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      PROLOGUE


      Why would a couple of happy, presumably intelligent adults give up their comfortable home in a midwestern suburb, abandon

         their careers as teachers, and move with their three young children to a wild and remote mountaintop in northern California

         and spend the better part of the next twenty years there trying to make a living off the land?

      


      It’s a question we’ve been asked—and asked ourselves—hundreds of times over the years. Even now, when it seems that things

         have turned out better than we could have ever hoped, now that three of our four boys who were so much a part of it all are

         grown up and off on their own, in medical school, in Africa, and in Cambridge, we still sometimes ask ourselves what it would

         have been like if we had not taken to the hills back in 1973. Now that our homestead—Shining Moon Ranch—has come together,

         now that the towering redwoods and firs on our mountain-top are interspersed with well-established gardens, pastures, aging

         sheds, and a house that was much too long in the making, we can look back at the years of only partially self-imposed exile,

         of excruciatingly hard work, and of mind-numbing isolation with something that resembles philosophical detachment. It is a

         little easier now to recall in relative tranquillity those difficult years in which we were struggling to survive as a family

         in the face of what we viewed as an increasingly hostile, inhumane world. Even now we often wonder why, of all the things

         we might have done back in the early seventies, we chose to go into the mountains and, more preposterously, remained there, trying

         to make a living at something for which we were, on the face of it, painfully unprepared.

      


      Over the years there were times—such as those dark winter evenings when we found ourselves sloshing in water up to our ankles,

         tripping over scattered piles of two-by-fours, and climbing over water-soaked and crumbling cartons of hardware and boxes

         of tools in the half-built, kerosene-lighted house, cringing in fear as the howling storms roared up out of the canyon, pounding

         against the felt-paper walls and threatening to topple the giant firs and redwoods that encircled us—when we cursed ourselves

         for being so stupid, so insufferably self-righteous and arrogant, as to have gotten ourselves into such a mess. If only we

         had compromised a bit, we told ourselves, if we had not been so outspoken, had not taken it all so seriously, gotten so involved

         … And years later, when our commitment to surviving on the land had taken such hold of us, when the house still was far from

         finished, when we were flat broke and were working ourselves, all of us, to near exhaustion every day just to keep things

         together, we would have had to admit, if anybody had bothered to ask, that we’d made a colossal mistake in thinking that we

         would be able to eke out a living on our beautiful, unyielding mountaintop.

      


      But there were moments, during even the hardest of times, on those brilliant spring mornings, when the fog formed a many-fingered

         cotton-candy lake that reached back into the hills and glimmered below us, when the sounds of lambs and goat kids gamboling

         in the pastures we’d so painstakingly cleared drifted down from above the orchard, where the trees, shimmering and heavy with

         lush new growth, waved in the wildflower-scented breeze that floated up the ridge and we could hear the voices of the boys

         somewhere off on an adventure in the woods, when we knew that we hadn’t made a mistake in coming into these hills. However

         inchoate our reasons for being here, no matter how much work it had entailed, and even if it seemed that we seldom had the

         time or inclination to step back and take in all its glory, we knew, as we did from the beginning, that we were living in

         what could only be characterized as a sylvan paradise. And then, almost as if to jolt us into a realization that, after all,

         it was not the idyllic beauty or the charm of country living that had brought us to and kept us on the mountain, the harsh

         realities of ranch life would rudely surface—an all-night session with a sick sheep, a few days working on the Chevy pickup,

         an afternoon spent chasing down a waterline break.

      


      When our oldest son, Grant, who “had never gone to school” was admitted to Harvard at the end of our first decade on the land

         back in 1983, we were bemused and, indeed, fascinated by the way in which the media characterized our adventure. We were portrayed

         as one of those families that had been part of the back-to-the-land movement of the early seventies, that had blithely taken

         to the hills to build a house with our own hands, plant a garden, grow our own food, teach our kids at home—and send them

         to Harvard. It was a success story with a great “sound bite”—“Goat Boy Who Never Went to School Goes to Harvard.” It was a

         bright and shiny version that conveniently left out the hard parts, one that overlooked our long struggle to prove to ourselves,

         if not to those in the outside world, that despite everything we could make a go of it, on our own terms, in the rugged hills

         of northern California.

      


   

      AUTHORS’ NOTE


      Hard Times in Paradise is both the story of a family and a partial biography of six individuals. Since many of the conversations contained in this

         book occurred years ago we have done our best to reconstruct them from memory. Generally, in the pages that follow, the two

         of us, David and Micki, speak as one—about what we have jointly experienced and recall. Occasionally, however, there are points

         in the narrative where it becomes necessary to abandon the collective “we” and to present the events at hand from the point

         of view of one or the other of us. The reasons for this should be clear from the context.

      


   

      Everybody knows you can’t make a living on forty acres of hill land.


      —CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURAL EXTENSION AGENT


      I guess you’d have to call this, what? Paradise?


      —TELEVISION NETWORK CORRESPONDENT


   

      PART ONE
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      Breaking 
Away


   

      CHAPTER ONE


      St. Louis Blues, 1971


      David hung up the telephone, sighed, and returned to the dining room. Micki and the boys were almost done with the dinner

         the call had interrupted. Micki was poised, spoon in hand, her elbow resting on the high-chair tray, waiting for an opening

         in which she could parry another spoonful of yellow puree into six-month-old Reed, who sat there giggling as if to indicate

         that he knew he was winning the battle. Micki put down the spoon and looked up expectantly as he slid his chair back and sat

         down between Drew and Grant.

      


      “What is that stuff?” David asked.

      


      Drew and Grant had stopped eating, had put down their forks, and were watching him intently. Micki must have told them it

         was an important call.

      


      “Squash,” said Grant. “It’s good.”


      “He doesn’t seem to think so,” said David, looking across the table at the baby, who let out a gleeful shout. “I don’t blame

         him.” He took his napkin, spread it on his lap, and reached for one of the serving dishes.

      


      “It’s cold now,” said Micki. “You were on the phone for at least a half hour. I didn’t know whether to put it in the oven

         or what.”

      


      “It’s okay,” said David, taking a bite of chicken.


      “Well?” Micki asked after a long moment. “It’s all over, isn’t it?”


      David shook his head. “Worse than we’d expected. They handed the administration what it needed. Three for, three against,

         and three abstentions. The liberals copped out at the end.”

      


      “That’s it, then, isn’t it? No tenure,” said Micki, her voice rising. “Again.” She wiped Reed’s face carefully and pulled

         her chair around to the table. “At least it took them three meetings to get what they wanted.”

      


      “I can’t believe the administration was so heavy-handed,” David said as he pushed away his plate. “But they want to get all

         the activists out of the place. The powers that be are going after Barry Commoner next. At least at Connecticut the faculty

         stood firm.”

      


      “And a lot of good it did you,” Micki said bitterly. She stood up and began clearing the table. “There’s ice cream for dessert.”


      “Dad?” Grant said softly. “Does this mean we’ll have to move again?”


      “Not for a while,” said Micki. “Maybe not at all. Don’t worry about it, honey. Everything’ll be all right, won’t it, David?”


      “It’ll be okay,” David said distractedly. It didn’t mean anything to Reed and Drew who were too young, but Grant knew what

         was happening. It had been bad enough the first time around, two years before, thought Micki, after we’d been chased out of

         our home by right-wing vigilantes and then denied tenure because of our involvement in the civil rights and antiwar movements—and

         while colleagues who hadn’t published, hadn’t gotten the research grants, and hadn’t come anywhere near winning the teaching

         awards David had, were routinely granted tenure, that lifetime guarantee of a job in the university, almost as a reward for

         doing nothing at all.

      


      “It’s really gotten to me,” David confessed that night as we were getting ready for bed. “I didn’t expect anything better,

         but did you see the look on Grant’s face? Even though he knew what was coming? No matter how many times we try to explain

         it to him, it’s hard for him to understand why we’re involved in all of this and his dad’s lost his job again.”

      


      “He’s only seven, David. And you know as well as I do that he’ll never forget that night we had to leave our house, even though

         he thinks he understands it.”

      


      “We need to get away from this,” said David. “Away from academia, Vietnam, the whole thing. It’s going to eat us up if we

         continue this way.”

      


      It was an old topic, one we’d discussed a hundred times. After a half dozen years of teaching, antiwar activism, and community

         organizing in Hartford that culminated in our being quite literally run out of town, we had hoped that St. Louis would be

         a new beginning, a place where we could raise the boys, teach, and continue the community and antiwar activities that the

         times demanded. After all, we reasoned, St. Louis was a big place, Washington University had a reputation as being liberal

         and, in the McCarthy era, even something of a bastion of academic freedom, and we’d do our best to make sure that we never

         became as prominent as we had in Connecticut. But, inexorably, as the decade marked by urban riots and student revolts came

         to an end, as the inner cities festered and the war in Vietnam intensified, we found ourselves becoming involved more than

         ever before. In the year and a half since we had moved into the massive old house on the tree-lined chained-off street on

         the edge of the ghetto, we’d become more involved than ever. We soon realized that in this dying city, where the worst of

         midwestern and deep south values commingled, academics such as ourselves were expected to possess the proper attitudes about

         social and political matters but were quickly and fatally categorized as lacking the soundness and judgment required of professorial

         colleagues when they involved themselves too deeply in matters relating to poverty and peace. And now the vote was in, and

         David had a year to find another job.

      


      “We can stay here and I can keep on teaching while you do the organizing,” said Micki, even though she knew that was an option

         we’d rejected in previous discussions. She was teaching at a nearly all-black junior high school, and we’d managed to continue

         our community and antiwar activities almost unabated by taking the boys with us to the seemingly endless night-after-night

         meetings and, after we found a preschool program for Drew and a Montessori-inspired school for Grant, having Reed accompany

         David to his classes, where he almost invariably dozed his way through his father’s lectures on race relations and political

         sociology, to the amusement of his students.

      


      Only six months earlier the idea of remaining in St. Louis might have made some sense. After all, we had a great house and

         were doing important work in the community and on campus. But the work we’d been doing with a group of social workers, lawyers,

         and health activists whom we’d met shortly after arriving in the city was having a far greater impact on the community than

         we’d ever anticipated, and before long all of our careers, in one way or another, had been put in jeopardy. We had been publishing

         a monthly newspaper that documented the failure of local government agencies and so-called political leaders to deal with

         what was then euphemistically termed “urban blight,” and we’d produced a series of reports that showed how the local political

         and economic elite benefited from these arrangements. The reaction of those in power was swift and unsubtle. Our social worker

         friends suddenly found themselves out of jobs, health activists discovered that their programs were not being re-funded, our

         public interest lawyer friends were being urged to relocate their practices, and David was denied the tenure that ordinarily

         would have been routinely granted. There was nothing conspiratorial about it: The word had gone out that powerful people didn’t

         want or need the kind of trouble that these social activist professionals were creating, and their subordinates—deans, agency

         heads, program managers—got the message and responded as they were expected to and, in so doing, confirmed our widely broadcast

         and not very original thesis that old St. Louis was, indeed, a tightly controlled, corrupt little city.

      


      “You know we’re not going to be able to accomplish much more here without the university connection,” said David. “Especially

         with everybody else having to leave.”

      


      “You’re right,” Micki said. “We really don’t have any reason for being here except the job. And now that’s gone.”


      “We’ve still got a year and a half to work things out. We can do a lot before we go.”


      A year and a half later, in June of 1972, David went down the block to the preschool to pick up Drew for the last time.


      “So,” the teacher said brightly. “Drew says you’re off to … is it Kenya?”


      “Uganda,” said David.


      “Really?” said the teacher. “Last week he mentioned Singapore and … what was it, Hong Kong. I have to admit that for a while

         we thought that we were dealing with a rather confused little boy.”

      


      “No,” said David, doing his best to be affable. She knew all about him from the newspapers, of course: PROFESSOR CHARGES “ACADEMIC FREEDOM VIOLATIONS,” CONTROVERSIAL PROFESSOR TO LEAVE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY.


      We jammed more than we’d ever thought possible into that lame-duck year and a half in St. Louis, becoming even more involved

         in campus and inner-city politics almost as if to compensate for our imminent departure. But even so, while organizing rent

         strikes, leading the campaign to force the city to close down lead-paint-infested tenements, demonstrating against the war,

         and fighting welfare program cutbacks, our minds were elsewhere. David dutifully served out the remaining three semesters

         of his contract and, then, in the last days on the job, in what would ultimately prove to be a short-term victory and a long-term

         blunder of immense proportions, contested his denial of tenure. And while the seventeen-man committee that heard his case

         over a period of six weeks deliberated, we packed books into cardboard boxes to be mailed to Uganda, where David had secured

         a two-year position as a professor of sociology.

      


      We’d had time to consider the options, the most obvious one of which was a teaching job for David at yet another college or

         university. They were out there, untenured positions at respectable enough places. But no matter where he went, according

         to the rules of the academic game designed to protect—but now being used against—mavericks like him, as an associate professor

         with a half dozen years at that rank, he’d have to be considered for tenure within two years of being employed.

      


      Micki was adamant about not going through it again. She’d been through it once at UConn, where some of her best friends, already

         made uncomfortable by the risks the two of us had taken by being so intensely involved and frightened when we were run off,

         backed away when they learned that David, unlike their mindlessly right-thinking, reflectively professorial spouses, was going

         to be denied tenure. She’d learned to avoid the type by the time we moved to St. Louis and hadn’t made any friends among the

         faculty wives.

      


      But it was harder now, keeping up a good front around the boys, not letting it get to her, reassuring Grant and, more and

         more, Drew, that this turmoil wouldn’t go on forever, that things would turn out just fine, that she and Dad hadn’t really

         done anything wrong. This was what happens, she’d told them over and over from the time they were old enough to begin to suspect that their parents

         were different from others, when you “try to help the poor people and stop the war.” As he had grown older we’d spent hours

         with Grant, discussing the war and social injustice and why we were involved. He loved being taken seriously, his big brown

         eyes wide as we explained what had gone on at a meeting or why a particular development was or was not newsworthy, and he’d

         gotten good at asking questions that sometimes forced us to confront our own assumptions or double-check a fact or two. And

         sometimes he surprised us with his grasp of it all, such as on that spring afternoon when a neighbor appeared on our doorstep

         with a shopping bag full of canned goods.

      


      “I’m sorry,” she told Micki, “but I didn’t have anything when Grant came by, so I ran down to the market.” She pulled a can

         of bing cherries from the bag. “I hope these are all right.”

      


      “Grant?” said Micki.


      “He came by a little while ago,” said the neighbor as she handed the bag to Micki. “He said he was collecting food for the

         poor people.” She looked puzzled for a moment. “I assumed that it was something you were doing.”

      


      “Oh, sure,” said Micki, doing her best to disguise her confusion. “Thank you very much, we really appreciate it.”


      An hour later Grant pulled his big red Radio Flyer wagon with the tattered blue “Eugene McCarthy for President” bumper sticker

         on it into the driveway. It was heaped high with canned goods, and a half dozen of his friends followed him in, their arms

         filled with cans and boxes of food.

      


      “It’s for the poor people,” explained Grant, his eyes shining, as Micki came out into the yard. “Look at all this. And we

         only went around the block.”

      


      “That’s wonderful,” said Micki. “Whose idea was it?”


      “Mine,” said Grant. “Tori and Jeff and everybody helped.”


      “That was really nice of all of you,” Micki said to the children who had gathered around her, beaming. “Let’s stack all of

         it on the back porch and we’ll take it to the poor people tomorrow, okay?”

      


      “I don’t know where he ever got the idea,” she told David that evening when he got back from one of his meetings. “We’ve never

         collected food for anybody, have we?” She grimaced. “My God,” she exclaimed. “I just thought of it. You don’t think that the

         neighbors thought that Grant was collecting food for us, do you? That we need it?”

      


      “Probably,” said David. “Isn’t that what happens when you lose your job? Think of how happy it made them all feel, helping

         us out.”

      


      “Oh, no.” Micki laughed. “And Grant was so serious about it.”


      David looked at a couple of job offers that came loaded with conditions: Teach a few more courses than you’ve been doing for

         a little lower salary, take over our statistics classes, keep a low profile, and we’ll vote on tenure in the middle of the

         second year of your two-year contract. The message was clear: He might be a good teacher and researcher, perhaps, but he was

         damaged goods, a two-time loser who, if necessary, could be dumped after a couple of years.

      


      We weren’t about to make any promises. We knew that wherever we went, no matter how obscure the school or however isolated

         the community, we’d find ourselves becoming involved in the same kinds of issues that had preoccupied us since our graduate

         school days at Chicago. There was no way we could stand in front of a classroom and pretend that what was going on all around

         us didn’t have anything to do with us or our students. We were tired of being humiliated by college administrators and let

         down by our colleagues. We had to get far away from all this, settle down. The civil rights and antiwar movements—and certainly

         academia—could manage without us for a while.

      


      We’d been made at least dimly aware of something called the “back-to-the-land movement” through one of Micki’s earliest and

         most successful projects, the setting up of a bulk-buying, natural-foods cooperative designed to serve both the university

         and inner-city communities, and, in ordering, we’d come into direct contact with providers of environmentally sound, organic

         produce all across the country—Deaf Smith grains, Erehwon (“Nowhere”) vegetables, cheeses, and even organic beef and veal.

         We’d begun to spend our Saturday mornings at the crowded St. Louis Farmers’ Market, getting to know the farmers who came up

         from the Ozarks, backed their trucks up to the stalls in the old glass-roofed pavilion, and displayed their produce—butter

         and eggs, cheeses, vegetables, live chickens and rabbits, skinned-out possums and raccoons. A couple of families, one of which

         made the best cottage cheeses, and another that had the best potatoes, caught our attention from the outset if only because

         of the way in which their preteenaged children were so obviously a part of their operations—moving produce out of the truck,

         making change, stacking boxes, weighing, and sorting. Perhaps it was their example that somehow inspired us to buy a dozen

         Leghorn pullets that the father told us were “just about ready to start laying” and house them in a room in the old unused

         carriage house at the end of our driveway. Heartened by our success—ten eggs a day!—we went out a few weeks later, bought

         a couple of rabbits and a duck for our backyard menagerie, and began thinking that perhaps it might be good to take off to

         the country for a few years, raise some animals and the boys far from the din and stress of city life and American politics

         in the seventies.

      


      Perhaps because we had seen it up close as children, neither of us entertained much of a romantic view of country living or

         farm life. David had spent his childhood summers on the abandoned hundred-acre farm in northwestern Pennsylvania that his

         grandparents had bought during the Depression, where they’d eked out a living growing corn and hay, milking a dozen cows,

         plowing and seeding and mowing with rusted, worn-out horse-drawn equipment. It had been a great place for a kid, but he never

         developed any interest in becoming a farmer. Both Micki’s parents had grown up on farms, and she had spent many happy summers

         on her grandparents’ farm in Illinois. But farming was hard, and neither of her parents returned to the land after college.

         Still, the idea of finding a piece of land, growing our own food, and raising the boys in the country had a certain intrinsic

         appeal. Anybody could see how much the boys enjoyed feeding our small menagerie and collecting the warm eggs every morning.

      


      One afternoon Micki brought home a ragged copy of something called the Mother Earth News, which she had come across at the co-op, and we leafed through articles entitled “Living on $6,500 a Year,” “The Plains Indian

         Tipi” (“the best movable shelter ever developed”), and others on how to make yogurt and “digger bread.” It was pretty corny,

         we agreed, and certainly nothing to be taken very seriously. Nevertheless, Micki went out the next day and found another copy

         of the magazine, a special issue entitled “How to Get Out of the City and Back to the Land.” We ordered the “highly recommended”

         United Farm Agency catalog, which listed “hundreds of reasonably priced properties across the nation,” as well as a book by

         a former professor named Scott Nearing who had moved to the country decades before, where he was, according to the title of

         his book, Living the Good Life.


      We spent a couple of weeks that next summer traveling up and down the East Coast, checking out United Farm Agency listings

         and following up leads that took us to a dairy farm in Nova Scotia (“Do you want to milk sixty-five cows twice a day for the rest of your life.?” asked Micki as we stood there in the barn surrounded

         by throbbing milking machines. “I don’t.”) and to a commune run by affable simpletons that we could buy into for a few thousand dollars (“These people aren’t

         like us, are they, Mom?” said Grant as we drove away from the waving, smiling crowd that had gathered to see us off). And

         later, after a couple of telephone calls in response to an ad placed by a group calling itself the California Agrarian League

         that offered “land in Mendocino County from $300 per acre,” David flew out to San Francisco and hitchhiked his way up the

         coast, only to discover that the Agrarian League consisted of several hippie realtors who had only a few parcels that they

         were trying to sell at considerably more than $300 per acre.

      


      “It was a waste of money,” David said when he returned and Micki met him at the airport with the boys. “But it’s probably

         the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen. There are redwood trees coming right down to the ocean, the waves crashing on the

         rocks.”

      


      “Did you see anything we could consider buying?” asked Micki as she reached across the backseat of the Volvo to strap Reed

         in.

      


      “It’s really expensive out there, even for what I thought was some pretty useless land. Nothing like the prices in New Hampshire

         or the Ozarks. And the economic situation is really bad. They’ve got one of the highest unemployment rates in the country.

         Just about the only work is logging and sheep ranching, and there’s not even much of that. I don’t know how we could ever

         make a living there, even if we could afford the land.”

      


      “So it’s out of the question?”


      “Pretty much so,” said David. “But if we ever did move to the land, that’s the place to go. God, it’s beautiful. We ought to take a trip out there together someday.”

      


      Micki’s diary, May 1972: David spent the last two weeks in northern California. Didn’t find anything. Seeing the way things are going in academia and

               the world (just heard Nixon’s madman speech tonight), a mountaintop in California might he one of the more sensible places

               to he about now.


      Hearings on his tenure begin next week now that the students are safely out of the way, the semester having ended. The committee

               is a real hanging jury, but we don’t have anything left to lose and might even get in a few good punches.


      It didn’t take us long to realize that we really were neither financially nor psychologically prepared to give country living

         a try. The few places we saw that we liked were far too expensive, and we didn’t have any idea of how we’d manage to make

         a living off in the boondocks somewhere. It was one thing to be young and unencumbered and head off into the hills to live

         in a tepee or a yurt, as the Mother Earth News and the Last Whole Earth Catalog suggested. Or to be independently wealthy, or to adopt the kind of austere life-style old Scott Nearing had. It was quite

         a different matter to be the thirty-five-year-old parents of three young boys with all the needs that children have. Going

         off somewhere and living off the land was something we might be able to consider doing someday, but it was out of the question

         now. Besides, there were other, interesting things that we could do, such as going off to another country to live.

      


      David sent his résumé off to a half dozen British Commonwealth universities that advertised in the New Statesman, which we had been reading ever since we’d spent a year together at the London School of Economics in the early sixties. The

         University of Nairobi in Kenya, Amando Bellow in northern Nigeria, the University of Hong Kong, Makerere University in Uganda,

         the University of Singapore: We knew next to nothing about any of them, really, except that they were all very British and

         very far from St. Louis. And far enough away, apparently, to consider David’s credentials apart from his political life, for

         we soon found ourselves sorting through a half dozen telegrammed offers. A two-year professorial appointment at Uganda’s Makerere

         University—generally regarded as “the Harvard of Africa”—was the most attractive. Makerere offered plenty of good research

         opportunities, and Uganda, in addition to having a good climate, was home to some of the best game reserves in Africa. A new

         government, led by a former army officer by the name of Idi Amin, was in power, but our colleagues who specialized in African

         affairs assured us that his regime was essentially reformist and populist and nothing we needed to be concerned about.

      


      We sold the house—“the best part of living in St. Louis,” Micki said many times before and afterward—for barely more than

         what we’d paid for it just three years earlier, a price that didn’t begin to compensate for the work we did that first politics-free

         summer when, soaked with sweat, we scraped and painted most of the fifteen dingy rooms of the seedy old mansion. It took several

         days for us to pack dozens of cardboard boxes with scholarly and children’s books to be mailed—the cheapest way of getting

         them there—to Uganda. And as a part of the deal with the buyer of the house, we filled one room with furniture and personal

         belongings that we planned to pick up when we returned from Uganda in two years. After saying farewell to our friends and

         neighbors, we deposited our $12,000 equity from the house—just a bit less than David’s yearly salary as an associate professor—in

         the bank and headed east in our seven’year-old Volvo, our Coleman pop-top camper in tow.

      


      A week later we were on the SS France, steaming for Southampton, where we planned to catch a plane to Uganda. As things were to turn out, we were en route to California—the

         long way.

      


   

      CHAPTER TWO


      African Sojourn


      The five of us leaned up against the rail of the upper deck of the France and waved good-bye to America as the tugs nudged us out into the Hudson River. The boys, holding hands and having been warned

         not to get separated, were a study in contrasts: Grant at seven, solemn, big-boned, with Dutch-boy straight blond hair; Drew

         a curly-headed imp of four; and at two and a half, his black puffed-up Afro framing his delicate features, tiny Reed, who

         was visibly intent upon giving the impression that he understood what was going on. They were appropriately enough attired

         in matching khaki safari shorts, oversize-looking hiking boots, and the forest green shoulder packs they’d crammed full with

         the books, drawing paper, and Magic Markers we’d told them they’d be in charge of for the duration of what they, at least,

         regarded as a great adventure. They’d spent hours looking through the World Book and leafing through tourist agency brochures that depicted the jungle, people, and animals of East Africa, and had done nothing

         else but talk about where we’d go and what we’d see once we arrived in Uganda. For us, though, no matter how bright a face

         we tried to put on things, no matter how self-imposed our exile might be, our leaving meant that we had at least temporarily

         conceded defeat in a battle that directly and indirectly had cost us friends, our home, and a couple of jobs and had left

         us worn out, angry, and unsure that our efforts had made any difference at all. It was with mixed feelings that we watched

         the New York skyline recede.

      


      “You’re a little choked up, aren’t you?” asked Micki, glancing over the heads of the boys at David as the ship came around

         into the wind and the tugs backed off.

      


      “A little,” he said. “You are, too.”


      Drew pulled at David’s arm. “I gotta go to the bathroom,” he said with a pained, urgent look. “Bad.”


      “Now?”


      “Right away,” said Drew.


      David glanced over at Micki, who shook her head. “I’ll stay up here with Reed and Grant,” she said. “We don’t want to miss

         this.”

      


      David and Drew made their way through the crowd and down the empty corridors and stairwells of the ship to their stateroom.


      Twenty minutes later, when they came back up on deck, the crowd had thinned, the sun had gone under, and it had turned cold.


      “Maybe I should feel guilty about this, but I don’t at all,” Micki stated after the waiter had taken our order. We’d arranged

         for the boys to eat at the first sitting and had had dinner by ourselves for the four nights we’d been at sea. “I think I

         earned this.” She smiled, raising her wineglass.

      


      “You did,” said David. Micki was looking better than she had for a long time. It had been hard these last few years, he thought.

         Ever since everything fell apart in Connecticut. Harder for her than for him.

      


      “You don’t think there’s anything to worry about, do you?” she said, suddenly serious. “About what that Englishman said?”


      We’d met him that afternoon as the boys bobbed in the tiny indoor pool. A big, friendly walrus of a character, he’d been to

         Uganda. “A wonderful place, a beautiful country.” Then he frowned. “You do know there’s been something on the ship’s wire

         about it, don’t you? Something about the Asians, the shopkeepers, there. Frightfully hardworking people, the Asians. Seems

         this new bloke, this Amin fellow, wants to boot them out.”

      


      “It’ll be all right,” David said as the waiter appeared with the appetizer. “It has to be a ruse of some kind. There’s no

         way he can expel them.”

      


      We got the rest of the news when we docked in Southampton. As the other passengers bustled around us, rounding up their luggage,

         porters, and cabs, we stood huddled together next to the terminal newsstand, skimming through the Times, the Mirror, the Guardian, and the Daily Telegraph, the full political spectrum. It was true: Idi Amin had decreed that all Asians had to leave Uganda within thirty days. The

         editorial consensus was that Amin would be forced to rescind the order shortly since it blatantly violated commonwealth agreements,

         and Amin, after all, was a creature of Her Majesty’s government, since it had quite openly helped him to overthrow the previous

         government of Milton Obote, who happened to be a troublesome socialist.

      


      “It doesn’t look very serious,” David assured the boys, who had been standing by patiently while we perused the newspapers.


      “I’m not so sure about that,” Micki said quietly, with her back to the boys so they couldn’t hear her. Grant had already sensed

         our concern aboard ship and wondered if we “might not be going to Africa after all.” She turned back to the boys. “It’s all

         going to turn out fine,” she told them. She took Reed’s and Drew’s hands, and we strode across the terminal together to the

         Cook & Sons agency. We arranged for the shipment of our three big steamer trunks to Mombasa and rented a car to drive to London,

         where, after a week or two, we planned to catch our plane to Kampala.

      


      Agadir was a coastal town on the edge of the Sahara, two thousand miles south of London. It certainly was not where we had

         expected to find ourselves that fall. The situation in Uganda had proven to be more serious than we’d feared, and we’d decided

         to wait it out by taking a two-week trip to France in a Volkswagen camper that English friends had loaned us. The two weeks

         had lengthened into a three-month stay in Morocco.

      


      At first we had meandered down the west coast of France and into Spain, picking up the Herald Tribune every time we came to a town of any size and anxiously seeking out fresh news about Uganda. But eventually, on a drizzly

         evening in a gloomy roadside campground in the Pyrenees, after we’d read about the murder of a Peace Corps volunteer and the

         disappearance of yet another Makerere teacher, we agreed that no matter how much the situation there seemed to improve, as

         we had been expecting it would ever since our arrival in England, it still would be dangerous to go there as an employee of

         a government that was run by an obvious madman.

      


      We had the choice of simply biding our time someplace where the cost of living was low until Amin was overthrown—as we were

         sure he soon would be—or heading back to the United States. The latter wasn’t very appealing, partly because we had spent

         so much getting to Europe and wouldn’t be reimbursed if David didn’t take the job, and partly because we had neither a job

         nor a home to return to back in the States. We decided to wait it out.

      


      The consensus of those we’d talked with about our predicament was that we should continue south to Morocco. It was cheaper

         than Spain, and we could live there for a long time on very little money. Morocco was only a place on a map that we knew nothing

         about. But it was in Africa, and we convinced the boys, who were becoming increasingly unhappy about this latest turn in our plans, that even

         though there were no big animals or game preserves there, it would be “really interesting.” Besides, we’d be there only until

         it was safe to go on to Uganda.

      


      Morocco proved sufficiently interesting at the outset to make the boys almost forget about Uganda. A land of contrasts in

         which biblical scenes were superimposed against backdrops of gleaming corporate hotels and seaside discos, of camels tethered

         next to fourteen-wheel semitrailer trucks, of bikinied tourists and veiled natives. Our plan was to explore the country before

         settling down, and we spent several days driving along the Mediterranean, past young boys waving bags of kief—marijuana leaves—for sale, camping outside Berber villages, and then cutting south to Fez, Casablanca, and Marrakech.

      


      Micki’s diary, October 1972: Reed, who looks “Maroc,” is a curiosity here. The veiled women in the medinas come up and ask if he is “Maroc,” the implication

               being that if he is, what’s he doing with us? We are, of course, a high’status family since we have three boys: here they

               have only one child and a girl if one happens to be a boy and the other a girl.


       When Saud, a young Moroccan who was anxious to practice his English and befriended us at a Fez campsite, learned that we were

         looking for a place to stay, he told us he had exactly the place and, one hot afternoon, took us to a dusty, rock-strewn,

         and barren-looking farm that a friend of his had for rent. It was only after being served mint tea, bread, and pomegranates

         by the old woman caretaker that we asked to see, among other things, the water supply. She proudly led us through a maze of

         stone-and-mud walls to a courtyard where a couple of scrawny chickens sat on the edge of a waist-high, circular enclosure.

         She said something to our friend.

      


      “There is much water here,” he told us.


      We looked into the dark pool. It was alive with tiny red worms swimming near the surface.


      “Oh, my God,” gulped Micki. “The tea water.”


      Two nights later Reed, the only one of the boys who had drunk much of the tea—Grant and Drew found it too syrupy sweet—awoke

         screaming with stomach pains and diarrhea. At daybreak we rushed him to Agadir, a coastal resort town to the south, where

         the only doctor we could find told us that he had a “serious stomach disorder” that would “probably pass,” and there was really

         nothing he could do for him. For two days we sat around the camper, watching the waves wash over the campground beach, as

         Reed lay sprawled in a near stupor on one of the camper mats, shaded by the van from the glare of the sun, his eyes glazed

         and unseeing. Back in Agadir we found a different doctor, who prescribed some medicine, and by the end of the week Reed was

         on his feet again, but only barely, and he was thin and emaciated. We had gotten to know the city well in our search for a

         competent doctor. With its relentlessly modern white poured-concrete apartment buildings, hotels, plazas, and shops, what

         it lacked in character it made up for in sanitation and convenience, for it had been rebuilt a dozen years before after a

         devastating earthquake. It was not the kind of town in which we would have ordinarily chosen to settle, but Reed’s illness

         had drawn us up short and made us realize just how lacking in resources and local connections we actually were. After a couple

         of months of camping we were more than ready to trade local color for some stability. With the help of an Anglophile real

         estate agent we found an apartment in a low-income Berber neighborhood. “We could get the same thing in St. Louis for half

         as much,” Micki whispered, when the agent told us the rent. Still, from one of the rooms, if you looked carefully between

         the line of luxury hotels down on the coast, you could see the ocean, and it did have a flush toilet of sorts and running

         water that, presumably, wasn’t worm infested. We paid two months’ rent in advance and settled in to wait for the fall of a

         dictator three thousand miles across the continent.

      


      From Micki’s diary: October 1972: We have a five-room flat with a big courtyard, sparkling white with marble floors, a tub, and a toilet, though no furniture.

               We’ve been sleeping on mats from the van and cooking in a tagine over charcoal like our neighbors. Today we have three Berbers

               tearing out the toilet, which hasn’t worked since we moved in, and as I write, they have disconnected it and are tipping it,

               full of shit, into the drainage sewer in the middle of the courtyard. Lots of local color here! And now a boy from downstairs

               has appeared to say that the shop below is being deluged with shit. What a romantic place.


      As the days passed it became painfully obvious that sitting and waiting for something to happen was harder than we’d anticipated.

         When we left England we hadn’t planned to settle in Morocco or anywhere else, and we’d brought with us only the sorts of things

         you take on a family camping trip—a few books and toys, some clothing, and cooking utensils. We had a couple of African histories

         and some novels, but none of the boys’ read’aloud favorites, since those had long since been mailed ahead to Uganda. The picture

         books the boys had stuffed into their backpacks were tattered and boring by now, and the Magic Markers no longer worked. Contrary

         to what we had promised, Morocco wasn’t interesting at all. The way the Berbers dressed and talked, the trips to the souk for groceries, the outdoor marketplaces, buying sardines off the boat, and picking up fresh-baked bread at the bakery around

         the corner, all had become commonplace. There was nothing to do except wait until afternoons when the neighborhood children

         came home from school and go down into the little cul-de-sac and kick a soccer ball around with them for a while. But even

         that was no fun, they complained, because there was not enough space to get a real game going, and nobody ever kicked the

         ball to Reed. Back in St. Louis, Grant reminded us, there was a big field, and even the little kids got a chance to play.

      


      “If they could read, or if we had something we could read to them, it would be different,” Micki said one evening, after we’d

         spent most of dinner out in the courtyard talking about when and if we’d be able to get down to Uganda. “They’re bored silly,

         and I don’t blame them.”

      


      “We should have brought more reading material,” said David, looking up from one of the novels.


      “Sure, and we both knew that we’d end up here in Morocco.”


      “Maybe we ought to see about getting them into some kind of school. At least it would give them something to do.”


      “Maybe Grant could learn to read,” said David. “Then at least one of us will have accomplished something while we’re here.”


      Grant had spent two happy years in a new Montessori school in St. Louis where bug collecting, story-telling, and building

         fanciful structures out of scrap materials were encouraged more than learning the three R’s. Now, as he approached his eighth

         birthday, Grant—who his teacher had repeatedly assured us was very bright and “exceptionally verbal”—couldn’t read. Now, it

         would seem, might be as good a time to learn as any.

      


      As foreigners the boys couldn’t enroll in the government schools, we quickly discovered, and it was too late to enroll them

         in the French school, which served the children of the local middle class. “You could send them to the Hebrew school,” the principal there told us with a look that said it was something she wouldn’t do. “I think it’s somewhere over in your neighborhood,” she sniffed.

      


      It was in an old, nearly windowless mud-plastered building that must somehow have managed to survive the earthquake and sat

         forlornly in the middle of a hard-packed dirt courtyard. The principal—who, we quickly discovered, was the sole teacher and

         the proprietor as well—seemed happy to see us. She escorted us into the back of a dark classroom, where twenty children of

         all ages huddled intently over their books, only a few of them daring to sneak a glance at the visitors. An old man sat hunched

         in the corner and barked something at one of the neighborhood boys who had greeted us with a small wave. “Pour la discipline,” said the principal, gesturing toward the old man.

      


      “Do you think you can handle it?” Micki asked Grant once we were back outside. This gloomy, almost medieval classroom was

         a far cry from what he’d known back in St. Louis. For one thing, there would be language problems: the principal spoke French,

         but course work was in Arabic and Hebrew, and the children spoke Berber. Grant nodded apprehensively.

      


      “What about you, Drew?” He had spent two years in preschool, where, engrossed in projects that only preschoolers might appreciate,

         he didn’t speak a word for the first year and a half. He shrugged. “What else is there?”

      


      The teacher assured us that they’d have no trouble fitting in. “No problem, no problem,” she said as she stuffed the first

         month’s tuition—six dollars—into her pocket and shooed the boys back into the building. “No problem.”

      


      Drew lasted until noon. They had come home for the usual Laughing Cow cheese and French bread lunch. “I just sat there all

         morning with my hands folded while that old man walked back and forth and smacked kids who looked around or talked.” He hadn’t

         been hit, had he? No, but he hadn’t looked around or talked, either. “I’m not stupid,” he pointed out indignantly.

      


      Maybe it would be better in the afternoon, we suggested. It might be better after he got used to it.


      “I’m not going back,” Drew said adamantly. “The stupid place.”

      


      “It’s really not a good place for him,” Grant said. We’d noticed how the boys had just begun to back up each other in situations

         like this.

      


      “Well, what about you?”


      “I’ll try it for a while.”


      Grant came home a week later and announced that his teacher had gotten very angry with him that afternoon. It seemed that

         after looking through his notebook she had waved it in his face and shouted something at him and the whole classroom that

         he couldn’t understand. “She acted kind of crazy,” he said. Drew nodded his head. He’d known she was crazy right from the beginning.

      


      The three of us were met at the schoolroom door the next morning by the teacher and the old man, who, in the morning sunlight,

         looked to be at least eighty years old. Was there something wrong with Grant’s work? Both began nodding vigorously. Yes, there

         was, said the teacher. She snatched Grant’s notebook from his hands and held it up.

      


      “Vois!” she exclaimed, waving it and pointing to a page. “Vois!”


      We said we didn’t understand, couldn’t see anything wrong.


      “Vois!” she shrieked. “Vois!” She turned to the old man, who was jerking his head up and down at what appeared to be a life-threatening pace.

      


      “Vois!” he agreed. “Vois!”


      “Wait a minute,” said Micki, taking the notebook back from the teacher. “Something strange is going on here. My French can’t

         be that bad.”

      


      She flipped through it. There was nothing there that we hadn’t seen the night before: French words carefully rendered in childish

         block letters and some indecipherable marks that we presumed were Arabic.

      


      Micki tried again. “Je ne comprends pas,” she said, handing back the notebook.

      


      “Vois! Vois!” the two of them began again.

      


      “Let’s get out of here,” urged Micki, taking Grant by the hand and carefully backing away. It was like a scene out of a comic

         opera. We stumbled backward a few more steps as the two of them advanced on us, and then, as one, turned abruptly and scurried

         across the yard as their angry cries rang out after us.

      


      “What,” exclaimed David, “was that all about?”

      


      “Maybe he wrote something obscene in Arabic,” said Micki.


      “Or French,” Grant added. “All I did was copy what was on the blackboard. I couldn’t even read it.”


      We never did figure out what Grant had done to precipitate their reaction, but the episode prompted us to take yet another

         hard look at what was beginning to look like a disaster. Morocco had turned out to be no bargain: The fees and bribes we had

         to pay to transfer money from the United States to the local bank ate up whatever we might have been able to save in living

         costs. And according to our only link to the outside world, the Herald Tribune, things were not getting any better in Uganda; what we thought would be settled in a month or two now looked as if it could

         stretch out for years. If we called it quits and returned now, we’d have to pay for the trip over and back for the five of

         us. We began to think about what for months had been the unthinkable: cutting our losses and going back to gather the roomful

         of belongings we’d stored in what used to be our house, the old Volvo, and the camper. We’d tried to get away, and now, for

         all of our planning, we were worse off than when we’d left St. Louis.

      


      Micki’s diary, November 1972: After a month the plumbing is finally fixed. Every night the plumber would say, “Ça va,” “It works,” and every morning I’d

               search him out to say, “Toilet kaput.” Now we marvel with each clean flush. Speaking of shit, the university is getting some

               flack about David’s case—“the victim of a railroading that has not been seen since the days when the Wabash Cannonball careened

               through the Midwest,” according to a piece in the student newspaper, which last year characterized his case as “boring.”


      “Why not California?” Micki said to David. “You said Mendocino was beautiful. At least we could be doing something there, instead of sitting here watching our money dwindle away.” We were seated around a cast-concrete table—one of our few

         pieces of furniture—in the corner of the courtyard and had just finished recounting for Drew and Reed’s benefit our encounter

         with the crazy teachers. It had begun to sound like a reprise of the St. Louis story: We didn’t have any reason for staying

         on in Morocco now that Uganda seemed out of the picture and the boys couldn’t even go to school. Where did we go from here?

      


      “What would we do, live in the camper?”


      “Why not?” she answered. “We could do it. Look at all the camping we’ve done. And how we’re living here, for heaven’s sake.

         You know we can’t keep bouncing around like this.”

      


      “You know how much this fiasco has cost us, don’t you? We can’t even think about getting some land.”


      “What about Wash U?” she asked. A colleague of David’s had written to say that the administration was anxious to work out

         a settlement in the face of an American Association of University Professors move to censure them for violating his academic

         freedom.

      


      “It’s probably a ruse,” said David. “I wouldn’t believe anything those sons of bitches say.”


      Micki’s diary, November 1972: Things aren’t working out here, partly because of the kids’ isolation and partly because of the cost of living. We’ve heard

               from friends who have been scouring the field for jobs for David; they say there’s little chance of his getting anything decent,

               and besides, we think it’s time to kick that whole damn racket.


      “I knew we wouldn’t go to Uganda,” Grant moaned. “I knew it.”

      


      “There’s nothing we can do about that, Grant,” said Micki. “You’re old enough to understand that.”


      “In California you could have your own animals,” said David. “A dog and cat. Chickens and rabbits, and maybe even a goat or

         two. We could have a garden and everything. How about it, Drew? Reed?”

      


      “It sounds okay to me,” Drew said unenthusiastically. In St. Louis we’d already had all of those, except for the goats.


      David turned to Reed. “It’ll be fun, going to California and living in the woods, won’t it?” Reed shrugged noncommittally.


      “Poor Reed,” said Grant. “By now he doesn’t know what to think.”


      “That’s just it,” said David, turning to Micki, annoyed by the boys’ passivity. It was as if they were saying they weren’t

         buying into this one, this latest adventure. “We really need a place we could always come back to, instead of having to bounce

         around like this,” he told Micki, ignoring the boys. “Look at how it’s getting to the kids. They don’t know what’s happening.

         We need to get a place somewhere and dig in. So that no matter what happens, it’s home, a refuge from all this crap.”

      


      “A refuge.” Micki thought for a minute. “Do you really think we could do it?”


      “The only alternative is to stay here. Or start looking for another teaching job in some godforsaken town.”


      “Let’s talk about it some more later,” said Micki, getting up. “How soon do you think we could leave?”


      “Tomorrow,” said Grant, perking up again.


      “Yeah, yeah, tomorrow,” Drew piped up.


      “Tomorrow or the next day,” said David.


      Later that night, when the boys were asleep, we sat in the courtyard sharing what was left of a bottle of harsh Moroccan red

         wine. “If we go back, we’ll really have to go on to California, you know,” said Micki. “No matter what. We just can’t keep

         doing this to the kids. Grant especially. I think he’s beginning to wonder if he can believe anything we tell him.”

      


      “I know. Let’s just hope California makes up for all of this and doesn’t turn into another disaster.”


      “We can’t let it,” said Micki, her voice rising. “No matter what happens.”


      “Right,” agreed David. “Can you have everything ready by tomorrow?”


      “There isn’t much to pack up.”


      “Then let’s get out of here.”


      Micki’s diary, November 1972: Packed camper, late start, last stop at “Banana Village” for two kilos of bananas and one kilo of green oranges. Ate hard-boiled

               eggs and cheese for supper and decided to continue driving on to border, anticipating hassle but went through with ease. Caught

               ferry within twenty minutes and had the first cold beers in three months. A civil engineer on board just back from Uganda

               told us things there were terrible, a good thing we didn’t go on down.


   

      PART TWO
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 Country


   

      CHAPTER THREE


      Not a Place for Children


      We arrived in the Bay Area on one of the coldest days in its history, in the midst of snow flurries and an unprecedented,

         tree-killing frost. The weather was the least of our concerns, however, and we immediately began searching for a place we

         could use as a base while we looked for land farther north. A week later, after locating a tiny furnished house in the Berkeley

         hills that commanded a spectacular view of San Francisco and the Golden Gate Bridge, we set off for Mendocino. It was not

         a particularly auspicious beginning, for on that cold and rainy December day northern California didn’t look like something

         worth traveling six or seven thousand miles to find. The churned-up sea was a forbidding slate gray, the wind blustery and

         raw, the hills olive drab, and the sky became forebodingly darker as we traveled north. Even the usually majestic redwoods

         looked dull and ominous in the dim winter light.

      


      “So this is Mendocino,” Micki said as we rounded a bend on the coast highway and the town came into sight.


      “It’s beautiful when the sun’s out,” said David. Nobody responded. “It really is.”


      We drove into town and pulled up in front of a real estate office that David had visited briefly the year before. Inside,

         portly and garrulous, a walking caricature of a country realtor, “Fast Phil” (“See Phil and Getta Deal,” proclaimed his business

         card) greeted us as if we were old friends. Of course he remembered David, of course he had something to show us, of course he could take us out to look at some properties. Braving the wind and cold rain, we climbed into Fast Phil’s Bronco and visited

         a small redwood house close by, with a view of some offshore rocks and swirling white water.

      


      “White water’s worth more,” said Fast Phil. “’Course if you’re interested in an ocean view without white water, I got those, too.” He told us the price of the house with the white-water view. We didn’t know anything about

         California real estate, but we did know that a tiny wooden house with a white-water view couldn’t be worth three times what

         we’d sold our big red-brick St. Louis house for just six months earlier. Not to us, at least. Did he have something a bit

         less expensive?
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