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For Darren and Brett






The Isthmus


One

1913. Panama. 3 P.M. A sweltering classroom.

Mrs. Ewing's Friday reminder: "Put your books away. Don't leave anything on top of your desk." She claps to get our attention but it's not necessary. We go through this every week. "Oil gangs coming tonight," she says.

But the oil gangs won't come inside tonight—they're for standing water and mosquito larvae around the building. Mrs. Ewing has an idea the air absorbs trace amounts of oil that seep inside and cover everything with a film—we have to clear our desks.

I shove everything in with my notebooks. I squeeze my pens and pencils together and jam them back, pay no attention to order or torn paper. I used to care about that kind of thing, no longer. I'll soon be at the cabin and none of this matters.

Minutes later the whole class, more than thirty of us, rides on the train that takes us home. Swift and efficient, the Canal Commission Railroad trundles beside the Cut, rocking, swaying, tunneling through sultry afternoon air toward Culebra. I keep a dreamy eye on everything—the gorge outside and the hijinks in the passenger car.

Alan carefully places his banana peel on the hat of a man sitting in front of us—Alan is the class comic. The man must be a tourist, because he wears a felt fedora with a brim and a crease in the top that perfectly cradles the banana peel. We stifle our laughter.

The man never moves, only reads his Canal Record. The other passengers don't notice, and in a few minutes he gets off at Barbacoas with the peel still in place. It's truly comical. Chalk one up for Alan—a man carrying a newspaper and briefcase with a banana peel on his hat. The man passes our window, the peel at eye level, and we fold with laughter.

Out on the platform people begin to notice. A kid points and his mother lowers his hand but she's smiling, and other heads turn and there are sniggers. The man grows uncomfortable and confused. Inside the train we're howling. We've cut loose, although my version of cutting loose is a languid, bemused look that I float out from my remote world.

The Barbacoas stop is short. The train pulls away and the man is still walking straight and stiff as though he's in Cincinnati, wondering why people are staring.

But this is not Cincinnati. This is the Canal Zone, and I'm enjoying this prank as much as the others. I'm part of the student mob and in two more stops I'll be getting off. There'll be no laughing at me. I'm one of them and insulated from their pranks, though it wouldn't bother me if I weren't. That's because I'm insulated in my private world from everything and this is the stop closest to the cabin where Federico lives. He's waiting for me and we'll spend two erotic hours together.

Nobody knows about this, not even the students, or I'd be their reigning queen, something that might have mattered to me some time ago but not now. Federico's waiting.

While they are laughing at a man with a banana peel in his hat, I'm amused because I have a secret that is much more interesting than their juvenile caper.

This is the best time of my life and these are the best kids I know, and in the flashing Panama sun I can't imagine it will ever end.




The Midwest


Two

Ten years earlier. Dayton, Ohio.

We live next door to Wilbur and Orville Wright. (They have to live somewhere.)

They're a nice family: Carrie, the housekeeper; their sister, Katharine; and Milton, their father, who's called the Bishop. It's a position he has in the United Brethren Church—he's not the head of a diocese. But he is serious and scares the bejesus out of me, he's so humorless and proper. We're regular small-town citizens. Everybody calls Wil and Orville "the boys" and knows they're working on a flying machine, but it's nothing special. It's what they do, tinker and putter all day—they've been at it for years.

Two older brothers live on their own, and since their mother died they're a family of five. They're in the house next to us on Hawthorne Street, and since we are only three—Mother, Father, me—the Wright boys are like my brothers.

They work at their shop on Third Street or in the shed out back and they let me help. I hand them tools and it makes me feel important. That's my earliest sense of self, being useful, and it's a nice feeling. So I'm pretty happy most of the time. Actually, I'm energetic and exuberant. I climb trees, build things, pattern myself after the boys as best I can.

They need starch boxes because they're the right size to make a model wind tunnel. I run home, empty Mother's starch into a mixing bowl, and bring back the box. Carrie empties hers and I deliver both boxes to the shed. I watch Orville and Wil put together the first wind tunnel and I think, With help like that you can do most anything. I absolutely believe it. I really am innocent. So is everyone around me.

I don't want to play dolls with Rosie Fisher down the street. She's Catholic, which is all right, but she goes to Catholic school with different friends and eight brothers and sisters. She's not in my world. She seems like a foreigner, and anyway, I'm not interested in dolls. I prefer the boys and their gizmos and half-built wings and spokes and gears hanging on the wall.

When I stay for supper at the Wrights', they say grace, then talk about work: "...altered the truss wires to give an arch to the surfaces ... Pass the beets, Katharine ... Spliced the broken spars and ribs ... we're ready to put the cloth back on ..." That's interesting, not Rosie's dolls.

As for the grownups, I don't mess with them. Parents are strict, all of them. The Bishop is so stern, I think he's channeling the word of God. My parents are like him and I never disobey, don't even think of it. I never throw a temper tantrum; I say golly and dang in anger like everyone else and have to beg to go with the boys to Huffman's pasture for gliding, an afternoon of such harmless fun I'm always amazed at the effort it takes to get permission. But my parents usually give in, and because I'm a "good girl" and "no trouble," I'm allowed to go the next time—earned permission through good behavior. I'm trained and obedient.

The boys dress like accountants and wear starched white collars every day, bent over a drill in the shop or going headfirst off the rails at Kitty Hawk. There is no derring-do in Dayton, which seems right to me, and I think it is the best place in the world to live, which it probably is, what with Teddy Roosevelt charging around expanding the American Empire. It's early in our new century and the U.S. is in Cuba and even the Philippines, where the Senate finds us guilty of war crimes—big events and far-off. Yet right next door the boys are working on something really big and we don't realize it.

I too am at the edge of a big event and no one knows, certainly not me. I sit in our pear tree and watch the world go by.



Three

1903. December 17.

My ninth birthday. Orville wires the Bishop from Kill Devil Hill at Kitty Hawk late in the afternoon: "Powered flight. Twelve seconds. Fifty-nine seconds by end of day."

From my perch in the pear tree I see the telegram arrive, know it's from the boys, and call over to Carrie.


"What does it say?"

"Not much." She's on the porch pulling her sweater close—it's cold. "Just the speed and distance this time"—and with a big smile—"...they'll be back by Christmas." (Orville makes the turkey stuffing.)

I climb down and dart into our kitchen. I tell Mother the news and she's politely interested—Orville's stuffing is unparalleled.

It doesn't occur to me that Orville and Wil's flight should be treated like a big event. I don't wonder why reporters haven't already come inquiring: "How do you feel about the boys? Have they always wanted to do this?" "Well, yes. They work at it a good deal of the time."

The flight's under a minute. It's powered, the first in a world obsessed with the idea, but at fifty-nine seconds the Dayton Journal won't think it's worth an item. Won't mention it at all the next day.

We're a pretty evenhanded crowd in Dayton, tend away from drama.

I continue to run back and forth between our houses, getting information about the boys, checking on the baking of my birthday cake. The excitement mounts. It seems there can't be anything bigger or better or more dramatic that could happen and then Father walks in.

He hangs up his coat and turns to us.

"Teddy Roosevelt's building a canal," he says.

I go stock-still.




Four

"Going to finish the one the French started and they want me."

He's excited but doesn't show it. That's not his way, which is why I'm so captured by his news. He's always calm, but I can see in his eyes something is cooking.

Mother looks in from the kitchen. He takes a letter from his suit pocket and reads. "We are in the process of recruiting engineers and would like to interview you for a position." He looks up with a smile. "From the Panama Canal Commission." He has a square face, a balding head, and a relentlessly friendly demeanor.

Mother says nothing—not a good sign—but I'm used to her imposing presence, so it doesn't keep thoughts of Panama from swarming my mind, wondering where it is and what it's like and what all this means. Panama must be near the end of the world—it has to be wildly exciting.

The thought of a new life somewhere else suddenly trumps flying at Kitty Hawk or working in the boys' shop or even the modest celebration of my birthday. But I contain myself because demonstrations of emotion aren't allowed in our house. No squealing. No jumping.

Father knows how to navigate the moment. He slips the letter back into his suit pocket and turns to me. "How's my birthday girl?"

"Just fine. The boys flew."


"Did they, now?" (Small potatoes compared to Panama.) "Good for them."

This is when he'll settle with his paper into his overstuffed chair, turn on the radio, and wait for Mother's call to supper. But this time he doesn't do that. He sits, picks up the paper, and doesn't read a word. He doesn't once twirl the radio dial. Instead he smiles to himself, slips the Panama letter out of his pocket, and reads it again, which confirms my suspicions. With the second reading of the letter, I know it has to be a fantastic place.

I lean on the arm of his chair and bounce my legs off the floor.

"Where is Panama, Daddy?"



Five

After 1903.

Mother rejects the idea of moving to Panama and Father begins the task of gentle persuasion. He brings up the subject discreetly over the months and the years, working on Mother but never overwhelming her—he knows how to do this. It's not unlike building a flying machine the Dayton way: dogged, with quiet perseverance.

Canal construction continues. So do letters from the Commission. I grow taller. The boys' flying machines grow bigger. Mother begins to give in, all this gradual.

She asks questions: schools, living accommodations, trips back home. Father gives her accurate information, especially about the colony called the Zone, a strip of land five miles on each side of the canal transformed into something totally American. No sudden culture shock for her to fear.

He wears her down like water on a stone.

***

Fifteen years old.

I'm a teenager. It's 1910. One day, for no reason I know, Panama comes up and Mother relents. "Only three years. It should be interesting," she says.

I can hardly believe my ears. After all this time and with only a few words she's caved. Father is elated but contains himself—the last years of construction are better than none. For me it's a rush of enormous excitement, a sea change in my life, which has become increasingly provincial and boring. I'm an adolescent and there are fires kindling in me that need a place to combust, which doesn't seem to be Dayton and by now I'm convinced is Panama—been nurturing that thought for years reading about the country, keeping up with canal stories. I'm instantly ready to go.

Our departure happens fast. Father leaves first, excited as a boy. Mother and I follow. I feign sadness at leaving school friends but I can't wait to hurtle toward the tropics. Mother is hoping the whole thing will pass quickly.

The Wrights promise to look after the house, which we carefully latch and lock. There are early-morning teary goodbyes from Katharine and Carrie and a stiff "good journey" from the Bishop. The boys, already at the shop, wished us well the evening before. I'm jumpy. The departure feels like it's taking forever.


We board a train to New York, then a boat to Panama, and that gets an item in the Dayton Journal.

"The William Haileys of number 9 Hawthorne Street have sailed for the Isthmus of Panama, where Mr. Hailey's expertise in railroad management will be added to the Canal Commission team."

We get a fourteen-point headline on page two.



Six

The Advance, the Panama Railroad Line'S vessel that plies between New York and the narrow strip of land called the Isthmus of Panama, is no grand ocean liner, but it's far from Dayton and puts me in a state of perpetual excitement.

We have a little cabin, good food, and a dose of seasickness—green with it for three days. We're hardly able to get to the cabin door when they bring us apples and crackers, and those don't stay down either. I'm miserable but I wouldn't go back for anything. If it's the price of traveling to adventure, I'll gladly pay it. Then suddenly the sickness is gone—soft-boiled eggs, a walk around the deck, and we have our sea legs.

For the first time we sit in deck chairs as we move down the Atlantic to the new world. Sun reflects so bright in our eyes, we have to cover them with scarves—no experience like this in Dayton. We're landlocked Buckeyes. This is my first sight of endless water, not to mention ocean liners—the stately ones we saw when we embarked in New York.


I feel cut loose but we're still with Americans. The passengers sitting near us are mostly women, all bound for the Canal Zone, returning from home leave. They talk among themselves and boast about their husbands' positions—sanitation officer, steam-shovel engineer, materials expert—and it's soon evident that like us they're from all over the Midwest. Unlike us they're old hands at canal life.

We listen silently. Mother is socially shy, and though Father is a boss above all the positions the ladies are talking about, she isn't going to make that announcement. We look through our eyelashes to screen out the sun and the women continue to brag about their husbands' pay levels, where they live, and what kind of homes they've been given. In the middle of this shameless boasting Mother suddenly speaks up.

"My husband's working on the canal to prove his faith in Teddy Roosevelt and America."

The chatter stops. One of the women says, "That's very interesting."

It's a snub but Mother covers her eyes and doesn't notice. Gradually the chatter starts again but they keep it quiet and we're excluded. Mother's let it be known where she stands and that's enough. She turns her head away.

She actually disapproves of the way the Zone was acquired—American gunships in the harbor, Colombians told to leave, roughrider Teddy Roosevelt making sure Panama became autonomous so he can make his deal and build his canal. "Nothing democratic about that," Mother said when it was in the paper. "Who gave him those rights?"

I've recently read the Spanish Church thinks building the canal is blasphemous—if God wanted the oceans connected, he would have made them that way. Sitting on the sun-bloodied deck, I want to give her that piece of information to use against the snobby women. "You know, Mother..." She rolls her head toward me but I can't say it. "I can hardly wait to get there."

I didn't really want to say it, not on the high seas for the first time. She'd think the business about God objecting to the canal is absurd. We're Methodists, after all. We don't mix God and geography, and shoring her position against acquisition of the Isthmus with God as topographer is beneath her. Ludicrous. Good for her. Good for our family—sensible above all else.

They don't know I am resolved above all else to be less sensible.

Four days later we arrive in the Port of Colon, Panama.



Seven

Panama is even better than I hoped, thick with humidity, raucous noise, and heavy, sultry scents. I'm not in Dayton anymore.

The Chagres River cuts through the dense rainforest and disappears in ribbons of slick licorice blackness.

Big, leathery flowers surround us. Their exotic fragrance mixes with the smell of unfamiliar foods and oils.

Outrageous color is everywhere. Gorgeous, gaudy parrots swoop through treetops and flash yellow, blue, orange, and some wildly unnatural pink.

Dozens of languages come at us from faces that are black, beige, yellow, or the Cuban Spaniards' white—it's all far more than I imagined.

Women are half naked, wrapped in brilliant colors, wearing turbans. They carry fruit and babies and walk with an undulating indifference I've never seen before. I want that, that cool half-weary walk so unlike anybody in Dayton, a state of mind in a lazy gait. Amazing.

And running through all this a few yards from the footpath is the canal itself. The center of everything. Not a ditch. Not even a big ditch. It's the largest man-made canyon on planet Earth and they call it the Cut. Filled with laborers and machinery as far as the eye can see, this teeming mix of metal, flesh, and boulder spreads gaping beside us as Mother and I ride along wide-eyed in the gleaming Canal Commission passenger train taking us to Culebra, fifty miles on the other side of the Isthmus. Panama runs east-west. The canal and the Zone and the Commission railroad run north-south. I picture it as we ride, my map study paying off.

The Zoner ladies from the ship are seated nearby and pay little attention to us or to the new world outside; it's not new to them. But we're first-timers and we're dazzled. The blinding sun, the sounds, and smells boggle us into silence.

In Culebra, Father is waiting, smiling to see us. He's so excited, he hugs us twice each. He keeps saying, "My best girls," then wipes his forehead and replaces his hat. It's not a fedora. It's a heat-worthy woven hat with a wide brim, the kind worn by the bosses, the Americans in charge. Father's a canal boss and stands out in the crowd. I puff a little with pride.

"Be careful, now," he says and helps us into a horse-drawn wagon. There's a Canal Commission emblem on the side and a canvas canopy on wobbly poles protecting us from the sun.

"Comfortable?" he asks.

"Pretty hot," Mother says.

"You'll get used to it."

I'm suffocating.



Eight

The driver clucks to his nag. We move off and Father starts talking. I've never heard anything like it, not from my reserved father. He's usually quiet and thoughtful, speaking when he's spoken to. But now, this unbridled enthusiasm that Midwesterners take pains to avoid, because it's too revealing of emotion and too fast, pours out of him. He speaks with no restraint and his enthusiasm is simply harmless bubbling energy. It's genuine. Mother knows that, although I can see it puts her off a little.

He recites details of canal construction and of his work. Mother responds with "How is that, again?" and "Good heavens." On he goes, a hyped rattle that interests me just because it's from Father and so unlike him.

"It's organized. Whole operation runs like clockwork, department for everything—supplies, personnel, living quarters, buildings, architecture"—Mother smiles at his rush of words—"machinery, of course, and maps, topographical and substrata—we use those every day ... and there's a printing and climatic-conditions department, and river hydraulics because we're so close to the Chagres, and the communications department—we'd be lost without them..." I've never heard him say this many words at one time. "...all set up before I got here, of course—engineers worked it out—" And he's about to go on but ... "Ah, look. Now you can see it."

The Cut in full view below us.

It seems we've landed on another planet.

Half a mile across at the top, thousands of laborers on the floor looking like insects. Trains stacked up the side moving back and forth, carrying off dirt and rock. All of it, men and machines, minuscule in the distance against the vast excavation.

"Yours?" Mother asks. "The trains?"

"Yep. And on the far side, see the trackshifter?" A steel pterodactyl is dozing there. "Darnedest thing," he says. "Picks up the rails every evening and moves them like toys. Workers find out where to show up in the roundhouse each morning." He shakes his head in wonder. And he's not done yet. He points in another direction.

"See those steam shovels? They're ninety-five tons each. Outfit called Bucyrus makes them for us. Three times the size of anything you'll ever see in Dayton—anywhere else, for that matter. Two men on each shovel—one controls the crane and picks up dirt, the other's got his hands and feet on levers to control the rest of the machine. They're like bronco riders, those fellas." Then, with genuine respect, "Strong, thick-skinned boys—they're in that blasting and heat six days a week. It's hard work and dangerous."

It looks like he's finished for a while and he gazes at the operation satisfied.

Mother clears her throat. She sits ramrod straight as though in our quiet Dayton home. "Well, it certainly is going to be one of the wonders of the world," she says. Father grins.

I finally pipe in. "Where does the dirt go?"

"Gatun Dam in the Chagres. Whole towns being built on that landfill."



Nine

As wonderful as everything is (I've seen nothing like the Cut ever in my life), I'm still watching for something really exotic, not sure yet what that would be. I badly want my life to change. So I can't help being disappointed when we arrive at our new-world house that looks very much like the old-world house in Dayton—typical Midwestern clapboard with a long screened porch. Maybe I was expecting a thatched roof, I don't know.

Mother isn't disappointed—it's what Father promised. "Will you look at that," she says, a big smile at the familiar structure.

Inside it's the same layout as our house in Dayton (these Canal Commission builders knew how to replicate the heartland). Nice living room, kitchen with laundry, and dining room on the first floor. Two bedrooms and bath above. Plenty of closet space. Rockers on the porch. "So you can watch the sunset," Father says. Then he says to the black men who've unloaded our cases, "Gracias. Ustedes pueden vayar."

Now, that's something different. Spanish from Father—simple, proper, but effective, and the men leave, just as he told them to.

Father begins pushing the sofa nearer a window according to Mother's orders and I see that furniture arranging could go on for a while. I go upstairs.

My room looks across the Cut and it's better than the one in Dayton, if only because it's empty. It's a grown-up room—plain, no pictures on the wall, none of my drawings trying to be young Michelangelo with sepia pencil crosshatching. Just clean, bare walls and a big window.

I've brought some light clothing and a few notebooks and that's it, no décor. I'm going to leave it simple. Adult and not Dayton.

In the evening when we are "put away" and "hung up," Mother discovers ants threading across the kitchen floor. She sweeps them out. Father plasters puttylike goo around the door and windows. I scrub up.

Mother cooks us a fine little meal from the goods Father has laid in and all's well.

When we go upstairs and fall into bed, I wonder if my parents will make love after being apart so long, but the thought is only a streak through my teen brain already packed with uneasy excitement. I keep wondering if this is it, the place I've conjured for years. Does it match my fantasy?

I lie in bed and study the shadows on my ceiling, leafy and stretched oblong, not so different from the ones in Dayton. I try to work out what I feel about this new place, think I'll never fall asleep. Then the scent of Mother's Dayton soap in the sheets blurs me and I'm anesthetized into deep, dark Panama night.

The fantasy is out there. I'll find it.




Ten

And I do. But not right away. It gets worse before it gets better. I continue to be cranky with the heat and look to Mother for sympathy, but I get none. She's doing fine and that too irritates me.

Her cake falls from the daily blasting that shakes the house and the oven but it doesn't bother her. She serves "flat cake" with thick dollops of whipped cream. It's delicious. So is everything else she makes. Panama's fruit and vegetables are abundant and fresh and cause some inner chef to bloom in her, producing wonderful platters unlike any she ever concocted in Dayton. As for her new house, it's better than the one she left behind. So all in all, the place she dreaded is not dreadful in any way. She's content.

But not me.

After a week I realize with a fair amount of horror that the Zone is really just like Dayton. It's meant to be. And not just the houses. Coming to us in weekly boatloads are favorite American foods, books, magazines, clothing, and hardware, as though we were on Main Street U.S.A. All around us are the familiar men's clubs—Kiwanis, Elks, Masons—and women's groups and all in English—there's not even a foreign language. It's devastating. All the hope and expectation built up in me is drained away. Even hopes that school would be different with kids from other lands speaking different languages are crushed. (What was I thinking?) It's just like Dayton—American kids from Zoner families. No workers' kids at all, and they're the ones I want to know.


I go to school by train, the only thing that's entirely new. Balboa High is in Cristobal, forty miles on the other side of the Isthmus. But the building is wood clapboard like all the others—square and functional, with an occasional breeze through screened windows—very Midwestern.

The students are bored, uninteresting adolescents full of pranks and pimples. Nothing new there.

"Where are you from?" says one.

"Dayton," I say. "You?"

"Indianapolis."

"You're good at art," I say. "I saw your drawings. I'd really like to see what else you've d—"

"See that boy over there? I think he likes me."

"Where?" This Hoosier girl points him out.

Nothing's different. Boy-crazy girls and friendship by way of collusion. Nobody remotely like the Wrights. Certainly nobody inventing anything.

A few weeks after arrival I go sullen.

The train ride is always social hour, so there I continue to make an effort. I engage in friendly gab as best I can. Of course, I disguise what I think of these morons, while outside the train are indigenous Panamanians and workers from everywhere in the world, literally, with lives and stories I've never heard. I WANT TO MEET THEM.

I lower the train window and hang out. Hot wind whips my hair. Those women with children and baskets on their heads and the workers in the Cut aren't really so distant, but I might as well be watching from the moon. I can't reach them. I'm sequestered in the American Zone.


Twice a day on the train I go through this mental anguish, looking at the exotic world I want to know, and I wind tighter with resentment each trip. It's not good.

Provincial weeks turn into provincial months. I go from sulky to resentful. I'm morose. On a good day I brood, but Mother's narrow-eyed look keeps me in line so I don't act on my feelings or talk about them, which makes them worse.

I start a diary where I spill my discontent.

I begin to go whole days without speaking.

I overhear Mother say to Father: "She's growing up."

Yeah.




Along Comes Harry


Eleven

At last.

Harry's not the love of my life. He's more the brother I never had, better than the boys, more suitable to my near-adult self, and he'll get me to whatever it is I want—I know it the moment I meet him. He's the connection.

It happens like this.

I'm staring at our living-room rug one evening. It's a dark green leaf design. I'm thinking it's as close as I'll ever get to the rainforest, which at that point was probably true. That makes me crazy. Everything does. The hellish humidity, my boring life, everything. I'm groggy and sticky. I'm sixteen. I'm pondering two more years of this deathtrap. I feel so bad, I can't read the book beside me. Thank God I've perfected not showing my crankiness.

"How's everything?" Father says. (He noticed?) He lets the top half of his paper droop. He peers at me. "Are you doing okay, sport?"

(Sport is my kid moniker. What's going on?)


"I'm okay," I say.

"Just okay?"

"Well ... I'm kind of unhappy. I don't know."

This is his time to read the paper, wait for supper, like in Dayton. But he seems to want to know what's going on with me and I'm baffled. It's new.

"I guess I miss the boys," I say.

"Why, sure you do. I do too. New place like this, you're going to miss your friends." (We've been here a year.) "Nobody you like at school?"

The first query about my life and adjusting. What a corseted family we are.

"No, not really," I say. "Not interesting ones that I like. But that's probably just me being picky." There's a smoky smell—some clearing is going on down the hill, the usual brush burning.

"Well, I wouldn't say that. You're not picky." He puts down the paper, gives me his full attention. All the way to Panama to break the Victorian ice in our family.

I don't really think I'm picky either, but we both know I can't voice a complaint because Mother won't allow it. He knows how difficult that is and he knows how it feels living in such a strained atmosphere.

"Well now, we can't have that. Everybody needs friends."

I smile and move over to the ottoman in front of his chair.

"I complain to my diary."

"You do?"

"Write in it every day. How the men are in the Cut working all day and the women just gossip and the girls at school are too old to play dolls so they talk about romance. That's all they do. They've never heard of the Wrights' machine and they wouldn't care about it if they did..."

"Oh, for heaven's sake."

"It's true. The girls whisper about the boys and who they like or don't like and it's stupid. I miss Orville and Wil."

"Well, it's not easy to find people like them, but there are interesting people here."

"I haven't met one."

"Then we'd better take care of that. Come with me to the Canal Club on Saturday for lunch. I'll introduce you to an interesting fella."

This is so out of character, I don't know what to say. I grin. "Thanks, Pop. Who's the interesting person?"

"Harry."

"American?"

He nods. "You'll like him. Works for the Zone police. Closest thing you'll find to the boys. Smart, too. A high-quality fella, has horse sense." This is the single-most prized quality in our family.

I'm smiling, loving this. He's smiling, too. He raises his paper and I go back to my spot on the couch.

Did that really happen?

I speculate about this fellow—who he is, what he's all about. I know nothing, of course, except that he's passed Father's muster, which is considerable. In all of this there is a glimmer of hope.

"What's his name again?"

"Harry."

I sit back and grin.


The smoky smell reminds me of fall in Dayton when people burn their leaves.

WHO ARE YOU, HARRY?



Twelve

The Canal Club, Saturday, layers of white tablecloths, gauzy white curtains in the breeze, American faces except for servers.

This better be good. My nerves have been clutched for three days in anticipation—my imagination running riot, a measure of how desperate I am.

Father nods to several Commission bigwigs when we enter and we're led to a prominent table in the front of the room near a window. I realize for the first time how respected Father is, how well positioned in the Commission hierarchy. I like it


















































Thirteen
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