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			Advance Praise for The War at Home

			by Rachel Starnes

			“Rachel Starnes’s The War at Home navigates the joys, fears, compromises, and casualties that create the terrain of marriage. And if you are a military spouse, her memoir will reveal thoughts you never even knew you had. This is a wise and fearless book.”

			—Siobhan Fallon, author of You Know When the Men Are Gone

			“This is one of the most honest and genuine memoirs I’ve ever read, as well as one of the most finely written. There’s not a false note in these pages. Rachel Starnes’s story is at once both singular and emblematic, and as I read it I found myself wondering just how many others out there are going through experiences similar to the author’s while lacking the means to express them as she does so beautifully in this riveting account. The War at Home is that rare thing: a book about the here and now that promises to last well beyond next month or next year.”

			—Steve Yarbrough, award-winning author of The Realm of Last Chances and Safe From the Neighbors

			“Rachel Starnes has written elegantly and with deep feeling and insight about a common, but little written about and increasingly less understood, facet of American life. I found The War at Home a fascinating and compelling read.”

			—Karl Marlantes, New York Times bestselling author of What It’s Like to Go to War and Matterhorn

			“The War at Home invites us into two worlds not often glimpsed—the loaded culture of Navy wives and the painful doubts of early parenting. Haunted by her troubled past, Rachel Starnes navigates these two worlds with striking honesty, exposing her faults and forging a way toward a future worth fighting for.”

			—Katey Schultz, award-winning author of Flashes of War

			“The War at Home, Rachel Starnes’s stunning literary debut, is simultaneously harrowing and heartbreaking; an unflinching portrayal of the hidden costs of military service and the everyday challenges of building a life with her Navy pilot husband. This book is a profound narrative testament to the courage required to survive the cycles of connection and disconnection that the military life demands. Starnes takes a long look at her own childhood and personal history of relationships with men who leave, and the memoir explores her struggle to avoid a similar destiny for her two young boys. Filled with poignant lines and beautifully rendered scenes, the prose is also, at times, laugh out loud funny as Starnes stumbles through temporary jobs, friendships, and homes. Through her unfailing honesty, her humor, her courage on the page, and her willingness to write into the silent spaces, the reader finds a new wartime hero in Rachel Starnes.”

			—Steven Church, author of Ultrasonic: Essays and The Day After the Day After: My Atomic Angst

			“The War at Home is an honest, probing self-examination of a family battling its own conflicts against the backdrop of a nation on perpetual alert.”

			—Alison Buckholtz, author of Standing By: The Making of an American Military Family in a Time of War

			“The War at Home instantly charmed me. The messy and realistic life of Rachel Starnes pulls back the veil on one of the most selective and specialized communities of the world—the wives of Navy TOPGUN fliers. But don’t fret, there are very few finger sandwiches here—Starnes shows up to Wives Club meetings with six-packs of beer and a punk-rock attitude. With Texas wit and daughter-of-an-oil-rigger grit, she delivers a powerful memoir of military family life.”

			—Anthony Swofford, New York Times bestselling author of Jarhead: A Marine’s Chronicle of the Gulf War and Other Battles
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			For my boys, O and E
And for Ross
I love you

		

	
		
			 

			January. The sky in the dusty, drought-stricken valley of central California is a dull gray. I’m standing in the squadron hangar parking lot behind the open, empty trunk of my Honda, facing Ross. Heaped on the ground between us are various duffel bags and a backpack. I lean over for a kiss—I want just one, quick, like we talked about, no tears, no scene, just go—but he grabs my hand instead and gives me a hug that folds me into him. I resist. I can get through this, but we need to stick to the script, keep things moving.

			“Be safe.” These are always the first words, the ones that initiate the final good-bye checklist for any absence, short or long.

			“I will,” he says. “I love you.” I can smell his aftershave.

			“I love you too.” I need these to be the magic words that will make him let go, but he holds on a few more seconds and tears fill my eyes. He will be gone six, maybe seven months, his first official deployment. I focus on the giant painted squadron logo on the side of the building, but the image wobbles and blurs. I curse myself as the rest of our good-bye turns into a fumbling negotiation of bags and straps. He walks away, heaving and juggling the weight, catches a strap in his teeth to free one hand for the door, kicks it wide with his boot, and then turns to wave. I am already buckled into the front seat and shifting into reverse. Our first official deployment, and if I could have just slowed the car to a crawl and told him to tuck and roll, I would have. I make it about a half mile down the road, just past the gate guards, before I let out the howl that’s been building inside me for weeks.

			—

			Right after I dropped him off, the prospect of going back to our sparsely furnished rental and seeing everything the same but with one thing missing was so unbearable that I skipped our town completely on Highway 198 and continued on to the next town over, where, on impulse, I bought pink satin sheets. Never in my life had I been a pink satin sheet type, but now I had an excuse for stripping the blue cotton ones off the bed, the ones that held his shape from the morning and still smelled like him. New sheets would remind me that Things Were Different, so that I might avoid the awful smack of knowing after a few seconds of half-wakefulness in the morning that he was gone. They would help me avoid reaching for him, or being tricked by muscle memory into thinking he was there. No way would Ross ever get near a bed covered in pink satin.

			When I finally went back to the house, I cleaned it like it was a crime scene. I found places for Ross in the backs of closets and drawers and in cabinets in the garage. I filed him away in folders and binders and a fireproof, waterproof safe. Then I threw out his favorite foods in the refrigerator.

			I imagined him balking at the wastefulness of this, but what I couldn’t afford was a half-used bottle of mayonnaise waiting to sabotage me for six months every time I opened the refrigerator. What I couldn’t afford was a little scrap of a receipt with his crimpy handwriting popping out when I went sorting through the desk. Under no circumstances could I afford to imagine him close to me. He was allowed in picture frames. In two dimensions, under glass, and under certain circumstances, I could handle him. When I couldn’t, when things felt sketchy, I needed to know where to avoid looking.

			The one thing I couldn’t put away was Green Jacket, which had acquired a name and a personality of its own. Ross had kept Green Jacket since the seventh grade, even after the cuffs frayed and our dog ate the hood’s drawstring. Even after it got lost on a subway in Madrid, Green Jacket always made its way back to him. The simple cotton hoodie with a tiny Olympic logo on the breast was a testament to his stubbornness, to the fact that he wore T-shirts until they were frayed at the neck and threadbare. Ross loves to feel things broken in and soft. He’s the only person I know who has his shoes resoled, who actually looks up cobblers in the phone book. Green Jacket I kept in reserve, tucked just under my side of the bed, for emergencies, for the nights I knew were coming, when I couldn’t clean or organize anything, when every thought was steamrolled flat before it even fully formed, when the feeling of old, used up, no good crept into my skin and applied to my limbs and my bones. When I wanted to throw me out. Then I could get Green Jacket out and hold it to my face and breathe Ross in, and allow myself to think that he would always find his way home to me.

		

	
		
			PART I

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Ross had been my younger brother Doug’s best friend since sixth grade. I’ve always loved the semiscandalous feeling of admitting that to friends—how we transgressed the “off-limits” pact for friends of siblings. But the truth is that ours was no long-simmering, forbidden crush. We pretty much ignored each other all the way through high school, when he and Doug, smart-asses and soccer players, far surpassed me on the popularity and attractiveness scales. Ross was not so much “off-limits” as “hopelessly unattainable,” and therefore an object of my derision. Those were the years when he developed the annoying habit of strolling into our house unannounced, via the door from the garage, and tossing a casual “Word up” over his shoulder at my shocked scowl.

			Ross and I had actually spent a few years in junior high and high school band together before he surprised everyone and quit in his junior year. By then, I was a senior and had doubled down on my band nerd identity—sure, there was the unbearable ridiculousness of marching season, but then concert season started and we all got to sit down like actual musicians and play beautiful, complex music. Ross had had enough and decided to devote his time to soccer and acquiring college academic credits. To our band director’s sour comment that he had his priorities all wrong, he shot back, “No, I think I’ve finally got them right.”

			I spent my Friday nights itching and sweating in my blue polyester uniform and toy soldier hat with the twelve-inch feather plume, and Ross, cut from the soccer roster just as the season began, came up with his own solution for how to spend his time by appointing himself the team’s mascot. He assembled a superhero costume with a cape that read “The Guy” and ran up and down the sidelines at soccer games with a giant flag every time our side scored, much to everyone’s delight.

			If you’d asked me then what I thought of him, I would have said he wasn’t my type, but the truth was that I didn’t yet have a type. I was awkwardly tall and 1800s pale in the central Texas world of compact, athletic, sun-kissed blondes, and for the vast majority of my high school career, I didn’t date. Ross’s broad shoulders, piercing blue eyes, and explosion of messy brown curls meant that he had what my brother called a “case of terminal girlfriend,” one long, steady, largely unremarkable relationship that lasted most of high school, which meant that he was exempt from the ongoing intrigue of high school coupling, and yet always the not-entirely-ignorant subject of several crushes. He could, and did, flirt with impunity, and for this I decided that he was dangerously full of himself.

			My opinion of him remained static through our college years, when I heard that he had again acquired a long-term girlfriend at the small private liberal arts college he attended. She was beautiful, I heard, Iranian and premed, and Ross was learning phrases in Farsi, all of which made me roll my eyes and think, “Of course.” I was muddling my way through a far less focused syllabus of failed relationships at the University of Texas, trying on wildly different versions of myself in the process. By the time I was two years past graduation, underemployed and single once again, I suddenly found myself face-to-face with Ross at my brother’s birthday party. We were all standing outside of a Tex-Mex restaurant in Austin, waiting for a table, when Ross asked me, “So, what’s going on in your life these days?”

			Embarrassed, and pissed off that I was embarrassed, I answered him truthfully: “I answer phones for the college I should have left by now and I make copies for a woman who calls me ‘sugar bear.’ I’m also really good with a shredder. I can barely afford my rent, I think my degree may be useless, and I have no idea what I’m going to do about any of that.”

			“That’s interesting,” he said. “I’m cold-calling for an insurance salesman and living at home with my parents.” He grinned. “I win.” That brilliant grin, paired with the bracing shot of humility, was the thing that let me see him anew. All the old facts I knew about him—that he loved classic rock and drove a pink and white ’55 Ford Fairlane that he and his dad worked on together, that he was an Eagle Scout raised in a conservative, churchgoing home but was nonetheless very convincing vamping onstage in drag with Doug for a contest in high school, that he’d earned a private pilot’s license during his summers cleaning airplanes at the municipal airport and that he hoped one day to fly fighter jets for the Navy but he’d applied twice and been rejected—all these things hovered in the back of my mind. I was cynical and defensive when it came to guys, never fully convinced they weren’t secretly laughing at me, but all the things I knew and remembered about Ross, along with the things I was newly discovering, turned, over the course of an evening, into the beginnings of a powerful attraction. But the biggest thing was that he kept making me laugh—actual bursts of it, not the polite snicker I generally used with guys.

			Two years after college, I was still tenderly excavating myself from the wreckage of high school, and I hated the idea of parading my emotional baggage in front of someone I considered a golden boy. We exchanged phone numbers and began to e-mail each other to occupy the long hours of our soul-crushing jobs. When we started meeting up on weekends, I knew that if we continued on this path, I would have to fill him in on the convoluted story I was only just learning how to tell. Through my brother, Ross already knew the outline, but it was important that I tell it to him myself.

			Back in junior high, while I was furiously practicing scales with the band, my father fell into a long period of unemployment. All my life he had worked on oil rigs, and the company he’d been with since before I was born had laid him off after a downturn in the industry. After a rough year and a half of looking for work, he found a job, only it was in Saudi Arabia, which meant uprooting our family and moving us there at the beginning of my ninth grade year. This was the story Ross knew, how his best friend moved to the Middle East for a while. What he didn’t know was how that move fractured my sense of self and sent me reeling through a series of rebellions. The school on the company compound went only to ninth grade, and after completing the year in a haze of culture shock, I was shipped off at age fifteen to a boarding school. Away from the anchoring presence of my family, I sank into a deep depression, started experimenting with various drugs, and was subsequently expelled just past the midway point of my tenth grade year. I spent about six weeks in a sort of limbo, being fretted over, medicated, and shuffled between various living situations until it was arranged that an uncle on my mother’s side would come and live with me in our family’s mostly empty house in Texas so I could salvage the rest of the tenth grade back at Georgetown High School, where I would have ended up if we’d never moved to Saudi Arabia in the first place. My mother and brother arranged to move back to Georgetown as well, scrapping Doug’s plans for some other boarding school. And there we all remained for the rest of high school, leaving my dad in Saudi Arabia until my senior year, when he finally found another job in the United States that would allow him to move back home.

			Ross took all of this in with the occasional, quiet “Holy shit.” He had the unnerving habit of maintaining intense eye contact while we talked, a move that made it feel like he wasn’t just listening but learning me as he did. He could relate to some of my story—at least, more than most people I’d known in high school or college—because it turned out he’d had his own similarly timed uprooting and reshuffling away from Georgetown and back again. Ross’s dad was a soil chemist who worked at several different national labs and research firms over the course of his career, and when Ross was in ninth grade, his family moved to Las Vegas, Nevada, a city he’s hated ever since, and where he had to walk through metal detectors to get into school. After one year, during which he learned a mean game of pool by spending all of his free time with his dad, Ross’s parents became worried about him and it was agreed that the best plan was to move him back to Georgetown, where he would live with the large and lively family of one of his friends, people he still maintains a connection to—he refers to the friend’s parents as “Mom and Dad Simek.” Ross’s parents eventually moved back and he also finished high school in his reconstituted family. The coincidental timing of those moves gave us a lot to talk about—missing family, being the “old/new kid” in a weird living situation that required frequent explanation, feeling painfully conscious of being a logistical headache for other people, and the awkwardness of trying to reclaim old rhythms and relationships after significant interruptions.

			The difference between our experiences, though, other than a whole lot of global miles, was that my passport bore the stamps from a crossover into the territory of “known fuckup” while Ross stayed firmly within the boundaries of honor student and Eagle Scout. This was important because explaining the true course of my sophomore year to someone I intended to become close to had become something of an obligatory disclaimer I had to deliver with the proper gravity—I have the proven potential to screw up massively and be a problem and liability for everybody close to me. Do you accept the risk in investing in me? It wasn’t the kind of leverage I was fond of giving away.

			By the time of our conversation at Doug’s birthday party, Ross and I stood on the other side of college holding on to big dreams—his to be a fighter pilot and mine to be a writer—but grudgingly pursuing other, humbler short-term plans with no idea how or even whether the bigger stuff would work out. Soon after we began dating, Ross found a job as a billing analyst at a check printing company in San Antonio and moved into a tiny one-bedroom apartment. A hundred miles north in Austin, I left my reception job and started working as a scholarship administrator at the same university, where my desk held a framed snapshot of us tethered to climbing ropes on a cliff in Colorado, the kind of action-packed, REI catalog stunt I never would have undertaken before dating him. Our outlooks improved. We traded off cities on the weekends, and I worked hard for the approval of his dog, Abby, who started off eating my shoes and muscling me out of the bed and then grew to anticipate my hugs so much that she would rocket up the stairs to my apartment and leap into my arms.

			It was on one of these afternoons, when Ross had driven up from San Antonio with Abby for the weekend and we had both finished recounting the horrors of the week in our office jobs, that Ross took a deep breath and said, “I have something I need to tell you.” We were sitting on my couch and the light coming in from my small balcony was thick and golden red as the sun began to set.

			“You were so honest with me about what happened with you in high school,” he began, “and now I need to tell you about the worst thing that ever happened to me. Actually, it’s still happening, and it will be for a long time.” Then he told me that during his senior year in college, his parents broke the news that his father, at age fifty-five, had been diagnosed with a particularly virulent form of early-onset Alzheimer’s disease, one that was inherited genetically.

			“Before they even knew what to call the disease, my dad’s family had it. We’re part of some genetic study, and they’ve traced the roots of our particular mutation all the way back to somewhere in Russia.”

			He stared at the lengthening shadows on the floor and shrugged. In high school I used to think things had always come easily for Ross—good looks, popularity, a girlfriend, academic success—and now here was this grim disease that had been stalking his family for generations. Along with the terrible feeling of grief for the pain happening to someone I cared about, there was a layer of guilt for having seen him so one-dimensionally for so long.

			“I feel like I’m just starting to figure out who I’m supposed to be,” he said, “and I don’t know how long I’ve got before he’s gone.” We talked until there was no more light in the room, our dinner plans forgotten, and at the end of the conversation I told him for the first time that I loved him.

			—

			Our families were openly supportive of the match, which was a new thing for me—I was used to a certain lukewarm patience in my family’s reactions to the boyfriends I brought home, a state we all agreed was great progress from my early college days when they often fought to conceal outright horror, sometimes at the boyfriend and sometimes at the stranger I’d become in his presence. Doug openly took credit for this fortunate turn of events, reminding me of a conversation we’d had a few weeks before his birthday party, when he’d asked me, “Why don’t you date someone like Ross?” and my frustrated reply had been, “I don’t know anyone like Ross.”

			So when Ross received a call from the Navy recruiter he’d been talking to with the news that he’d been accepted for OCS, Officer Candidate School, it seemed for me like the end of a lovely, unexpected dream. I knew that he had applied a third time for flight school with the Navy, but I also knew that the odds of acceptance were slim, and that he’d already been rejected without explanation twice, once at the beginning of college and once after he’d finished his degree. I admired Ross’s dream to be a fighter pilot as just that—a dream—and likened it to my own of publishing a short story in The New Yorker. I saw us pitching to our beloved institutions every now and then, remaining largely ignored but better people for the effort. It was New Year’s Eve, we had been dating for six months, and he and I were house-sitting in San Antonio for his older brother. I was sick with the flu and he was all aglow, breathlessly explaining that in another nine months, he’d be heading to Pensacola, Florida, for three months of what amounted to officers’ boot camp.

			“Congratulations!” I said, the word feeling like a tight, uncertain cord between us, possibly the beginning of letting him go. I got up to puke, which bought me some time to huddle quietly in the bathroom and not pelt him with questions like “But what about your life? What about your dad? What about us?” As he’d explained it, OCS led directly into two years of flight school, which meant relocating between several different states every eight months or so, and somewhere in there would be a point where the pilots were divvied up into their respective communities—helicopters, large reconnaissance planes, and fighters—which led to more training and eventually an assignment to a squadron in the fleet, leading to a three-year period of on-and-off deployments called the first sea tour. It all blurred together for me into an indefinite series of years in which I had no idea if I played a part. No time for “deepen your relationship and decide if you might eventually like to get married.” How could we continue dating if he was always moving around? And would he honestly have any time or attention left over for me if flight school was as all-consuming as he’d made it seem? On the couch he’d seemed so lit up, so clearly excited and focused.

			One thing was clear to me as I heaved and gasped in the bathroom: I wasn’t ready to let him go, but he was most definitely leaving. Whatever came next wouldn’t be easy. I splashed some water on my face and braced myself to be broken up with. When I came back out, he asked, “Will you come with me?”

			My relief was so intense that it almost eclipsed the sudden dread and uncertainty that came with it. Nevertheless, the response came out as a question. “Yes?” I can’t remember if we talked about it then, the mechanics of exactly how I was going to tag along—doing what?—living where? I do know that it was at least a week before I finally panicked, weeping into the phone one night that no, I wasn’t crazy about my job, and yes, I could imagine relocating, but what if it didn’t work out?

			“We’ll figure it out,” he said, and then, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world, “We’d be married.”

			Oh. The actual proposal didn’t take place for another five months, on the first day of May 2004, when we were sitting in the botanical garden in Fort Worth making fun of a high school senior leaning against a rock getting his picture taken in his letter jacket, his mom nearby stage-managing with a handful of outfit changes. There had been a huge thunderstorm the night before, and rose petals, millions of them, were stuck to everything, making a carefully tended garden look like it had just rolled out of bed with a hangover. The air was cold, crisp, and bright. It was beautiful. He handed me a ring and asked me to marry him.

			—

			Becoming a Navy wife wasn’t something I had spent much time thinking about. Up until I met Ross, I had been fairly certain that marriage was not in my future, or if so, it was part of a distant future, like maybe after a long and tumultuous life of adventure during which I’d thoroughly established my identity and career, a formidable woman of means in my own right and not just So-and-so’s wife who tags along. I’d seen enough of what work-related separations had done to my parents and I had no intention of repeating the pattern.

			On top of that, we were now also talking about war, politics, oaths, service, real danger, and sacrifice. Supporting Ross in joining the Navy at a time when our country was at war in the Middle East, a place I’d briefly lived and still felt conflicted about, was a tall order. To say that I believed we were fighting for something more than oil, and that I was willing to underwrite that belief with the life of someone I loved, was something I couldn’t quite do. The best I could offer was that I honored his dream to fly and that service to one’s country, as a principle and as a profession, is noble. “I can live with that,” he’d said. But I wasn’t sure I could. Whatever the course of the war abroad, he and I would have to find some way to maintain peace at home, both in our marriage and in our chosen community. Would either place tolerate someone with as many reservations as I already had?

			At its heart, the question of Ross joining the Navy brought up a feeling in me that had become distressingly familiar long before the depression, the drugs, and the expulsion from boarding school made it official: “I don’t belong here.” I felt it as a white, teenage American girl in Saudi Arabia, I felt it as the daughter of an oil rig worker and a public school teacher living among the rich elite in boarding school, and I felt it as the subject of unspoken scandal when I returned, medicated and disoriented, to my hometown public school. And those are just the most tangible examples—looking back, I can see the beginnings of my sense of not belonging taking root years before my family started moving around. Ross was fully committed to going somewhere I was not sure I could follow.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			My sharpest memory is a repeating one, an event that happened so many times and in so many contexts over the years that it has almost lost its meaning from wear. It looks like this: a girl, anywhere from three to seventeen years old, standing at a barrier—sometimes a rope, sometimes a gate, sometimes a giant smooth plate of glass, and sometimes nothing, just an understanding that here you can’t go any farther—and watching a man, her father, most often wearing a gray windbreaker, blend into a crowd of travelers. Realist Dad becomes Pointillist Dad, and finally Impressionist Dad. Is he really: that guy in line, able to see me, waving back? He’s definitely: leaving again, indistinct, already gone.

			My dad’s work schedule has been predictably unpredictable since before I can remember. Our kitchen calendars tracked his movements in long color-coded lines labeled with my mother’s loopy, half-capitalized handwriting: “RoycE HOME!” “RoycE GonE.” Shift work usually meant even measures of time on and time off—two weeks on, two weeks off, or a month on, a month off—but often there were training schools tacked on, or extended absences for towing the rig somewhere for repairs, which could mean up to three months away. Even then, weather could delay the helicopters that ferried men to and from the rig for shift change, further cheating the days home. Planning anything required a consultation with the calendar, and if the event—my piano recital, the school play, our birthdays—was too far ahead of his known schedule, the answer to questions of guest lists or permission forms was, “Just put Mom and then save a space just in case.” In response to a work calendar that had no flexibility, we became fantastically rubbery in our accounting for holidays—Thanksgiving and Christmas were the only big ones we really celebrated and they slid to the left or right as needed.

			I grew up as an airport regular, but one whose familiarity extended only to the gates and baggage carousels. Dropping off and picking up, two distinct routines, each with a wildly different emotional climate, took place sometimes several times a month depending on the dictates of the calendar. If his flight left early on a weekday, Doug and I would sometimes get to skip the first few hours of school. No Pledge of Allegiance, no language arts. Instead, a stick of Big Red gum shared from the pack Dad bought at the airport gift shop, its flavor pricking my tongue just like tears pricked the inside of my nose as I slouched in the backseat of the Chevrolet on the drive away from the airport. I hid the gum under my tongue when I went back to school until it was a hard, flavorless lump and then swallowed it. I didn’t care if it stayed there for seven years.

			It sounds horrible, but one of the things I’m grateful for about 9/11 is that people who aren’t passengers can’t get to the gates anymore. The gate is the worst place for saying good-bye because the difference between “here with me” and “gone somewhere else without me” is made clear and immediate. Here at the gate is the shore, but then ten feet away is the mouth of that horrible chute, that accordion-ended walkway that feeds into the plane and then hangs there open and gaping when the plane starts to taxi, looking for all the world like an amputated limb, a snipped umbilical cord, a useless and lost connection that was flimsy in the first place.

			Even worse are the windows, which are so generous about giving you a full view of the plane leaving—there goes all the motion and momentum, leaving. Here you are, stuck, waiting. You are what’s left behind. It’s much better to part ways in a busy terminal, and I’m reminded of this small grace every time I do it. I’m just going to walk off this way and you take your bags and go that way. It feels more fair, if that’s possible, less of a dramatic scene.

			Mom and Doug and I used to stand together at the plate-glass window by the gate while Dad got on the plane, and Doug and I would press our foreheads against the cool glass and argue about which of the shoulders in the plane’s tiny passenger windows belonged to Dad. I always said I could see him and that he was waving, but that was mostly to upset Doug. “You missed it! He’s right there!” If I could get Doug to cry, I wouldn’t have to. Then on the long walk out of the terminal, I could concentrate on stepping only in the dead center of the octagonal patterns on the airport carpet.

			—

			The “RoycE HOME” days on our kitchen calendar were underscored with a long, neat line of green highlighter and the “RoycE GonE” ones sometimes got a yellow line and sometimes just a long arrow drawn in ballpoint pen. The line system was a deceptively simple way of charting what was in fact a complicated and dramatic symphony of reactions as my dad orbited in and out of our lives, and it divided us into two very different families.

			In the green line period, when we were at “RoycE HOME,” an initial recovery period would give way to days that felt even and good. Green line periods started with picking Dad up at the airport, where he would hug us so hard our backs would pop. Doug and I would chase his bags around the luggage carousel and argue over who got to wrestle them out into the parking lot, our faces pressed into the green canvas, which still smelled of fuel and smoke, with our last name written in Sharpie ink in big, block letters. Then we’d get back to the house and he’d collapse facedown on the bed for an indeterminate amount of time, during which the only important thing was to BE QUIET. When he was home and fully recovered, Dad gave “bed throws,” hurling us bodily again and again into the mattress of his and Mom’s king-sized bed, letting us shriek with laughter as we barely missed the blades of the ceiling fan. He would play catch with us in the front yard and teach us how to field grounders, and we would pitch him tennis balls just to see him smash them with our tiny aluminum bat, the ball flying far over our house and into the next block. When he was home, Dad would go on long runs in the morning and come back just when we were getting up to eat breakfast; covered in sweat and radiating energy, he’d teasingly menace us with a big, wet hug.

			He was a giant to me, with thick shoulders and a broad back so hard that when I hung on to his shoulders at the local swimming pool, it seemed like some force of nature was parting the waters with a speed that was almost scary, like I wasn’t sure I could hang on. I had the perfect vantage point from which to rub sunscreen on his bald spot, round and centered like Friar Tuck’s, and being allowed this intimacy—Dad wasn’t a fan of the bald spot, or the necessity of protecting it—always thrilled me, like I
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