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    To my two Greatest Teachers:

    Professor David Hadas,

    who sat on his desk and asked,

    “So … what do you think?”

    and thus planted the seeds.

    Sifu Tim Sheehan,

    who handed me the watering can and asked,

    “What are you going to grow?”

    and keeps pushing for more.
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    Inheritances

    Some stories become parables, repeated in a family to avert bad luck, to hold disaster at bay. The first day of October 1969, it rained in North Carolina—far from unusual weather for autumn in the South. My mom wondered if the rain and gloom would delay the afternoon’s flight exercise. She had no special premonition; her days had simply fallen into a pattern of speculation about when the fighters would fly and when they would return.

    My mother, barely a woman at nineteen, married an Air Force Academy Cadet and left her birthplace in the Rocky Mountains to live near the Okefenokee swamp in the foreign South. In the wedding pictures, crossed sabers reflect the searing sky and scatter light on the Peter Pan bride in ice-blue, holding the arm of her Officer Knight as they descend the white chapel stairs. Though the photographs are curiously blurred, as a little girl I could always see the brilliance of the day; no thunderclouds loom in the background.

    Hatted and gloved, she attended the Officers’ Wives Clubs in Georgia, Alabama, Florida, and finally, North Carolina. She sipped too-sweet sherry and discussed flight schedules over luncheon, sifting international news with the other ladies for information the husbands couldn’t give. The men were always gone, mysteriously stationed overseas for weeks and months, leaving the base manned by homemakers and babies. Gossiping over back fences while their children played, the ladies talked earnestly of the weather. “Meteorology says the deployment may be delayed by the off-shore front.” “I heard the TAC squadrons are grounded until the pressure front shifts.…” “Can they fly in this?”

    On this particular rainy day Ted (I never knew him as a father, so I called him by name as my mother did), already in his flight suit, ate the lunch my mother prepared. Perhaps he kissed her. He never spoke much, she says. The rare times he was stationed at home were like a honeymoon. After eight years of marriage and less than a full year together, they still courted, spending Sundays in bed with the newspaper and each other. I build the images in my head from photographs. In one Christmas picture he drapes his arm along the mantle, one hand dangling down. From this I know my hands are his. I imagine these hands touching her yellow hair, waving slowly.

    Ted grasps his bike by the handlebars and rides back to the squadron house. My mom bundles me up, going to run errands. When she spots a purple bike on sale—complete with training wheels and handlebar streamers—she knows it would be perfect for me. But because I had left my tricycle in the neighbors’ driveway where they backed over it, my dad thought my carelessness should not be rewarded with a new bike. My mom felt a three-year-old shouldn’t be punished too long. Torn, my mom calls the flight shack from the store to persuade my dad.

    “Sorry, Kathy,” the duty officer answers, “he just left on that mission. Want me to have him call you when he gets back?”

    Now when I travel, my mom never telephones on the day I plan to leave, in case the call meets with empty air.

    * * *

    Twenty-five years later, we planned the “excellent adventure,” as my mom dubbed it. An antique with my name on it awaited me at Grandmother Mize’s in North Carolina. Grandmother refused to ship it and worried that she would pass on before I claimed my inheritance: a cherrywood teacart I first saw when I turned twelve and my mom finally sent me to visit my Southern family—she had waited for me to grow up enough to look past their racial hatreds.

    “Jeffe, this is yours,” said my grandmother. “I got it from Aunt Stella Mize Turner, who brought it from Emporia, Virginia, in her Hudson when I married Pop, and I was to give it to my oldest granddaughter at her wedding. She got it from your great-granddaddy John Vardey when she married. She voted for FDR, you know,” she drawled on. “I’ll keep it for you until you marry.”

    The inheritance thrilled me. The dark wood inspired visions of generations of gracious women passing the treasured piece to their daughters, dressed in princess gowns for Cinderella weddings. Every summer visit, I would examine the teacart and imagine my own home and daughters.

    At twenty-eight, a year older than my mother when she was widowed, I remained unmarried. But with Granddad gone, Grandmother’s health worsened relentlessly. She had already lost one leg to diabetes, probably not unrelated to her diet of bacon grease, buttered grits, tomato and mayo sandwiches on Wonder Bread, and Crisco frosting on the wedding cakes she made; she could go to her Maker any day. And I did have a house of my own. I had to drive from Wyoming to get the teacart. Soon.

    My mom had visited her husband’s family only once, a year after the funeral. Even once was unbearable. She described the shrine Grandmother had kept, with flowers, Ted’s picture, and candles burning. “Oh, it was just awful. Mom Mize cried all day, kissing the pictures. I was drowned in everything I had managed to put behind me. I never could go back after that.”

    Now Mom was ready to see the old house again, where I was conceived on a Thanksgiving leave. We would visit Grandmother, Uncle Rocky, Aunt Beth and the boys. And with the teacart safely ensconced in the back seat, we would go see the base she lived on for three years, but couldn’t remember—Seymour-Johnson Air Force Base in Goldsboro. And from there to the site of the plane crash, on the South Carolina border.

    * * *

    I spent the night in Denver and Leo, my stepfather, loaded the freshly washed car with every emergency supply we might need. We left as first light opened over the flat eastern edge of the city. We plunged on through Kansas, through St. Louis, gradually leaving the sky behind. On the topographic maps, you can see the descent—from my sere sagebrush plain in Wyoming down to the High Plains, down to the Great Plains, drop to the Mississippi Valley, go deeper and greener over the hump of the Blue Ridge Mountains, and roll down the gentle slope of North Carolina to the sea. As the trees, heat, and thick air closed in over us, my mother became quieter, more withdrawn. We slept, tired, cranky, and behind schedule, in Asheville. But in the morning light, Mom could see the Smokies, rounded old and misty, just as she remembered. When I was twelve I laughed at Grandmother and Grand-dad for calling them “mountains.”

    We called my Uncle Rocky on the cell phone so he could meet us at Grandmother’s in Statesville and let us in. With several crack houses in the old neighborhood, he didn’t want us waiting outside. My mother shook and cried hard to see Grandmother Mize again. I knew the stories from my mother: how Grandmother would sneak me out of bed to play after my parents went out, how she slipped me candy, how Ted would take my mom to Hardee’s on the sly because she couldn’t bear the canned creamed corn and fried liver mush at every meal. These two women, unconnected but for me and a man long gone, sat together, weeping and laughing over old visions. “You’re still so beautiful,” Grandmother Mize told her. “I can’t believe the house looks exactly the same,” my mother answered.

    We stayed the day with Grandmother and the night with my uncle’s family. And then we pressed on to find the spot where my father actually died. No one ever told my mom where the two planes went down; or if they did, she has no memory of it. The history of that day is chronicled in the stark and lucid bits she does remember.

    * * *

    She did buy the bike, but didn’t unpack the carton in case we had to return it. Instead, she put me on the back of hers and rode down to the path by the Officer’s Club, where my dad would ride home. As was her habit, she waited for him; but he didn’t come. We went home. As my mom drove me through the close green tunnel of the highway so many years later, she gave me a new piece of the story. I understood why Mom had never told me before of the near relief she felt to see the base commander’s car pull into the driveway. It was an unmistakable icon. In the language of the base wives, the message resounded clearly. Her neighbor ducked in the back door and took me without a word to play with her children. My mother greeted the men—the chaplain, wing commander, and squadron commander came, too—and waited for the words she had dreaded since her wedding day. The waiting was over.

    “I hope you don’t think that’s bad of me.” My mom intently watched the highway, gracefully changing lanes while wiping wet mascara from under her eye. “I think I always knew it was coming. But I still wasn’t ready when it came. I wonder what happened to his bike? You don’t think they just left it there waiting in the bike rack at the flight line?”

    Military protocol today is cumbersome at best; in 1969 it was unassailable. To prevent other wives from realizing their husbands’ mortality, my mom and I were put on a plane for Denver less than twenty-four hours later. Everything, the furniture, the dog, the dishes, and my bicycle—still in the carton—was packed for us and shipped on the train. Psychological jargon today refers to this as a “lack of closure.” It means that my mom has recurring dreams that Ted is living, wild and without memory, in the dense North Carolina woods. Or off somewhere with another family he loves better. She couldn’t have his class ring because they couldn’t find it. All they buried at the Colorado Springs cemetery was his uniform.

    * * *

    The quest for the accident records was my introduction to military methods. Apparently I could have gotten very good records had I asked six months earlier. After twenty-five years, the records are destroyed to save space. A guided tour of the base would be their privilege, and they could send some edited classified documents. How the accident occurred? Where exactly? Classified—not because the information is still sensitive, but because those are the rules.

    Mom jumped at the guided tour. It took some time to find the base entrance, since we arrived by an interstate that hadn’t existed before—Goldsboro wore a different, modern face. It frightened her, confirming how little she remembered, but once we wended our way into the older part of town, she unerringly directed me to the base. A young officer, fresh from the academy, greeted us at the gate. I tried to impose Ted’s face over his, but I couldn’t picture him so gangly and bashful.

    “We were never that young,” my mom whispered to me.

    As he drove us around, Mom scanned the buildings, trees, runways intensely. I knew she was trying to find something that seemed familiar. She thoughtfully peered at the planes, recalling the “elephant walks,” emergency drills with bombers and fighters marching up and down—but those happened on every base. Our old house she picked out because she knew the address still. She frowned at it, willing it to seem like a place she had lived. I drank in everything—it was so much lovelier than I had pictured. Even the brick housing seemed softer than the poorly colored photographs showed. I memorized the driveway, pictured the crushed tricycle, saw the commander’s car pulling up, me in the backyard. We eventually left the base behind, my mom resigned to her blank memories, me full of new images to color in the old stories.

    * * *

    Old newspapers, not the military, revealed our ultimate destination, leading us to Lumberton, North Carolina. The newspaper articles shook my mom up. They didn’t describe a midair explosion that instantly vaporized bodies and class rings, as she’d been told. She’d known about the air show. She’d even known they were demonstrating airborne refueling. But how the planes clipped off treetops, breaking into flames as first one, then the other, skipped into the ground.… The edited official reports said that autopsy evidence revealed no alcohol or drug use. “How could they autopsy, if they didn’t recover his body?” my mom asked, her eyes begging me to change the path of her thoughts. I had to look away, thinking of the military’s careful maps of the crash site, marking the location of engine parts, body parts.

    “I guess they checked the parts they did find.”

    As we entered Lumberton, I only hoped we would find someone who could point us to where it all happened. If we could go to the actual place, we could hold one piece of truth for ourselves.

    In the county seat, the sixty-year-old reporter I looked up remembered covering the crash near Rowland. We followed township maps to the rural road described in the articles about flaming F-4s. Finally we found the retired sheriff who directed us to the right crossroad. The crater was still visible, he assured us. His wife thought they still had photos somewhere. Everyone knew where those jets crashed.

    * * *

    The teacart squeaked and rattled in the back seat as we bumped down the dirt road. Corn and trees and kudzu surrounded our silence; perhaps like me, my mom was also picturing rain and smoking jets clipping treetops. How would his face have looked? Sometimes I think of the 737 crash in Colorado Springs when witnesses said they could see passengers screaming and pounding on the windows. But maybe my dad would have been concentrating too closely even to glance up, his blue-green-gray eyes like mine seeing only the instrument readouts and not trees appearing from the fog. A military pilot friend who read the reports told me that, flying on instrumentation as they were, the wingman will follow the lead plane anywhere—even straight into the ground.

    We pulled over at the deserted crossroads by the oak tree landmark. Three live oaks stood tall from the volunteer cornfield, another was shorn halfway down, seared and broken where one jet had hit. My mom and I waited a moment, changed shoes, and stepped from the air conditioning into the place we never knew to dream about. Our own expectations, or the presence of ghosts, hummed against the skin. Wandering in different directions, we searched through the corn.

    * * *

    The crater was not obvious to the non-local. I climbed the angle of the broken tree to get a better perspective. My mom’s protests reminded me that this was the place where loved ones had been lost and it was my responsibility to stay alive, the only one left.

    As the late afternoon light slanted through the thick air and August corn, I finally relinquished logical searching and allowed myself to be drawn to the place. Or I stumbled upon it, depending on what you believe about these things. No crater, but a wide low place no bigger than my front porch where the ground showed shiny and hard through the sparse, dry plants. I reached down and pried a large piece of rusted metal plate from the ground and called my mom.

    We stood in that spot, pouring sweat and old sorrows. Only the corn spoke, and maybe there were other spirits present. We decided to rebury the metal. I suggested we could put up a memorial. “I don’t think we need that,” my mom answered softly. “I think he’s glad we came here, though, don’t you?”

    * * *

    Driving away into the dimming evening, sweat drying in the air conditioning, my mom told me how she wished she were like me. “I should have made them tell me where he was back then. I should have demanded they bring me here. You would have,” she explained slowly. “If I had been strong like you are, I would have been here already.”

    I watched the wall of green hiding the sky and told her that she was strong, that no one could have fought that battle against the rules that kept the wives at home in their hats and gloves, sipping sherry. We can’t really regret how the years have been shaped. Ted was gone from us, but the military death benefits and insurance had brought a wealth the Air Force never would have. The money had sent me to a private college. My mom had become involved in politics, art, and her own career. Most of all, we had grown up together. Any strength I possess comes from this life we shared, and the man we lost.

    As best friends we traveled on our adventure. Most women I know can’t talk on the phone to their mothers without flipping out, but my mom and I, with our cooler of wine, beer, cheese, and apples, drove along the ocean from Myrtle Beach to Charleston. We ate lunch overlooking the surf, visited plantation houses, read Anne Rice to each other, and talked as we always have. We phoned home to our men and laughed about how they warned us to watch out for hurricanes. Cruising the tree-smothered landscape, one of us would yell, “Look, a hurricane—Duck!”

    We understood how they worried for us. Yet, traveling down those roads together, we couldn’t be bound by fear. My mom and I have learned our lesson: sometimes people don’t come home. Of course, we still practice our small spells—no travel on October first, don’t watch for someone to arrive, never call and try to catch them before they leave. But from that silent slanting afternoon, we created a new parable—one of traveling back and moving on. Of grace in a silent cornfield.

  


  
    Portraits

    Concubine (käηkiubạәin), sb. ME. [a. F concubin, concubine:—L.concubinus, concubina, f. con- + cubare.] 1. A woman who cohabits with a man without being his wife; a kept mistress. Among polygamous peoples: A ‘secondary wife’, having a legal status inferior to that of a wife. †2. A male paramour—1540.

    —Oxford Universal English Dictionary

    In the hallway of my house hangs my mother’s wedding portrait from her first marriage. Colorization lifts the ice-blue of her dress from the ethereal-gray tones of the photography of the day. The faintly blonde hair brushes the pearl drops at her ear lobes as she glances just over her shoulder, smiling brightly for the camera. Willowy until her pregnancy when I brought her breasts and hips, her nineteen-year-old self is fragile in brocade and lace.

    I took the portrait from Grandmother’s hallway after she died and hung it at the same height in mine. I couldn’t quite picture it any other way. Nevertheless, it is wrong: the portrait of the slender woman in the fairy princess dress should be flanked by bridal pictures of my Aunt Carole and Aunt Karen. The elaborately framed images of the three sisters belong together, the way I saw them, craning my neck up at five, or stopping to gaze for a moment on a visit back from college.

    The middle child, my mother always stood in the center. She is attractive, the way a flower dripping nectar attracts. Men especially love my mother. A man across
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