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        There is nothing else than now. There is neither yesterday, certainly, nor is there any tomorrow. How old must you be before you know that?

         

        — ERNEST HEMINGWAY,

        For Whom the Bell Tolls 
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      Near dawn on July 13, 1936, as three assassins scaled a high garden wall in Tenerife hoping to catch the band of armed guards unaware, I was asleep in a tiny room in Stuttgart, waiting for my life to begin.

      The killers were professionals. They moved without sound, slinking up hidden ropes, never looking at one another or thinking of anything but the next moment’s action. On cat’s feet, they fell from the wall to the ground, passing invisibly through the shadows and creeping softly toward their target.

      It was like a symphony unfolding. Their plan was to take the guards one by one by slitting their throats. Then they would force the door beyond the veranda and climb the marble steps to the little girl’s room. María del Carmen, she was called, ten years old and sweetly sleeping until a rope would gag her quickly and pillows would crush over her small face. Then to the master bedroom, where they would dispatch the last few guards. Everything would be done without firing a single shot. The general and his beautiful wife wouldn’t need to stir even a little in their bed beyond the door, their bodies still as a painting by Velázquez, until death came.

      All of this had been set in motion, but then one of the guards turned suddenly and machine-gun fire cut the night. The assassins scattered, barely escaping with their lives. The general woke at the sound of gunfire, but after hearing from his men what had happened, he only stumbled back to bed. Attempts on his life were not rare and particularly not just then, when he was on the cusp of the thing he’d waited for, as a tiger waits, just out of sight.

      Five days later, the planned uprising in Morocco began. The general broadcast a message urging all military officers to join the insurgence and overthrow the Spanish government. Then he sent his wife and daughter into hiding in France, and was taken through the streets of Tenerife, where already the shooting had begun, to a waiting de Havilland Dragon Rapide. He wore civilian clothes and dark glasses and, by way of further disguise, had shaved off his familiar mustache.

      It was nothing after all this for the trim little plane to take flight, ferrying its passenger to North Africa, where he would prepare the army that would soon overtake mainland Spain. On the way, he donned his uniform, crisp khaki with a red-and-gold belted sash. And just like that, he became General Francisco Franco, newly escaped from exile. Ready to start a war the whole world would be forced to finish.

       

      And what was I doing then, at twenty-seven, when Franco made his play for Spain? Standing in a deepening shadow, as everyone was, whether they realized it or not.

      German troops had recently marched into the Rhineland, and the Nuremberg Laws were being enforced, banning Jews from marrying or bearing children with “pure” Reich citizens, restricting them from public schools and certain businesses, and essentially branding them, along with Afro-Germans and Gypsies, enemies of the Volksgemeinschaft, so the Nazis could protect their Aryan blood in a race-based state. It was all so shocking and so absolutely wrong. And yet you could almost pretend it wasn’t happening by going on with your life and thinking it had nothing to do with you.

      I had lived in Paris on and off for years, trying to be a writer and also falling in love a lot, without being terribly successful at either. I was dying to write a character as glittering and sharp as Lady Brett from The Sun Also Rises, but since I couldn’t, I would settle for trying to be her. I wore long skirts with knit sweaters and sat in cafés smoking too much and crinkling my eyes and saying, “Hello, darling,” to near strangers. I ordered cocktails that were far too strong for me, and laughed at things that were desperate, and threw myself hard at experience, by which I mean married men. But the worst of it was walking home alone afterward under a smeary purple sky feeling not at all like Lady Brett but sad and lonely and thoroughly confused about what to do and who to be.

      Something was missing in my life – in me – and I thought writing could fill it or fix it, or cure me of myself. It was only a notion I had, but I’d been following it faithfully, from St. Louis to New York, New York to Paris, Paris to Cannes, to Capri, and now to Stuttgart, where I meant to do research. I’d recently begun a novel about a young French couple that would do bold and important things in the name of political pacifism – go on strike with coal miners and endure the metal truncheons of the gendarmes, all in the name of social justice.

      The story felt brave and serious to me when I was hunched over my notebooks in the Weltkriegsbibliothek, but there was a moment every day when I stepped out of the library and was confronted with the actual world. How naïve and hopeless the idea of pacifism seemed when the streets were full of brownshirts.

      One day I was at the cinema when two Reich soldiers came through and dragged a young Jewish woman out of her seat in front of me and into the street by the back of her neck like a dog. The lights came down and the film reel began to spin, but I couldn’t be still in my chair and be entertained, not now. Walking back to my pension, I startled several times as I caught my reflection in a shopwindow. I looked Aryan enough, with my blond waves and light blue eyes and strong straight nose. I’d inherited my features from my parents, after all, who had easily passed as Protestant in anti-Semitic St. Louis. But there was Jewish blood in my family on both sides.

      From Stuttgart, I moved on to Munich, where things grew even darker and more ominous. I read about Franco’s coup in Nazi newspapers, which recounted everything in a boasting, sneering way. The rapidly falling Republican regime was described as a pack of “Red Swine Dogs,” while Franco glowed, a prince of the Spanish people. Never mind that the government he and his henchmen were overthrowing was the product of the first democratic election in sixty years. Never mind that innocent people were being butchered so that a few could claim power and total dominion.

      By the time I was back in Paris, Franco had declared martial law and vowed to “unite” Spain again at any cost, even if it meant slaughtering half the population. Most of Spain’s military had joined the Nationalists, while untrained civilians struggled to defend cities and villages. Pamplona, Ávila, Saragossa, Teruel, Segovia, and the whole of Navarre fell like dominoes before a month had passed. Anyone who spoke against the coup was a target. In the old Moorish city of Badajoz, the Nationalists marched almost two thousand into the Plaza de Toros – militiamen and peasant farmers, women and children – and opened fire with machine guns, leaving the bodies where they fell, and then pushing on to Toledo, where they would do the same.

      Worse still were the terrible alliances being formed. Nazi Germany sent state-of-the-art Luftwaffe bomber planes and three thousand troops to Spain in exchange for mineral resources, raw copper and iron ore that would soon help Hitler with his own deadly goals. Submarines were sent and more bombers, hundreds of shiploads of supplies and skilled officers to train Franco’s men and sharpen their ability to kill and torture.

      Mussolini came to Franco’s aid as well, “loaning” him eighty thousand troops and forming the third deadly prong of the Fascist triangle. And just like that, after years of sinister plotting, and almost overnight, Europe was a different place, and a more threatening one. It seemed anything could happen.

      Stalin in the Soviet Union had his own agenda, but for the moment there was much to be gained by aiding Republican Spain. He waited to be joined by the major democracies in the West with arms to sell, but France’s government was bitterly divided, and Britain seemed more concerned with the salacious happenings between King Edward VIII and Wallis Simpson. In the States, Roosevelt was busy trying to manage the crippling effects of the Depression and also in the throes of his reelection campaign. And after all, there was much for America to debate in regard to Spain’s pleas for help. There were troubling rumors of arms being given to anarchists and labor-union militias if they would join the Republic’s cause – a difficult stance to support when there was already so much fear at home about communism.

      Roosevelt decided on a blanket arms embargo, vowing to keep America out of foreign wars as long as possible. But for some of us who watched the shadows deepen all through that fall of 1936, there was no such thing as a foreign war. Nationalist forces spread through innocent villages, killing tens of thousands as they went. As they shelled the capital of Madrid, surrounding it on three sides, we felt responsible. The Republic of Spain had tried for democracy only to be slashed down and tortured. Why was it not our concern?

      Slowly, slowly, and then all at once, thousands of people began to come forward as volunteers. International Brigades were formed out of troops from France and America, Canada, Australia, Mexico. Most of the men weren’t trained soldiers. Most, in fact, had never held a gun, and yet they grabbed what weapons they could – revolvers their fathers had left them, hunting guns, pistols, gas masks from the hardware store – and boarded trains, ships, cargo planes.

      It was a beautiful crusade, and though I wasn’t immediately sure how I would find a role for myself, later I thought only this: It may be the luckiest and purest thing of all to see time sharpen to a single point. To feel the world rise up and shake you hard, insisting that you rise, too, somehow. Some way. That you come awake and stretch, painfully. That you change, completely and irrevocably – with whatever means are at your disposal – into the person you were always meant to be.

      For me the war in Spain will always shine with the light of hard-won transformation. It was like falling in love. Or looking up into the sky to see a burning arrow, which screamed to be followed. It was that simple and complicated all at once. And if more would be set in motion than I could possibly predict or even imagine, I was still ready to say yes. And if I would soon lose my heart forever, never to retrieve it, lose absolutely everything – I was ready for that, too. My life seemed to be demanding it. It was calling me forward. There wasn’t any choice to be made, in the end. I would have to go to it, with my eyes wide open, and my hands open, too, willing to pay the price.
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      For better or worse I was born a traveler, wanting to go everywhere and see everything. My clearest memory, at five or six, was the morning I wrote not crookedly or hurriedly but with care: Dear Mother, how pretty you are. You are lovely to me. Goodbye. Martha. I found a thumbtack and fixed my letter to the newel post at the top of the stairs, and walked out the front door taking nothing with me and not making a sound. Trotting down the block with purpose – for I had thought this out long before – I stole onto the cart of the man who delivered our ice, hoping to end up far from St. Louis, and in the world.

      All that long summer day I was completely hidden and also exhilarated. Being stowed away was part of that, and how I’d gone off alone, in secret. But even more convincing was the strangeness of what I saw through the cracks of the carriage – factories and neighborhoods and whole rambling expanses of my own city that I’d never seen or guessed at. I was happy and even forgot that I was hungry until dusk, when I caught a glimpse of Forest Hills Park and realized we’d traveled only in a wide, known circle.

      That first solo journey had disappointed me, but it set my course anyway. I was a traveler, and that was that. By age twenty-six I had seen most of Europe, swum naked in three oceans, and met diplomats and Bolsheviks. College couldn’t hold my interest, so I’d abandoned it, earning my own way. It seemed imperative not only to be on the move, and feeling things, but also to be my own person, and to live my own life, and not anyone else’s.

      But in January of 1936, my mother called me home to St. Louis with a cable saying my father was ill. I went by train, nervously shredding the cable in my coat pocket as I went. For as long as I could remember, my mother had been careful never to let anyone see her worry. But tension and anxiety had come through even in her telegram’s few dashed-off words, and I didn’t know how I would find her, or my father, and if I was up to facing him, ill and frail. To facing things as they were.

      My mother, Edna, was always the North Star in my sky, and also kinder than anyone living. She was warm and intelligent and good all through, and though she’d devoted her life to tirelessly championing women’s rights and was ready, always, to be on the right side of things and people and causes, somehow the campaigns and marches and community speeches never got in the way of her being a mother, or a wife. Every evening she would stop whatever she was doing the moment she heard my father’s key in the lock. Then she’d hurry to the bottom of the stairs just as he sailed through the door, planted his gray felt hat on the wooden stand, and kissed her.

      This evening ritual was a tender thing between them and their oldest habit. But it also seemed to be an inked-in promise of the future. Of utter reliability going forward as far as it was possible to see. Of all the kisses to come. I remember feeling, as a child, that it took no effort at all for my mother to be at the door every evening. Time obviously colluded to arrange it – slowing so she could stop everything to be exactly there whenever the door swung open every day. But of course I was mistaken. It took tremendous effort and will, too. And choice, and determination. Other things tumbled so she could be at the stairs. They did, though I had never seen or heard them as they fell.

      My father, George Gellhorn, was a celebrated and esteemed obstetrician, with a busy practice and teaching positions at two hospitals, and a glowing, impeccable way of being in the world. He was that pillar father, straight out of a George Eliot novel, managing his family with smooth care, precise as the inner workings of a Swiss timepiece, and his patients, too. And everything.

      In his study, there were thousands of books in alphabetical order with their spines perfectly aligned. And he had read all of them. I thought he knew everything there was to know when I was a girl, and everything about me, too. Maybe that’s why I was forever trying to please him and win his approval, so I could finally be the daughter I saw flickering with promise and possibility in his eyes. It was perhaps the greatest difficulty of my life, coming to terms with the truth. Of course that daughter didn’t exist. She never could.

       

      From St. Louis Union Station, I hired a car to take me to McPherson Avenue, where I stood in front of the wide, polished door and let myself fantasize for one long moment about running rather than facing the music. The last time I’d been home, my father and I had fought so terribly I couldn’t remember his words without flinching. And now he was gravely ill, possibly dying.

      The door swung open, and my mother was there, looking at me as if I’d lost my senses. “Marty! Come in. You’ll catch your death.”

      As she pulled me inside and into her arms, her smell alone undid me. Lavender water and face powder, and good linen. Every moment of my life was hers to hold, the fortnightly dances and Saturday breakfasts, her humming along to running water, or reciting bits of practice speeches she was always working out in her head. Picnic lunches, just us two, at Creve Coeur, near the burbling falls, where I prayed that she would never die. And evenings on our front porch, books tented in our laps as the light faded, and white moths stuck to the screen door.

      It was like floodgates opening, being there on the same stretch of the crimson Persian carpet where I had lost countless games of marbles with my brothers. All the distances I had traveled, trying to be myself, didn’t matter here, where nothing ever changed. Not the mahogany furniture or the art or the books in their placement on the shelves. Not the eggshell sheen on the walls, or the quality of light coming through the stained-glass window on the landing. This was the light of childhood. I was all the ages I had ever been.

      “How is he?” I asked when I was able to compose myself.

      “We’ll know more tomorrow.” Her face was tight and drawn, hard to look at, or to look away from. She was still a beautiful woman and always would be. But I could see her cares etched around her cornflower-blue eyes and along her jawline, and the sleepless nights, too. Silvered strands of her hair had fallen loose from the low knot she always wore, and her navy shirtwaist was creased under her strand of pearls.

      I didn’t want to ask if the doctors had mentioned cancer, and couldn’t somehow. The word had been on my mind all the way out from Connecticut, but I simply held it, leaded and razor-edged, as I trailed her quietly to where he was resting. Down the long hall, past the secretary and round mirror, the heavy chandelier, each known thing was sturdy and anchoring, exactly where it should be. At an angle under the stairs, the grand piano sat with sheets of one of Chopin’s nocturnes open on the scrolled music stand, though no one had played it in many years, not since my youngest brother had gone off to medical school in Virginia.

      “Is Alfred coming?” I asked.

      “At the end of the week if he can get away. He’s just started a new round of courses.”

      I waited for her to mention George and Walter, my older two brothers. They were both in the East and married with young children. If they were coming as well, then it really was as awful as I feared. But she only kept walking.

      Upstairs, my brothers’ childhood bedrooms had long since been converted to guest rooms, while mine on the third floor under the eaves had been preserved with all the care of a time capsule. I looked forward to escaping there later, but now there was this, my father as thin as I had ever seen him, his complexion nearly gray against yellow linens. He was propped on a pillow, with his eyes closed. But he wasn’t sleeping.

      The cable had said that he was suffering terribly with his stomach and that his doctors would operate. Later I would know more, how he’d kept secrets from us for years, fighting to hide his symptoms, his pain, from everyone, even my mother, because he guessed he was dying. During his months and months of silence, things had grown dire.

      “Marty’s here,” my mother’s voice called out now.

      His eyes opened and his lips tightened over a smile. “Martha.”

      I felt very small, suddenly, and that there were two of me, the girl I was and the one he wished he could put in her place. Both loved him but had never been able to say it. Because anger was there, too, side by side with the loving feelings, the wish to hurt him, the wish to pull him close forever.

      My mother urged me forward, into the chair that had been pulled up alongside the bed, and then went over to the window seat and opened a newspaper. His hand, when I took it, was thin and riddled with veins, but warm. When was the last time I had held my father’s hand?

      “I’m going to be perfectly fine,” he said before I could speak. “I have the very best surgeons in St. Louis.”

      “I thought you were the best surgeon in St. Louis.”

      The joke was stiff, but he smiled for me before being caught up by a spasm. It took hold, changing his face so that I had to look away, anywhere. When the pain cleared, and he lay there, breathing heavily, taking some water, he said, “I’ve been reading your book. It’s wonderful.”

      There it was on his nightstand. The plain paper manuscript of my latest effort, The Trouble I’ve Seen. I had sent it just before Christmas as a gift, though it hadn’t been an easy decision. He hadn’t been able to finish my first book, a novel, and told me so, calling it vulgar. I had worked on it for two years while in Europe, then found a publisher on my own and even gotten a small advance. But you would have thought I’d made a deal on the black market from the way he laid out the terms of his disappointment in a long, impassioned letter. My characters were immoral and frivolous. He didn’t know why I had bothered when there were so many worthwhile things to write about. What Mad Pursuit followed three college girls who were desperate to find themselves, who travel everywhere and take men to bed and contract syphilis, and otherwise stumble along, developing a dingy film of loneliness. Obviously he’d seen my own failings in the pages, though I’d only meant to show him how clever my dialogue was, and how gaspingly well I’d described the sea.

      I read his biting letter over and over, fuming and wanting to spit all sorts of terrible things back. But behind my anger was a bottomless kind of hurt. At some point, I crumpled the pages and threw them in the bin, but that didn’t solve anything. Every last word was still with me, way down in one corner of my seething heart, where they ticked and smoked as if they might detonate at any moment.

      This latest book was utterly different, a collection of stories about people struck hard by the Depression, and I had taken it on meaning to do social good.

      “You really liked it?” I asked him now, unable to keep the plaintive tone out of my voice.

      “A lot of it is sad, of course. And I imagine it might be more difficult to get a contract for this one after the reviews you received for the last.” He said it with no malice whatsoever, as if he were talking about eggs, or rain. “But maybe it doesn’t work that way.”

      “It does, actually, but I won’t give up. I couldn’t bear working so hard for nothing.”

      “Of course you won’t give up.” My mother rose to stand at the foot of the bed. “We Gellhorns aren’t quitters. And for the record, I think it’s marvelous, too. You’ve made those characters come alive. I felt them as terribly true.”

      “Thank you,” I heard myself say as I wrestled an array of competing emotions. I wanted my parents to be proud of me and to take me seriously. I also wanted to be well past caring, complete and needing only my own validation. That was the bar I always tried for, anyway.

      “We have to be at the hospital at six sharp,” my mother reminded, and then offered a hand. I took it, suddenly as tired as I had ever felt. “Let’s leave your father to rest.”
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      The next morning before dawn, my mother and I got my father downstairs and packed into the car, tucking blankets around his legs as if weather were the problem, and not whatever it was that ate away at him from deep inside. It was beginning to snow.

      At Barnes Hospital, they admitted him and then whisked him off through swinging wooden doors while the two of us waited in the cafeteria, drinking terrible coffee, and then moved to a bland visitors’ sitting room. Outside, the storm picked up, dropping a soundless sheet of white. It seemed the only way to keep time, watching the drifts pile higher and higher on the windowsills and on the tops of the cars five floors below us in the parking lot, looking more and more like mounded sugar.

      “He’s going to be fine,” we kept telling each other at intervals.

      “He is.”

      It was a talisman we were braiding back and forth, repeating the words without variation until they were links in a chain of hope, or faith, or whatever lies between.

      And then late in the day, one of the surgeons walked toward us carrying his cloth cap in his hands, and I thought I would rather step out of my own skin than hear what he had to say. I could barely stand to watch his mouth move. But then the surprise came. The news was good.

      It was cancer, after all, but the tumor had come out easily and whole, and didn’t appear to have spread anywhere else. They would keep my father at the hospital until he was stronger, but there was every reason to be hopeful.

      “Oh, thank God,” my mother cried, and we held each other. I felt her shake as we both laughed through tears, and my heart lightened all at once. A magician’s dove set free.

       

      On the way home, later, after we’d seen him and felt even more assured that all truly would be well, we drove miles out of our way to stop at the German bakery at Soulard Market for poppy-seed cakes. In our kitchen, my mother warmed milk in a saucepan, and it felt like Christmas had come again, only with a better gift. The milk went into a heavy mug, and I savored its heat in my hands as she asked how I’d been. Now, on the other side of so much worry and strain, we could finally talk naturally.

      I told her all about the borrowed house in New Hartford, Connecticut, where I’d been holed up writing of late. How I loved my little room with its desk that faced a long meadow, and how it felt like an incredible treasure to have months of time, and nowhere else to be, and nothing pressing to think of.

      I hadn’t noticed her expression shifting while I talked.

      “You should come home,” she said after some silence. “It’s not polite to impose on friends for so long.”

      “Oh, Fields doesn’t care.” W. F. Fields was my current benefactor. I didn’t yet think of him as a friend; we hadn’t known each other long. “It’s not like that. He’s never there anyway, since he works in the city.”

      “What about his wife?”

      “He’s a bachelor, Mother, and his house is enormous. He hardly knows I’m there.”

      The moment the words left my mouth, I realized my error. Of course she would be far more troubled by no wife in the picture than the possible impingement on Fields’s generosity. And though she didn’t say these next words, I heard them anyway, reading the tension in her shoulders: What will people say?

      “It’s really all right,” I tried to explain. This wasn’t the stuff of tawdry melodrama. Fields had never been my beau or even a conquest. He was a stuffy UN type with an encyclopedic knowledge of China. I’d met him at a party in Washington, and we’d gotten to discussing my writing, and this new work, a collection of long stories based on some of the people I’d met when I was traveling the States as a narrative reporter for FERA, the Federal Emergency Relief Administration. I hadn’t been able to forget those people – that’s all I had said, and that it would be nice to have a place to dive in completely, the way Fitzgerald and Hemingway had had Paris.

      “Well, it’s hardly Paris,” he’d replied, and then extended the offer of his weekend house upstate. I saw no reason not to accept. And that was really all there was to it. Later, he made a pass at me when he came to use the house for a snowy getaway, but it had been after three very severe martinis, in his defense, and I had fought him off easily enough. We’d been able to laugh at the whole thing later.

      I knew my mother couldn’t hear any of this and feel reassured. So I simply said, “I really can take care of myself,” and then changed the subject to the articles I’d lately been pitching to magazines. For the past several years, I’d made a stab at serious journalism, but apparently didn’t have the right background. Or maybe it was the way I looked. When I could arrange a meeting at all, editors eyed me up and down, taking in my long legs, my good clothes, my hair, and pegged me as more socialite than Junior Leaguer. The only work I was able to find was penning beauty tips for women with time on their hands: youth treatments, suntanning techniques, the latest hairstyles. Twenty dollars for a thousand words. The writing felt mindless and constricting, and required only the smallest sliver of my intelligence or point of view. It chinked away at me. But what alternative was there?

      My mother listened without comment as the milk in both our mugs went cold. I knew she wanted more for me, and for me to want more for myself. As a girl I’d written poetry every day, dreaming of literary glory. Now there was bubble bath and cuticle cream, and I was barely scraping by.

      “I’d like to have you here,” she said when the evening had grown still, and it was time for bed. “That’s selfish of me, I know.”

      “You’ve never been selfish a day in your life.”

      “We’ve put some money by. If you want to work on something that’s, well…” Her words trailed as her meaning wavered, but only for a moment. “We’d like to help. Come home. Write here.”

      “Oh.”

      She hadn’t surprised me, exactly. The last months had been difficult and exhausting for her, and of course she would worry far less about me if I were just upstairs. I felt her watching me as I thought how to answer her.

      “It’s a lovely offer,” I finally said. “Let me think about it, if that’s all right?” Then I kissed her, and placed our mugs in the sink, and headed up the stairs quietly, the thick carpet swallowing my steps, while inside, I felt a pinching sensation and small flickerings of panic.

       

      If my parents had had their way, I would never have left college except to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, or for a marriage as long and stable as theirs. But I’d gone to Albany for a newspaper job, instead, where no one had ever written deathless prose or poetry, covering wedding announcements and women’s society luncheons, and trying to live on four dollars a week in a tiny room that smelled of sauerkraut. When that wore me out, I revolted. I took my two suitcases and my typewriter and seventy-five dollars, and sailed to Paris.

      I’d tried for journalism jobs there, too, all well over my head, I was quickly informed. So I became a junior shampoo girl instead, writing when I could, and sleeping very little, and buying fistfuls of violets rather than breakfast whenever I was feeling down.

      Meanwhile, my parents worried, first silently, and then openly. My father began to lob letter after anxious letter at me, meaning to bring me home, no doubt, or to settle me down in some other way. But they only made me want to live faster, and cast a wider net.

      That’s how I met Bertrand de Jouvenel, a smooth, good-looking, and very married left-wing French journalist. It all happened so quickly I didn’t have time to weigh my own questions. He’d once been the storied and much-sought-after lover of Colette. She was his stepmother, and had seduced him when he was only fifteen. All of that should have sent me running in the opposite direction, but I felt only intrigued, and then dazzled by his hunger for me, and the desperation we felt trying to be together when it was impossible. His wife, Marcelle, wouldn’t grant a divorce.

      We were involved for nearly five years. Occasionally I would catch a glimpse of what I was doing and bolt away from him, my knapsack stuffed with the tattered draft of my first novel, meaning to finally get serious. But he quickly raced after me, again and again, and the same old chaos resumed.

      I spun in circles. I cried an ocean. I spun some more.

       

      To be fair, it wasn’t just my parents who disapproved of Bertrand. Every friend who had ever cared about me worried aloud for my happiness. He wasn’t free to love me. Marcelle’s hand wouldn’t be forced, no matter how he promised he could change her mind. That I stayed even so gave off the general impression that I was extorting myself like a low-rent geisha. I’d become a cautionary tale.

      When Bertrand and I finally broke free from each other, I went home to lick my wounds, but quickly realized my mistake.

      “What are you up to with your life, Marty?” my father railed. “Experience shouldn’t be a dirty word, but it seems to be with you.”

      “Don’t be unfair, Daddy. I’m going to get back to my book now. I want to write. You know that. It’s all I’ve ever really wanted.”

      “So write,” he’d said bloodlessly. We were in his study, and I couldn’t help feeling as though I were one of his patients waiting for the worst sort of pronouncement. I sat in front of his heavy, orderly desk, while behind his straight shoulders medical dictionaries and texts and the other books he’d read and loved all his life sat lined up on their shelves like a custom-made firing squad. “Write, and do it now instead of capitalizing on your nice figure and your pretty hair. Stop being so charming.”

      The sting of his words made me dizzy. My ears rang. “If I am charming it’s your fault and Mother’s.”

      “You’re just afraid to be lonely.”

      I stared at him, feeling hurt and angry but most of all sad. Sad that I couldn’t dare tell him he might be right. At that very moment, there was already another suitor waiting in the wings, though I hadn’t confessed it to anyone. And he was married, too.

      “You need to learn to live with yourself, not others,” he went on. “That’s the difficult part. When you learn to accept your own nature, it will start to feel peaceful, not frantic. Maybe then you’ll stop throwing yourself at such terrible choices.”

      “I don’t have any problem with how I’m behaving,” I told him, though that wasn’t true. I actually couldn’t seem to help myself. “I’m not asking for advice.”

      “No, you’re not. I’m aware of that.” He turned away, looking out the window. It was autumn, and the sycamores on our street were tawny and unspoiled, as only nature seemed to manage. They glowed. When he gazed back at me, he said, “You’re collecting people because you need their opinion about you. It’s not pretty to watch.”

      “Don’t watch, then,” I had said, and then left before I could scream everything I felt. That I hated his blinding scrutiny. That I loved him so much my guts felt twisted with it. That I was lost and afraid. That I was trying with all I had, though that never, ever seemed to be enough.
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      The next day and all that week, my mother and I went to the hospital to see how much better Father was doing. His eyes weren’t hooded anymore, and the surgery had unburdened him, lifting away dread and secrecy as well as pain.

      Now that the tide had turned, I felt lighter, too. He would heal and strengthen, returning to his own patients. He would live. But I was also aware of a small inner voice whispering that our battle over my character would continue as before. It wasn’t that I wanted him to die. That thought would have been beyond imagining. But I had wanted something to be simpler between us, finally.

      Instead, my mother found it necessary to tell him about Fields and the house in Connecticut. Even from his hospital bed, he began to pressure me to return home, brandishing words like inappropriate and selfish and childish. He meant to hold up a mirror, not a hammer. But I felt only blows.

      I finally made it clear to him – and Mother, too – that I was going back east to do what I had been doing no matter what they thought; that I didn’t see at all how I was hurting anyone. He’d gripped the sides of the hospital bed, then, and pulled himself taller and straighter. I saw the effort that took and felt weak with it.

      “Marty, there are two kinds of women,” he said. “And for now, at least. Well, for now you are the other kind.”

      I don’t remember what I said in return, only that I couldn’t imagine ever forgiving him. Pierced and small, my head full of wasps, I raced home to pack my things and found the next train east.

      Once on board, I headed straight for the club car. It was filled with businessmen, exactly the type I knew my father would warn me against. Even my being there, ordering a martini and slipping off my coat, he would say, would mean I was asking to be picked up.

      I ordered a whiskey and soda as St. Louis dropped away, and it wasn’t long at all before a man in a Brooks Brothers shirt and knit tie came and sat across from me.

      “Can I buy you a drink?”

      “I have a drink, thanks.”

      “Let me get that one, then. Or you can have one for each hand.”

      “Sounds messy.”

      He smiled. “We can fetch you a towel. Where are you headed?”

      “New York.”

      “City girl, eh?”

      “Trying to be.” I didn’t want to say more or explain myself, not to him.

      He had a pinkish, compressed-looking face, though his shirt was handsome. His shoes were cordovan with a high sheen, and he wore a thick, burnished wedding band, not that it mattered. I wanted nothing at all from him, only the distraction of this single moment.

      When the steward brought my second drink, it wobbled on the narrow table and threatened to spill until I drank it, quickly, on the heels of the first. He was in bonds, he said. I don’t remember what else we talked about, except that he bred greyhounds. Later, somewhere in the middle of Pennsylvania, he compared me to one of those slender, flighty dogs and then tried to kiss me.

      I had gone out to the lavatory and he had followed, as if I’d given a sign. I hadn’t, but his nearness was all right for the moment, for how it pushed other things away. As his shoulders held me to the shuddering wall of the passageway, I closed my eyes, tasting the insides of his mouth, green olives and pure alcohol. But then he began to move heavily, his breath loud. His stomach pressed into mine as he grabbed for my waist, then my breasts.

      “Say, what’s this all about?” he asked when I stopped him.

      “I just like kissing.”

      “You’re a funny girl.” He looked puzzled and a little annoyed. “Why are you here with me anyway?”

      I’m not with you, I thought to myself, feeling the liquor I’d drunk surge through me like smoke. “No reason. I’m happy, that’s all.”

      “You don’t seem happy. In fact, you look about as sad as anyone I’ve ever seen. That’s why I noticed you.”

      A porter came through, carefully keeping his eyes straight ahead, trying to be invisible. I stepped back, feeling hot and seen through anyway. I thought of my father. “Do you think there are two kinds of girls?” I asked the man when the porter had moved on.

      “I don’t know. The world’s a big place. Seems to me there are probably more than two kinds of everything.” He eyed me curiously for a moment. “Say, what are you playing at?”

      “Just shut up,” I told him.

      “What?”

      “You can kiss me again, but please, please shut up.”

       

      The next morning, I crept out of my Pullman berth and looked both ways as furtively as some kind of spy. I didn’t know where the bonds man was and didn’t want to know. It was challenging enough to slink all the way to the other end of the train with only myself to answer to. I roiled with small flashbacks, clever things I’d said for effect, where his hands had gone on my body, and mine on his. Keats would help, I hoped, and buried myself in my book all that day, my head swimming a lot at first, and then less and less as my nerves settled and my memory grew a thicker skin.

      On the train pushed, and when we finally arrived at Penn Station, I stepped out into the cold afternoon air that was cleaner and colder than anything in St. Louis, because it allowed for more. None of these marvelous people knew or expected anything of me. I could be whomever I chose. I could burn my candle at both ends if I wanted, or right from the center, or I could throw the damned thing away.

      I had arranged to stay with an old girlfriend for a week or two before returning to Connecticut. She lived on Grove Street, in a little walk-up in the West Village, and had hidden a key for me in her philodendron. I’d forgotten completely that I’d given my mother the address. Forgotten everything by then but the way my cheeks stung, chapped, and how good it was to be moving on my own steam. But just through the front door, on my girlfriend’s rickety yard-sale table, another cable lay waiting for me.

      While I’d been in the middle of Pennsylvania in a stranger’s arms, my father’s heart had failed. He had died in his sleep.

      OH, MARTY. I’M SORRY YOU DIDN’T HAVE A CHANCE TO SAY GOODBYE. PLEASE COME HOME.
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      Over the next twelve months I think I aged twelve years. I lived like a maiden aunt at the top of the stairs, seeing no one but my family, and guessing about the world only when it trickled through in newspapers. The hermit’s life might have been good for writing if I’d felt less awful about my father’s final words to me, and less stricken by the reality of his death. I’d been wrong, I now knew, to think his going might solve anything for me, and even more wrong to have wished for it, for even a single second.

      I wanted him back in a howling way. I needed to make things right, to forgive and be forgiven, which amounted to the same impossible thing. I needed time to prove to him that my character was only a little bent and raw at its edges, and that I could yet make him proud of me. But clocks don’t turn backward. I was having a hard time believing they turned forward, either. At least from where I stood.

      My brother Alfred had taken time off from school and come to live at home, too, for a time. We ate all our meals together in the kitchen and listened to the radio after dinner in our bed slippers. By day I was trying to write something new, but primarily I gnawed on pencils and stared out the window, and waited to see what my mother might need.

      She was being brave, as brave as anyone ever could be, but my father had been her North Star just as firmly as she’d always been mine. One day, I went to post a letter and found her standing still at the bottom of the stairs. It was nearly the dinner hour and the light was blue. It tipped sideways, throwing shadows on the door as she stood there, and when it came to me why, my heart cracked for her. She was listening for his key in the lock. Waiting for her kiss.

      I went to her and took her in my arms. She was still as air, thin enough to blow away.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she said against my shoulder. “I keep wondering who I should be now.”

      “Can I help?”

      “You’ve already done so much. I know you’d rather be off somewhere being gay and free.”

      “I’m happy to stay.”

      It was partially the truth. I would have given anything to make something easier for her, but being home was also like living in a mausoleum, or behind glass. I couldn’t breathe except shallowly most days, and then there was her face, full of a misery that unstitched me. For thirty-five years she’d been a wife. Who could stand that kind of emptiness and reversal? Who could avoid it, except to love no one and live alone?

       

      After a while, I began to write again, and also to hunt for someone to publish The Trouble I’ve Seen. I sent the book to multiple publishing houses, and then bit my nails down to nothing as the rejections began to trickle in, my hopes dissolving like teaspoons of sugar in water. Finally, I decided I had to do something else or chew off my own paws, and began to look for journalism jobs out east. I wallpapered Manhattan with energetic letters and my résumé, such as it was. After a deluge of no-thank-yous, Time magazine agreed to let me do a trial story for them. I was determined to win them over, and killed myself, working twelve hours a day for a full week. The piece was personal as well as newsy and gripping, I thought. It was about a trip to Mississippi that Bertrand and I had once taken from New York in a rented car, and how we’d come terrifyingly close to witnessing a lynching.

      The writing overtook me. I poured everything into the piece, but when I’d finished and sent it on and then spent a week pacing, desperate to have this job and no other, the Time editor sent his regrets by mail in a single discouraging paragraph. The tone was wrong for them, somehow too serious and also not serious enough. He hoped I would try again at some point, when I had more experience behind me.

      “I don’t understand,” I complained to my mother. “Too serious and not? How is that even possible?”

      “Maybe he just means you have more to learn. That’s not a bad thing.”

      “I could have learned there. I don’t see why not.”

      “Maybe if you set your sights a bit lower, you can work your way up and try them again,” she offered.

      “Who has time? I want to be in the middle of something wonderful already. I can work hard. I don’t mind that.”

      She looked at me gently, seeming to weigh her words carefully, and then said, “Beginnings are important, too, darling. You should be patient with life.”

      “That might be easier if something were actually going well. Who knows where I’ll find work now, and my novel’s at a complete standstill.” I meant the new book I’d recently begun, about the pacifist French couple and their noble adventures. I was doing the work, dutifully writing my scenes and working through the dialogue, though mostly it seemed as if the story had nothing to do with me, but had only followed me home one day, like a stray. “My characters feel like strangers, and I don’t know how to get closer,” I went on. “Maybe if I could be in France now, or walk the famous battlefields of the Great War, or only sit and think, looking at the Seine.”

      “Why shouldn’t you, then?”

      “Don’t be silly. I’ll go another time.” I meant to reassure her, but I saw immediately that she was upset. She felt she was standing in my way.

      “You can’t give up your plans for me, or your freedom. That wouldn’t be fair to either of us.”

      “I’m not staying here because I feel sorry for you. This isn’t about duty.”

      “Let’s call it love, then. But love can grow heavy, too. You need to live your own life.”

      “I know,” I said, and I did. But as I hugged her hard, feeling her goodness pass through me like a transfusion, I realized I had no idea which direction to face looking for that life.

       

      Winter turned slowly to spring that year. I winced from room to room, smoking too much and staying up late, and sleeping some days until one or two. And then I heard from an editor at William Morrow who was offering to take a chance on The Trouble I’ve Seen. The advance he held out was shockingly small. He also made it clear both by letter and by phone that he didn’t believe the book would sell well, if at all. All of this was hard to hear, but at least the book would see daylight. I accepted, gratefully, hoping to prove the editor wrong, and also wishing to God I could share my news with my father.

      I felt terribly small now when I remembered how angry I’d been with him, how I’d spat and seethed under his scrutiny. Maybe he’d been too hard on me, or maybe he’d only meant to help shape me, or challenge me to rise while there was still time. All I knew was that, where all the rage and rebellion had been, I felt only a yawning emptiness. Somehow, my mother’s words – “I keep wondering who I should be now” – had attached themselves to me, too. I didn’t know what came next or how to find it.

      Finally I told my mother I was thinking of considering Europe again.

      “I was hoping you’d change your mind,” she said. “Think of it as a work cure. Go and throw yourself into this book.” She may as well have said, Please figure out who you are. And hurry.

       

      I sailed that June of 1936, heading first for England and then France, both of which had shrunk and faded since I’d last been in Europe, not two years before. Unemployment was rampant and tensions high. In Paris, labor strikes were shutting down the city, so I moved on to Germany to begin my research in earnest. That’s how I came to stand outside the Weltkriegsbibliothek, watching Nazi soldiers march and posture, trying to terrify, while most of the city cowered, as if under a terrible spell.

      Hitler’s influence had been swelling gradually, but at a distance from my life. Now I saw all sorts of things in a new relief. Conflict and tumult bubbled. An alarming number of Europe’s countries – Greece and Portugal, Hungary and Lithuania and Poland – were under military rule, or in the thrall of dictatorships. Spain was the only place that was even trying to push back. A newly elected democratic government was trying to break essential ground. But then Franco struck.

      It wasn’t a surprise at all, I remember thinking, as I read about the coup in Nazi newspapers. The signs had been looming, tiptoeing blackly forward. But that didn’t make it all any less horrifying. I went back to Paris, wanting to bury my head and focus on my book, but that was like racing a shadow. The strikes were still on, and half the restaurants were closed. There were riots in the Parc des Princes as French Communists tried to assert themselves and the Fascists pushed back. All of France seemed vulnerable to me now. Frighteningly close to the maw of a dragon.

      I ran home, arriving just after the release of The Trouble I’ve Seen. Somehow, the book was not only selling but also receiving wide and glowing reviews. I had expected nothing, and could scarcely believe it. The Boston Evening Transcript called my writing “fearless.” The New York Herald Tribune ran a full-length feature review with my picture, and described the book in rapturous terms from start to finish. Lewis Gannett, in his syndicated books column, said my writing burned with “stinging poetry,” and predicted mine would be one of his favorite reads of the year.

      I wanted to pinch myself. After the failure of my first novel, it felt wonderful and gratifying to be taken seriously as a writer – like long-prayed-for sunshine breaking through storm clouds. I was happy, and I felt vindicated. And yet there was something missing. I read the notices over and over, wondering why they weren’t quite enough. And then turned to the newspapers again. The St. Louis Post-Dispatch ran the latest story, along with the Times and the Chicago Tribune. More and more papers seemed to be sending correspondents over because daily coverage was only growing, and Spain was on everyone’s mind.

      “How can this really be happening?” I asked Alfred and my mother, waving the latest story like a terrible flag. After a sixty-eight-day siege at the Alcázar, Franco’s rebels had broken through the fourteenth-century fortress and taken control of Toledo, slaughtering hundreds of hostages as well as Republican soldiers. Elsewhere in Spain, there were daily executions and firing squads as Nationalist forces gained momentum.

      “It’s too awful,” Mother said. “And who knows what Roosevelt’s thinking.”

      “He’s thinking how to get reelected,” Alfred said. “You can bet he won’t send anything, not even water pistols.”

      “I hope you’re wrong,” I said. “What if it’s like the Balkan Wars? That’s what everyone seems to be predicting. War could come for all of us soon, and no one’s doing a thing to intervene.”

      Anxieties only built through the fall as the death toll mounted, reported by all the major papers. The Nationalists had moved on to Valencia, and then Madrid in early November, attacking from the north and southwest, while hundreds of thousands of Republican refugees streamed into the city from the east. Daily shelling started, and German bombers began targeting the center square.

      “I will destroy Madrid,” Franco declared to the whole world, but then the first International Brigades of volunteers arrived in the city, marching up the Gran Vía while crowds of Madrileños cheered. Maybe the brigades could turn Madrid and stop Franco here. Maybe Franco would have another crushing victory. All we could do was watch and wait to see what would happen next.
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