once he passed a certain point, not even Lillian could calm him. He was tired now after driving through half the night. Behind his sunglasses, the veined eyes were thinned with fatigue and a most dangerous ice had formed over them. The threshing winds of his temper buffeted the car and deep, resonant warning signals were sent out among the children. Silence ruled them in an instant. They resumed watching the diminishing countryside on the outskirts of Ravenel. “Control,” Lillian said soothingly. “Control is very important for all of us.” She was looking at her husband.
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