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ALSO BY CHANG-RAE LEE
Native Speaker
A Gesture Life

To Michelle,

for all the love

one
FROM UP HERE, a half mile above the Earth, everything looks perfect to me.
I am in my nifty little Skyhawk, banking her back into the sun, having nearly completed my usual fair-weather loop. Below is the eastern end of Long Island, and I’m flying just now over that part of the land where the two gnarly forks shoot out into the Atlantic. The town directly ahead, which is nothing special when you’re on foot, looks pretty magnificent now, the late-summer sun casting upon the macadam of the streets a soft, ebonized sheen, its orangey light reflecting back at me, matching my direction and speed in the windows and bumpers of the parked cars and swimming pools of the simple, square houses set snugly in rows. There is a mysterious, runelike cipher to the newer, larger homes wagoning in their cul-de-sac hoops, and then, too, in the flat roofs of the shopping mall buildings, with their shiny metal circuitry of HVAC housings and tubes.
From up here, all the trees seem ideally formed and arranged, as if fretted over by a persnickety florist god, even the ones (no doubt volunteers) clumped along the fencing of the big scrap metal lot, their spindly, leggy uprush not just a pleasing garnish to the variegated piles of old hubcaps and washing machines, but then, for a stock guy like me, mere heartbeats shy of sixty (hard to even say that), the life signs of a positively priapic yearning. Just to the south, on the baseball diamond—our people’s pattern supreme—the local Little League game is entering the late innings, the baby-blue-shirted players positioned straightaway and shallow, in the bleachers their parents only appearing to sit church-quiet and still, the sole perceivable movement a bounding golden-haired dog tracking down a Frisbee in deep, deep centerfield.
Go, boy, go.
And as I point my ship—Donnie is her name—to track alongside the broad arterial lanes of Route 495, the great and awful Long Island Expressway, and see the already-accrued jams of the Sunday Hamptons traffic inching back to the city, the grinding columns of which, from my seat, appear to constitute an orderly long march, I feel as if I’m going at a heady light speed, certainly moving too fast in relation to the rest, an imparity that should by any account invigorate but somehow unsettles all the same, and I veer a couple of degrees northwest to head over the remaining patchworks of farmland and scrubby forest and then soon enough the immense, uninterrupted stretch of older, densely built townships like mine, where beneath the obscuring canopy men like me are going about the last details of their weekend business, sweeping their front walks and dragging trash cans to the street and washing their cars just as they have since boyhood and youth, soaping from top to bottom and brushing the wheels of sooty brake dust, one spoke at a time.
And I know, too, from up here, that I can’t see the messy rest, none of the pedestrian, sea-level flotsam that surely blemishes our good scene, the casually tossed super-size Slurpies and grubby confetti of a million cigarette butts, the ever-creeping sidewalk mosses and weeds; I can’t see the tumbling faded newspaper circular page, or the dead, gassy possum beached at the foot of the curb, the why of its tight, yellow-toothed grin.
All of which, for the moment, is more than okay with me.
Is that okay?
Okay.
I bought this plane not for work or travel or the pure wondrous thrill of flight, which can and has, indeed, been scarily, transcendentally life-affirming and so on, but for the no doubt seriously unexamined reason of my just having to get out of the house.
That’s certainly what my longtime (and recently ex-) girlfriend, Rita Reyes, was thinking about several years ago, when she gave me a flying lesson out at Islip for my birthday. Really, of course, she meant it as a diversionary excursion, just a hands-on plane ride, never intending it to lead to anything else.
At the time she was deeply worried about me, as I was a year into having early-retired from the family landscaping business and was by all indications mired in a black hole of a rut, basically moping around the house and snacking too much. On weekdays, after Rita left for her job as a home-care nurse (she now works the ER), I’d do my usual skim of the paper in front of the TV and then maybe watch a ladies’ morning talk show and soon enough I’d feel this sharp nudge of ennui and I’d head to the nearby Walt Whitman Mall (the poet was born in a modest house right across the street, which is now something they call an “interpretive center” and is open for tours) for what I would always hope was the easeful company of like-minded people but would end up instead, depending on the selling season, to be frantic clawing hordes or else a ghost town of seniors sitting by the islands of potted ficus, depressing and diminishing instances both.
When Rita came back home, the breakfast dishes would still be clogging the table, and I’d be on the back patio nursing a third bottle of light beer or else napping in the den after leafing through my tattered Baedeker’s Italy for the umpteenth time. She’d try to be helpful and patient but it was hard, as that’s what she’d done all day long. More often than not we’d end up in a shouting match because she’d toss aside my guidebook a bit too casually and I’d say something loose and mean about her mother, and she’d retreat to the bedroom while I went to the car and revved the engine inside for a long minute before clicking open the garage door. I’d find myself at a run-down Chinese place on Jericho, chasing a too-sweet Mai Tai with wonton soup for dinner and then phoning Rita, to see if she wanted her usual pupu platter appetizer and shrimp with black beans, which she would, and which I’d bring back and duly serve to her, as the saying goes, with love and squalor.
All this began occurring too regularly and finally Rita told me I had better get into something to take up my time, even if it was totally useless and shallow. Immediately I thought maybe it was finally time I strapped myself into a convertible sports car or fast boat, some honeyed, wet-look motor that the neighbors would gape at and maybe snicker and whisper micropenis about and then pine after, too, but I wanted something else, not quite knowing what exactly until the moment I opened the gift certificate from Rita for Flaherty’s Top Gun Flight School.
I must say I was nervous that day, even downright afraid, which was strange because I’ve flown in hundreds of planes, some of them single-engine like this one and certainly not as kept-up. I could hardly finish my breakfast toast and coffee. I kept trying and failing to pee, all the while thinking how it was that a person should die exactly on his birthday, how maudlin and rare, and so also a bit pathetic if it actually did happen, especially if you weren’t someone famous, all of which Rita caught on to, fake eulogizing me all morning with hushed phrasings of “And he was exactly fifty-six. . . .”
But I could tell she was worried, too, for she wouldn’t kiss me or even look me in the eye when I was leaving for the airfield, hardly glancing up from her cooking magazine as she murmured a casual, if all swallowed-up, goodbye. Sweet moment, potentially, as it should have been, with me supposed to drop my car keys back into the loose-change bowl and saunter over to Rita in my new aviator shades and cup her silky butterscotch breast through the opening of her robe and assure us both of the righteous tenure of our (then nearly twenty) years of devotion and love; but what did I do but mutter goodbye back and mention that I’d be home in time for lunch and could that osso buco she’d made two nights ago be heated up with extra orzo, or maybe even some couscous with snips of fresh mint? Rita, of course, responded with her usual “No problem,” which anyone else even half-listening would think was a dirge of pure defeat and trouble but was long my favorite tune.
So I drove off with my sights set high again, for there’s little else more inspiring to me than the promise of a hot savory meal prepared by a good woman. But the second I entered the private plane entrance at MacArthur Field and saw the spindly wing struts and narrow fuselages of the parked Pipers and Cessnas, my heart caved a little and I thought of my grown children, Theresa and Jack, and immediately speed-dialed them on my cell phone. I was ready to say to each the very same thing, that I was deeply proud of their accomplishments and their character and that I wished I could relive again those brief years of their infancy and childhood, and then add, too, that I would never burden them in my decline and that they should always call Rita on her birthday and holidays.
But then Theresa’s English Department voice-mail picked up, not her voice but the ubiquitous female voice of Central Messaging, and all I could manage was to say I hadn’t heard from her in a while and wondered if anything was wrong. Next I got Jack’s voice-mail, this time Jack’s voice, but he sounded so businesslike and remote that I left a message for him in the voice of Mr. T, all gruff and belligerent, threatening to open a big can of whoop-ass on him if he didn’t lighten up.
This, too, didn’t come out quite right, and as I was still early for the flying lesson, I called my father, who would certainly be in.
He answered, “Who the hell is this?”
“It’s me, Pop. How you doing?”
“Oh. You. How do you think I’m doing?”
“Just fine, I’m betting.”
“That’s what you want to think. Anyway, come down and spring me out of here. I’m packed and ready to go.”
“All right, Pop. The nurses treating you well?”
“They treat me like dog shit. But that’s what I’m paying for. What I worked for all my stinking life, so I can wear a gown and eat airline food every meal and have a male nurse with tattooed palms wipe my ass.”
“You don’t need anybody to do that for you.”
“You haven’t been around lately, Jerome. You don’t know. You don’t know that this is the place where they make the world’s boredom and isolation. This is where they purify it. It’s monstrous. And what they’re doing to Nonna over in the ladies’ wing, I can’t even mention.”
Nonna was his wife, and my mother, and at that point she had been in the brass urn for five years. Pop is by most measures fine in the head, though it seemed around that period that anything having to do with mortality and time often got scrambled in the relevant lobes, a development that diminished only somewhat my feelings of filial betrayal and guilt for placing him via power of attorney into the Ivy Acres Life Care Center, where for $5500 per month he will live out the rest of his days in complete security and comfort and without a worldly care, which we know is simple solution and problem all in one, which we can do nothing about, which we do all to forget.
“I’m taking a flying lesson today, Pop.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Have any words for me?”
“I never got to fly a plane,” he growled, and not in response to me. “I never rode in a hot-air balloon. I never made love to two women at once.”
“I’m sure that can be arranged.”
“Aah, don’t bother. I don’t need any more examples of my sorry ass. Just do me one favor.”
“You name it, Pop.”
“If you’re going down, try to make it over here. Top corner of the building, looking right over the parking lot. Aim at the old bag waving in the window.”
“Forget it.”
“You are not my son.”
“Yeah, Pop. I’ll see you.”
“Whatever.”
One of our usual goodbyes, from the thin catalogue of father-son biddings, thinner still for the time of life and circumstance and then, of course, for the players involved, who have never transgressed the terms of engagement, who have never even ridden the line. I then walked into the hangar office with a light-on-my-feet feeling, not like a giddiness or anxiety but an unnerving sense of being dangerously unmoored, as though I were some astronaut creeping out into the grand maw of space, eternities roiling in the background, with too much slack in my measly little line. And it occurred to me that in this new millennial life of instant and ubiquitous connection, you don’t in fact communicate so much as leave messages for one another, these odd improvisational performances, often sorry bits and samplings of ourselves that can’t help but seem out of context. And then when you do finally reach someone, everyone’s so out of practice or too hopeful or else embittered that you wonder if it would be better not to attempt contact at all.
And yet I forgot all that when I finally got up off the deck, into the Up here. I won’t go into the first blush of feelings and sensations but summarize to say only that my first thought when the instructor let me take the controls was that I wished he’d strapped a chute on himself, so he could jump the hell out. Nothing in the least was wrong with him—he was a nice, if alarmingly young, kid from an extended family of pilots, the Flahertys. But feeling the motor’s buzz in my butt and legs, the shuddery lift of the wingtips in my hands, and gazing down just this middle distance on the world, this fetching, ever-mitigating length, I kept thinking that here was the little room, the little vessel, I was looking for, my private box seat in the world and completely outside of it, too.
After we landed and taxied toward the hangar I peppered the kid pilot for his opinion on what sort of plane I should buy and where I might find one. Through his big amber sunglasses (same as mine) he nodded to a three-seat Cessna with green stripes parked on the tarmac and told me it was for sale by a guy who had suffered a stroke on his last flight, though he had obviously weathered it and somehow brought himself in. It was an older plane, the kid said into his squawky microphone, in his clipped, mini–Chuck Yeager voice, but a reliable one and in good shape. It had been on the market for a while and I could probably get it at a good price. It wasn’t the sort of plane I’d want if I was thinking about zipping back and forth across the country, but for shorter, leisure junkets it’d be ideal, which seemed just fine to me. Inside the hangar office the secretary gave me the guy’s number, and it turned out he lived in the town next to mine, so on the drive back home I called and introduced myself to his friendly wife and we decided why shouldn’t I come over right then and talk about it with her husband Hal?
Their house was an attractive cedar-shingled colonial, built in the 1960s like a lot of houses in this part of Long Island, including mine, when the area was still mostly potato fields and duck farms and unsullied stretches of low-slung trees and good scrubby nothingness. Now the land is filled with established developments and newer ones from the ’80s, and with the last boom having catapulted everyone over the ramparts there’s still earthmoving equipment to be seen on either side of the Expressway (eight lanes wide now), clearing the remaining natural tracts for the instant office parks and upscale condos and assisted living centers, and then the McMansions where young families like my son Jack’s live, with their vaulted great rooms and multimedia rooms and wine and cigar caves. I should say I’m not against any of these things, per se, because it seems to me only right that people should play and work as they please in this so-called democratic life, and even as I’m damn proud of my son Jack’s wholly climate-controlled existence (despite the fact that we don’t really talk much anymore), there is another part of me that naturally wonders how this rush of prosperity is ruining him and Eunice and the kids and then everybody else who has money enough not to have to really think so deeply about money but does all the time anyway, wherever they are.
A national demography of which, I suppose, I’ve been an integral part, though in the past few years—since getting this plane, in fact—I’ve realized I have more than plenty, if plenty means I can ride out the next twenty or so years of my life expectancy not having to eat dried soup noodles if I don’t want to or call one of Jack’s employees instead of a real plumber or always remember to press my driver’s license against the ticket window for the senior citizen rate at the multiplex. And though I’ve never had enough real surplus or the balls to invest in the stock market (an unexpiable sin in recent years, though now I’m a certified financial genius for socking away everything I have in Treasuries), unless I’m struck down by some ruinous long-term disability, I’ll be okay. Oh you poor-mouthing owner of a private plane, you might be thinking, and rightly, for the Cessna did cost nearly as much as a big Mercedes, and isn’t cheap to maintain. But in my defense, I still live in the same modest starter house I bought just before Jack was born, and never wore clothes I didn’t buy at Alexander’s and Ward’s (now at Costco and Target—my longtime patronage clearly no help to the former defunct), or dined if I could help it in any restaurant, no matter how good, with menu prices spelled out in greeting card script. And if this plane is indeed my life’s folly, well, at least I found one before it’s too late, when the only juiced feeling of the day will be yet another heartbreakingly tragic History Channel biography on a nineteenth-century explorer or the ring-ring of some not-quite-as-old coot at the door delivering my day’s foil-wrapped meal-on-wheels.
When I got to the stricken pilot’s house his friendly wife, Shari, greeted me and then suddenly gave me a quick hug in the foyer, and so I hugged her back, as if I were an old war buddy of his and she and I had had our flirtations through the years, transgressions which I would not have minded, given her sturdy nice shape and pretty mouth. She showed me into the big, dark faux-walnut-paneled den, where a man in a baseball cap and crisp button-down shirt was sitting in an uncomfortable-looking wooden armchair with a plaid blanket spread over his legs. The place was freezing, as though they had the air set to 62 degrees. The cable was on but he was faced more toward the sliding glass door than the TV set, looking out on the covered deck, where they had propped a trio of silky-looking cardinals on the rim of an ornate plastic birdbath. The birds were amazingly realistic in detail, with shiny yellow beaks and black-masked faces, except perhaps that they were way too big, but I’d never been that close to such birds and I figured most things in the natural world were bigger than you thought, brighter and more vibrant and more real than real. As we approached, it was clear that he was dozing, and for a long almost parental second we stood over him, Shari pulling up the blanket that was half slipping off.
“Hal, honey,” she said. “Mr. Battle is here. About the plane.”
“Uh-hum,” he said, clearing his throat. He extended his hand and we shook.
“Well, I’ll let you two boys talk,” Shari said, excusing herself to fix us some iced tea.
Hal said, “Sit right down there, young fella,” pointing to the leather couch with his one good arm.
Hal wasn’t that much older than I was, if he was older at all, but I guess his condition gave him the right to address me so, which didn’t bother me. He spoke out of the same good side of his mouth, with a whistley, spitty sound that was boyish and youthful. He asked what I did for a living and I told him it used to be landscaping, and he told me he was a private driver, or was until his stroke, the kind who drove around executives and VIPs in regular black sedans. He was a nice-looking fellow, with a neatly clipped salt-and-pepper mustache and beard. And I should probably not so parenthetically mention right now that Hal was black. This surprised me, first because Shari wasn’t, being instead your typical Long Island white lady in tomato-red shorts and a stenciled designer T-shirt, and then because there aren’t many minorities in this area, period, and even fewer who are hobbyist pilots, a fact since borne out in my three years of hanging out at scrubby airfields. Of course, my exceedingly literate, overeducated daughter Theresa (Stanford Ph.D.) would say as she has in the past that I have to mention all this because like most people in this country I’m hopelessly obsessed with race and difference and can’t help but privilege the normative and fetishize what’s not. And while I’m never fully certain of her terminology, I’d like to think that if I am indeed guilty of such things it’s mostly because sometimes I worry for her and Jack, who, I should mention, too, aren’t wholly normative of race themselves, being “mixed” from my first and only marriage to a woman named Daisy Han.
“What’s your name again?”
“Jerry. Jerry Battle.”
“So, Jerry Battle, you want to buy a plane.”
“I believe so,” I said. “There’s nothing like the freedom of flight.”
“You bet. But listen, friend. Let me be up front with you. A lot of guys have been by here who weren’t really sure. Now, I’d love to chat but you won’t be insulting me if you decided right now this wasn’t right for you.”
“I think it is.”
“You sure?” he said, staring me straight in the eye. I nodded, though in fact I was starting to wonder.
“Because sometimes guys realize at the last second they don’t want to buy a used plane. You know what I’m talking about, Jerry?”
He was looking at me queerly, and then suddenly I thought I did know what he was talking about. I remembered a client with a mansion in Old Westbury, beautiful place except they’d had a lot of diseased trees, and we’d come in and replaced all of them and did a lot of patio and pool work and redid the formal gardens. After that the place was mint. But the husband took a new job in California and they put it on the market, for whatever millions. They had lots of lookers, but no offers, so they lowered the price, twice in fact. But still nothing. So the listing agent suggested they consider “depersonalizing” the house, by which she meant taking down the family pictures, and anything else like it, as the owners were black. They were thoroughly offended, but no one was biting and so finally the husband said they would, but then only if they listed the house at the original price. They ended up getting several overbids, and eventually sold to a party who’d looked the first time around.
So I told Hal, looking right at him, that I didn’t mind a good used plane.
“Okay, good. Now. How long have you been flying?”
“A good while now,” I said, thinking of course of my many hundred hours at the helm in coach, tray table ready. I don’t know why I felt the need to lie to the man. Normally I wouldn’t care if he knew I’d just touched down from my very first lesson and he thought I was crazy, but I guess seeing him like that, sitting invalid-style, made me think it might somehow push him over the edge to know a complete beginner would be manning his plane.
“I’m looking forward to pride of ownership,” I said, hoping this might sound suitably virtuous, to us both. “Take my interest to the next level. As it were.”
Hal nodded, though I couldn’t tell from the expression on his half-frozen face if he was agreeing or was now on to me.
He said, “I bought the plane ten years ago. This just after my son Donnie was killed. Donnie was going to start medical school at BU. Six-year program. You know about that?”
“I think one of my customers’ kids is in it. He got a perfect score on his SATs.”
“Donnie did, too.”
“No kidding.”
“Some people don’t believe me when I tell them, but you don’t lie about something like that. You can’t pretend yourself into perfection.”
“I guess not.”
“No way,” Hal said, shifting in the hard wooden chair. You’d think he’d have a cushy, blobby-layered TV recliner (like I have at home), something upholstered in a pastel-colored leather with a built-in telephone and cup holder and magazine caddy that he could fall into to vegetate until the next meal or when nature called, but you could gather from the showroom setup of the house that Hal was the sort of fellow who preferred the rigor of the bench, who always had a dozen needle-sharp pencils ready on his desk, who believed in the chi of spit-shined shoes and a classic, cherry motor humming with fresh amber oil.
“Before he died I was in your situation,” he said, glancing at me, “just getting up when I could, renting planes wherever we went on vacation, you know, to get the overview.”
“Exactly.”
“I would’ve gone on like that. Been happy with it. But then Donnie had the head-on with the drunk driver. Son of a bitch has been out of jail for a few years now. On the anniversary day of the accident I go over to his place in Melville and sit out front with a picture of my son. Shari doesn’t like me to do it but it’s not like I have a choice. That man is not going to forget Donnie. Nobody is.”
Just then Shari came back in, bearing a tray of three tall plastic tumblers of iced tea, each bobbed with a straw. She seemed to know what Hal was talking about, because she left her drink on the tray and without a word went outside on the deck, sliding the glass door closed behind her, and began culling the plants for withered blooms. Our clingy hug in the foyer should have clued me in to where this visit was headed, how every other stranger you bump into these days (or try to buy something from) has the compulsion to unfurl the precious old remnant of his life for you, his own tatter of a war story, which would be bad enough but for the companion fact that those closest to you seem to clam up at every chance of genuine kinship, with undue prejudice. But I was here now and still interested in buying the plane and this was probably the last wholly appropriate occasion Hal would have to tell his story, which no decent citizen of this world, and certainly not Jerry Battle, could rightly refuse to hear.
Hal took a long sip through his straw, nearly finishing his drink in one take. “After things got settled down I realized I had all this money set aside for him, for tuition and the rest of it. It wasn’t going to cover the whole shot but it was enough to get him going, you know, so he wouldn’t be pinned with all the debts when he was done.”
“That’s great.”
“It was great. But now what? All of a sudden I’m looking at this big pile of cash.” Hal laughed tightly, in the way he could laugh, which was like a form of strained, intense breathing. “What do you do with something like that?”
“I’m not sure, Hal.”
“Well, Shari felt we ought to give the money to charity. Maybe to the medical school, for a scholarship in Donnie’s name. A scholarship was fine with me, Jerry, because it’s not like I didn’t have a decent war chest going for our retirement, which thank God we have now. I’m not too proud to say we’ve always been set up right, in regard to our family. But Donnie was a good kid, bright and talented, but most of all just plain good, and I got to thinking he didn’t need to be memorialized by us, at least in those usual ways. He never flew with me, because his mother didn’t trust the rental planes, but he always wanted to, and I got to feeling that maybe he would think it was kind of neat that I bought a plane with his medical school money.”
“I’m sure he’s tickled.”
“Thank you for saying that, Jerry,” he said. “When I was having the stroke up there, I was thinking just that. Actually I wasn’t thinking anything for a little while, because I was seizing. Lucky for me I was at 9500 feet when it hit. I must have spiraled down in a wide circle, who knows how many minutes of blind flying, because when I looked out again I was only at about 300 feet, and crossing right over the Expressway. I could see some kids slap-fighting in the back of a minivan, and the first thing that came to mind was that this was my son Donnie’s ship, dammit, and I ought to be more careful with her. There was no way I wasn’t going to bring her in. I knew it was the last real thing I was supposed to do.”
“It’s amazing you were able to land, using just one arm and one leg.”
“It’s hard to know for sure,” Hal said, rubbing his face, “but I’m almost certain I still had use of my entire body. The doctors told me it’s unlikely, even impossible, but I know they’re wrong. There are mysteries, Jerry, when it comes to the body and mind. Take Donnie, for instance. He didn’t die at the scene. He was in a coma for five days in the ICU. On the fifth day he sat right up in his bed and told me that he was already dead. Shari wasn’t there, she was down in the cafeteria getting us fresh coffee. I was shocked that he was awake but I said, ‘What do you mean, son, listen to yourself, you’re alive.’ And Donnie said, ‘No, Dad, it just looks like I am. I died on that road, and you know it.’ I decided to play along, because I didn’t want to upset him, and because I was so happy to be talking to him, and I asked him what it was like, to be dead. And do you know what he told me, Jerry?”
I shook my head, because I didn’t want to know, actually, death not being a state I’ve found myself terribly interested in, then or now or come any day in the future.
“He said it was nice and bright and chilly, like a supermarket. And that there was no one else around.”
“He was alone?”
“You got it. Like he had the place all to himself. But he said it was okay, really fine. Then he got tired and lay back down. By the time Shari was back, he’d dropped back in the coma again. And he never woke up.”
Shari came in from the deck and she saw Hal’s face all screwed up, and instantly I could see she was trying her best to hold it together. I made the mistake of going over and gripping Hal’s shoulder, and both he and Shari lost it. Before I knew it we were all huddled together, and Hal was wheezing like his windpipe was cracked and Shari’s face was buried in my neck, her muted sobs alternating with what felt like delicate, openmouthed kisses but were just her crying eyes. I glanced at Hal, who was covering his own face with his good arm, and as I stood up with Shari still draped on my shoulders, Hal mumbled, “If you two would please excuse me for a moment.”
So I followed Shari into the kitchen, not unmoved by the display but also half-dreading an imminent Part II, HerStory, in which Jerry Battle would learn of the Turbulent Early Years, and the Cherub Donnie, and then of Waning Passions: A Late-Middle Passage, life chapters or what have you that I could certainly relate to and mourn and hallow with neighborly unction and sobriety, but that I would be wishing to decline, decline. But perhaps it was too late for all that, or simply that we were in her spotless kitchen, as Shari slipped into hausfrau mode and gave me a fresh glass of iced tea and a plate of oatmeal cookies and we were soon chatting about garbage pickup days and the recent spike in our property taxes, which would hurt retired folks and other people like them on fixed incomes. Apparently Hal had overstated their financial condition. They really had to sell the plane. Shari said they might even have to sell the house and move to a condo, though she said this almost matter-of-factly, without a hint of whine or anger, and for a moment she sounded just like my long-dead wife, Daisy, who, when not caught up in one of her hot blooms of madness, featured the casual and grave acceptance of someone who works outdoors and is once again caught in a lingering rain.
After a short while I told Shari I’d mail a check for the price they were asking, if that was all right.
“You’re not going to bargain a little?”
“Should I?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “This seems too easy. We’ve been trying to sell it for half a year.”
“I got that from Hal. Why it’s been difficult.”
“Oh that, that’s poppycock,” she said. “If anything, it’s because they come and see him like he is, and they think the plane has bad luck.”
“Does it?”
She paused, and then said, without looking at me, “No.”
“Good,” I said, though in fact for the first time since coming up with the whole headlong idea at the field I felt a little off-kilter, and scared. “Then it’s settled, okay?”
“Okay, Jerry,” she said, clasping my hand.
We went to tell Hal that the deal was done but he was fast asleep in his chair in the den, a wide slick of drool shimmying down his chin. Shari produced a hankie from her shorts pocket and wiped him with a deft stroke. He didn’t budge. We tiptoed to the door and Shari thanked me for coming by and dealing with everything and helping them out, and I told her it was my privilege and honor to do so but that I certainly didn’t believe I was helping them. And yet, all I could think of as we stepped out on the front stoop was that the rap sheet on me documented just this kind of thing, that I’m one to leap up from the mat to aid all manner of strangers and tourists and other wide-eyed foreigners but when it comes to loved ones and family I can hardly ungear myself from the La-Z-Boy, and want only succor and happy sufferance in return.
Shari and I hugged once more, but then she surprised me with a quick, dry peck on the mouth. On the mouth.
“I’m sorry,” Shari said, stepping back. “I didn’t mean that.”
“Hey,” I told her, my hands raised. “No harm done. See?”
Shari nodded, though I could tell she was feeling as if something was just done. She stood there on the stoop, self-horrified, trying to cover herself with her arms. Normally I would have begged off right then, made some lame excuse and neatly backslid to my car, but I couldn’t bear to leave her hanging like that, so I wrapped my arms around her and closed my eyes and kissed her with whatever sweet force and tenderness I could muster, not even pretending she was my Rita, and not sorry about it either, except for the fact that I did enjoy it, too, at least macrocosmically, the notion of kissing a thoroughly decent and pretty woman who was another man’s wife and not needing to push the moment a hair past its tolerances. And I think that it was in this spirit that Shari perhaps liked it, too, or appreciated the squareness of it, its gestural, third-person quality, whatever or whatever, for after we relented and let each other go she broke into this wide, wan, near-beatific smile, and then disappeared into the house. I waited a second, then got into my car and backed out of the driveway, when Shari came out again. She handed me two sets of keys to the plane.
“But I haven’t paid you guys yet.”
“I know you will,” she said. “Just promise you’ll look after it and keep it safe.”
I told her I would. And then the awkwardness of the moment made me say that if she ever wanted to fly in the plane again, she could call me.
“I don’t think so,” she said. “But thank you. And don’t forget what Hal always says.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“ ‘There’s no point in flying if you can’t fly alone.’ ”
SOUND ADVICE, I believe, which I have tried to take to heart.
So here I am, afloat in the bright clear, surveying the open sky, measuring only what I fancy. I could go around again, which I sometimes do, swing back west past the spired city and over the leafy hillocks of northern Jersey, and if I desired make a quick landing at Teterboro and take a taxi to the taco stand in Little Ferry for an early dinner of chili verde and iced guava juice, then get up again and head south past the petro-industrial works of Elizabeth (not unbeautiful from up here), swing up the harbor and check the skyline for where the Twin Towers used to be, and then fly right along the pencil strip of Fire Island before I’d bank again, to head home for MacArthur. It’s the grand tour of the metropolis I’d give if I ever did such things, or even fly with anyone else, which I rarely do anymore, and I doubt I will again. Indeed it turns out I’m a solo flyer, for a number of reasons I won’t get into right now, but just say that it makes sense to me, and did right from the start.
Still, sometimes I wish I could bring Rita up here again, fly with her the way I used to on the clearest days to Maine or Nantucket, where we’d split a big lobster and bucket of steamer clams on the bleached sundeck of some harborside restaurant, browse the handicraft and junktique shops, maybe buy a bag of fudge or saltwater taffy, then fly back on buffets of just this kind of light, not talking much at all on our headsets save a name and then nod to whatever not-quite-wish-fulfilling town we happened to be passing over: Providence. New Haven. Orient Point. I’d land us as smooth as I could (touchdown the only part that scared her), then drive us back to the house with the top down in the old emerald Impala, our positions just the same, almost preternaturally so—man and woman in fast-moving conveyance—and we’d shower together and maybe make love and then nap like unweaned pups until the darkness fell, when we’d arise for a few hours to straighten up the house before the workweek began again the next day.
Now, I bring in my ship the usual way, making sure I fly over my house, which I can often spot without much trouble but is forever unmistakable now, ever since right after buying Donnie I had a roofing contractor lay in slightly darker-shaded shingles in the form of a wide, squat X. You can only see it clearly from up here, which is good because most of my neighbors would probably report me to the town if it were obvious from the street. I had it done for Rita, in fact, for she always asked me to point out our place from the air, which I did but to no use, as she could never quite find it anyway. I must say the sight still always warms me, not just for the raw-meat feeling that I’ve marked my spot, but for the idea that anyone flying or ballooning overhead might just wonder who was doing such a thing, this mystery man calling out from deep in the suburban wood.
Which would be somewhat ironic, because increasingly it seems I’m not a mystery to anyone, the very fact of which, as has been made more than clear to me on a number of occasions, is part of my so-called life problem. This from Theresa, mostly, though also from Jack (in Surround Sound silence), and from my once-loving Rita, each of whom holds to a private version of the notion, furious and true. The only one who seems unable to fathom my evidently patent, roughshod ways is my ailing father, who continues to misread my every motive and move, with the resulting accrual of enmity and suspicion steadily drowning out the few remaining vitalities of his mind (yet another mirthless progression to be considered and acted upon, and alarmingly soon). If anything, I’m afraid, he and I are long-steeped in a mystery without poetry, a father-son brew not just particular to us, of course, though ours is special recipe enough, and like the rest warrants further parsing, which I must try, try.
And as I aim my sweet ship in line with the field, I can just barely glimpse the X in the distance, faded enough from these brief seasons that it reads like a watermark on the broad, gently pitched roof of my ranch-style house, and the temptation is to interpret this muted-ness as muteness, my signage ever faint, and disappearing. This is probably true. I am disappearing. But let me reveal a secret. I have been disappearing for years.

two
FOR MOST OF MY LIFE I worked in the family business, Battle Brothers Brick & Mortar, a masonry company that my grandfather started in the Depression and that my father and uncles gradually turned into a landscaping company that I maintained and that Jack has plans for expanding into a publicly traded specialty home improvement enterprise to be renamed Battle Brothers Excalibur, L.L.C. (OTC ticker symbol: BBXS), replete with a glossy annual report and standby telephone operators and an Internet website.
The family name was originally Battaglia, but my father and uncles decided early on to change their name to Battle for the usual reasons immigrants and others like them will do, for the sake of familiarity and ease of use and to herald a new and optimistic beginning, which is anyone’s God-given right, whether warranted or not.
Battle, too, is a nice name for a business, because it’s simple and memorable, ethnically indistinct, and then squarely patriotic, though in a subtle sort of way. Customers—Jack says clients—have the sense we’re fighters, that we have an inner resolve, that we’ll soldier through all obstacles to get the job done, and done right (this last line can actually be found in the latest company brochure). My father insists that the idea for the name originated with him, and for just the connotations I’ve mentioned, which I don’t doubt, as he was always the savviest businessman of his brothers, and talked incessantly through my youth about the awesome power of words, from Shakespeare to Hitler, though these days he mostly just brings up his favorite blabbermouths on the Fox News Channel. But it’s not just marketing—for the most part the tag has been true, though certainly more so in my father’s generation than my own, probably more in mine than in Jack’s; but this is world history and I’m not going to rail on about the degradation of standards or the work ethic. My father and uncles did their work in their time, and I did mine, and Jack will do his at this post-turn-of-the-millennium moment, and who can say who will have had the hardest go?
Sometimes I think Jack’s is a tough slot, given the never-ending onslaught of instant information and the general wisdom these days that if you don’t continually “grow” your business at a certain heady rate it will wither and die. Good for him that for the last four years he has seemed to be practically printing money, what with all the trucks out every day and him needing to hire extra help literally off the street each morning in Farmingville, where the Hispanic men hang out. Now with the economy in the doldrums he probably wishes he hadn’t built his mega-mini-mansion but he doesn’t seem concerned. In fact, we’re all meeting at his new house this weekend, both to celebrate Theresa’s recent engagement to her boyfriend Paul (they’re flying in from Oregon), and my father’s eighty-fifth birthday, which of course he has forgotten about but will enjoy immensely, as he does whenever he is celebrated, which Jack and Eunice will do in high and grand style.
I do sometimes worry about Jack, and wonder if he’s grinding too hard for the dollars. Just sit down with him to lunch sometime and you’ll see all the digital hardware come unclipped from his belt and onto the table, the pager and cell phone and electronic notepad and memo-to-self recorder. At least my father and uncles had the twin angels of innocence and ignorance to guide them and the devil of hard times to keep working against. I merely inherited what they had already made fairly prosperous, and did what I could not to ruin anything, though Rita often pointed out that I had the least enviable position, given that I really had no choice in the matter, expected as I was to sustain something I never had a genuine interest in. This is mostly true. I had no great love for brick and mortar. When I was still young I was sure I wanted to become a fighter pilot; I sent away for information on the Air Force Academy, did focusing exercises to make sure my vision stayed sharp, tried not to sleep too much (you grew in your sleep, and I was afraid of exceeding the height limit). But when the time came I watched the application date come and go, applying only to regular colleges, my inaction not due to lack of interest or fear but what I would say was my disbelief in the real, or more like it, the real as it had to do with me. I suppose therapist types and self-actualizers would say I have difficulty with visualization, how you must see yourself doing and being—say, at the controls in the cockpit, or making love to a beautiful woman, or living in a grand beach house—but even though I can summon the requisite image and can get a little fanciful and dreamy, too, I can’t seem to settle on any one picture of myself without feeling a companion negativity whose caption at the bottom reads, Yeah, right.
And if it’s no surprise to those out there who are thinking that was probably my father’s favorite line I would say it certainly was (and still is), not just to me but to everyone in the family and the business, with the exception of my little brother, Bobby, who surely would have benefited from a healthy dose of skepticism had he ever returned from his first and last tour in Vietnam. In all fairness, however, I’m Hank (The Tank) Battle’s son, with the main difference between him and me being that I was never able to summon his first-strike arrogance, nor develop the necessary armature for the inevitable fallout from oneself. And while there will be more on this to follow, I will not complain now, and add that choices are a boon only to those who can make good on them. I made a fine living from Battle Brothers, and was able to raise my children in a safe town of decent families and give them every opportunity for self-betterment, in which I believe I succeeded. I always worked hard, if not passionately. I never took what was given to me for granted, or thought anything or anyone was below me. I was not a quitter. In these regards, at least, I have no regrets.
And I had more than my fair share of good times. Through all the work, I still took the time to travel the whole world twice over, going pretty much everywhere, including the North and South Pole (well, almost) and even a few “rogue” states in Africa and the Middle East, and slipped into those countries I wasn’t easily allowed to enter, like Cuba and North Korea (if you count that conference table in the DMZ). Of course this was after the kids were in college, and most of the time Rita came along with me, though often enough she didn’t have the vacation days left and I went alone. The only typical places I haven’t been, oddly enough, are Canada and Mexico, not even their side of Niagara, not even Cancún, but these glaring omissions never bothered me much, and I doubt ever will. I like to think I make up for any intracontinental bigotry by sending planeloads of tourists to popular spots across both borders, as I’ve worked for a couple years now as a part-time travel agent at the local branch office of a huge travel conglomerate (which I’ll call Parade) that runs full-page ads in the Sunday Times.
When I sold out my shares in Battle Brothers four years ago I hadn’t fully realized that there was no place left for me to go, and decided, on the suggestion of Theresa, citing my extensive résumé as a “passenger,” that I ought to try my hand at being a travel professional, which, it turns out, despite her snide deconstructive terminology, was just my calling. For long before I donned my red Parade travel agent’s blazer I could speak to most every notable sight in every notable town in this shrinking touristical world, I knew the better ranks of inns and hotels and tour and cruise operators, and I knew which all-inclusives and play-and-stay packages offered good value or were just plain sorry and cheap.
Likewise, I’m not the man to call if you are looking for some cloistered, indigenous roost in a cliffside sweat-lodge-cum-spa or a suite in a designer hotel where the bellboys wear gunmetal suits and headsets and the rooms are decorated in eight shades of white. I am suspicious of the special. I have always believed in staying in vacation trappings that are just slightly nicer than what I have at home, and certainly not any worse, where at least breakfast is included (even if it’s just coffee and a gelid danish in the lobby), and the cultural tour, whether by coach or by foot, is led by a cheerleading guy or gal with an old-fashioned and gently ironic sense of humor and a thick local accent and a soulful character suffused with a grand and romantic self-aspiration. I have always preferred wayfaring with such a group, exchanging our white-man arigatos and auf wiedersehens with jolly inanity while hitting all the trod-over sites and famous vistas, for the allure of traveling for me has never been in searching out the little-known pieve or backroad auberge but standing squint-eyed amidst the sunbaked rubble of some celebrated ruin like Taormina or Machu Picchu in the obliging company of just-minted acquaintances of strictly limited duration and knowing that wherever I go I’ll be able to commune with fellow strangers over the glories of this world.
During her undergraduate years when she seemed angry about almost everything I did, and pretty much saw me, she once even said, as “the last living white man,” my smart-as-heck daughter often felt compelled to expose my many travels for the rapacious, hegemonic colonialist “projects” that they were. At Thanksgiving or Christmas she’d idly ask where I’d been lately and I’d mention some island in the Caribbean or off the coast of Thailand and she’d start in on how my snorkeling was undoubtedly negatively impacting the coral reefs, and I’d swear I didn’t touch anything except maybe an already dead starfish (which I brought home and had framed) and right there would be evidence of my integral part in the collective strip-mining of an indigenous culture and ecosystem. I’d answer that the locals seemed perfectly content to strip it themselves, given the number of shell and sponge and stuffed-bird shops lining the beachside streets, and then we’d get into the usual back-and-forth about the false-bottomed tourist economy (Theresa) and whether tourists should stay home so the natives could still weave their clothes out of coconut threads (JB) and the need for indigenes to control the mechanisms of capital and production (TB) and the question of who really cared as long as everyone was happy with the situation (JB) and the final retort of who could possibly be happy in this unthinking, unjust world (guess who)?
To which, when your once-sugar-sweet daughter, who used to hang on your shoulders and neck like a gibbon monkey, now just home from her impossibly liberal, impossibly expensive New Hampshire college, is glaring at you desperately with bloodshot all-nighter eyes from too much 3 A.M. espresso and clove cigarettes and badly recited Rimbaud (and other activities too gamy to think about), you’re tempted to say, “I am,” even knowing it would quite possibly put her over the edge. But then you don’t, and hope you never do, just requesting instead that someone pass down the boiled brussels sprouts, which are as usual utterly miserable with neglect.
All this, it pleases me to report, has come full circle in our steady march toward maturation, as I’m now sitting at my desk at Parade Travel in Huntington comparing package prices for Theresa and her fiancé, the purportedly semi-famous (and only semi-successful) Asian-American writer Paul Pyun. I’m to say “Asian-American,” partly because they always do, and not only because my usage of the old standby of “Oriental” offends them on many personal and theoretical levels, but also because I should begin to reenvision myself as a multicultural being, as my long-deceased wife, Daisy, was Asian herself and my children are of mixed blood, even though I have never thought of them that way. I must admit that I don’t quite yet appreciate what all the fuss is about, but I’ve realized that words matter inordinately to Theresa and Paul, and far beyond any point I wish to take a stand on.
They’re planning to get married sometime this coming fall or winter, right here on Long Island (Paul’s parents, both medical doctors, live down the Expressway in Roslyn), and have asked me to look into a moderately priced one-week honeymoon in a tropical location. I assumed they wanted a -que holiday (unique, boutique, exotique), some far-flung stay with plenty of cultural sites and funky local flavor, but in fact Theresa told me herself that they were thinking something “spring breaky,” maybe even a cruise. Apparently after endless backpacking forays into Third World sections of First World countries, they now desire the fun and the tacky, perhaps on the order of certain beachfront “huts” I can book them in Ixtapa, where they can roll out of bed and lie in the sand all day and get served strong, sweet drinks and only if they wish exert themselves with a paddleboat or parasail ride. No forced eco-hikes here. Theresa (and Paul, too, for that matter) can get her hair cornrowed and they’ll have dinner at a “sumptuous international buffet” and then dance on a floating discotheque where they’ll exchange tequila body shots and maybe even catch a wet T-shirt or naked belly-flop contest.
Here at Parade Travel we gladly enable much of this, as people would be surprised to find that it’s not just college kids but young thirty-somethings like Theresa and Paul and then much older folks, too, getting into the act, more and more of our holidays geared to reflect what seems to be the wider cultural sentiment of the moment, which is basically that You and Everybody Else Can Kiss My Ass. No doubt you readily see this in play at your own office and while driving on the roads and almost every moment on sports and music television. I have to suppose this is the natural evolution of the general theme of self-permission featured in recent generations (mine foremost), but it’s all become a little too hard and mean for me, which makes me wish to decline.
I wish to decline, even if I can’t.
Still, I don’t want to send my only daughter on such a trip, even if she thinks she wants to go. This is her honeymoon, for heaven’s sake, and I won’t let her spoil it with some folly of an ironic notion. For all her learning and smarts she has always had the ability from time to time to make the unfortunate life decision, plus the fact that she has much to learn about romance. Paul I don’t know so well, but I suspect he can’t be much different, or else totally cowed by her on this one. Luckily I’ve found them a tony plantation-style hotel in Mustique and have called the manager directly to request that he give them the best room whenever we know the exact dates (#8, according to knowledgeable colleagues). They’ll get a champagne-and-tropical-fruit-basket welcome, and a special couples’ massage, and though I know the antebellum trappings might initially speak to Theresa and Paul of subjugation and exploitation and death, I’m hoping they’ll be spoiled and pampered into an amnesic state of bliss that they can hold on to for years (and if lucky, longer than that). This will be my secret wedding present to them, too, as their arts-and-humanities budget is barely a third of the final cost, even with my travel agent discounts.
Kelly Stearns, my coworker here at Parade, with whom I share a double desk, will tell me that I am a sweet and generous father any girl would be darn lucky to have. Each of us works three and a half days a week, overlapping for an hour on Fridays. Kelly is late again, however, as she has been quite often this summer. I’m worried about her, as it’s not like her to take her responsibilities lightly.
Kelly is an attractive, big-boned blonde with a pixie, girlish face that makes her seem much younger than her mid-fortyish years, the only thing really giving away her age being her hands, which are strangely old-looking, the skin waxy and thin like my mother’s once was. Kelly comes to us from the South, the Carolinas, which I mention only because it’s obvious what an unlikelihood she is around the office, with her dug-deep accent and sprightly way of address and her can-do (and will-do) attitude, all reflected in the fact that her clients know exactly her days and hours. After the clock clicks 3, there’s always a surge of call volume for “Miss Stearns,” which I field as best as I can, though mostly they insist on working with her, even if it’s just a simple matter of changing a flight time or booking a car. I suppose I come off like everybody else here on the Island, meaning that I’m useful to a point and then probably a waste of time. I completely understand this. Whenever I call a company or business and realize I’ve been routed to the Minneapolis or Chattanooga office, I feel a glow of assurance, as if I’ve been transported back to a calmer, simpler clime, and though I know it’s surely all hogwash I can’t help but fall in love just a little with the woman’s voice on the other end, picturing us in an instant picnicking in the village square and holding hands and greeting passersby like any one of them might soon be a friend.
This is partly why I can talk to Kelly about almost everything, including the sticky subject of Rita, as she in fact has the stuff of kindness and generosity bundled right onto her gene strands, along with the other reason—namely, that she can summon the forgiveness of a freshly ordained priest. I should know, for she’s forgiven me for certain transgressions, for which almost any other woman could only summon the blackest bile. You’d think she’d steer clear of me forever. This is not to suggest she’s a pushover. I’ll just say for now that we were intimate in the period after Rita decided to leave and did but then came back only to leave again, which Kelly always recognized as a difficult time, and she ultimately decided that whatever judgments were due
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