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    For you, Dad




    With love, respect, and all that emotional hogwash


  




  





  

    Presently she began again. “I wonder if I shall fall right through the earth! How funny it’ll seem to come out among the people who walk with their heads

    downwards!”




     




    —Alice’s Adventures Under Ground




    Lewis Carroll


  




  





  note to the reader




  Although some of my father’s Vietnam stories were told to me in passing, years ago, many of them were also recorded in taped interviews that I conducted with him. I have

  reproduced these stories as accurately as possible. In order to spare the feelings of acquaintances, I have changed the names and physical characteristics of minor characters. The names of major

  characters have not been changed.




  Tom Mangold and John Penycate’s The Tunnels of Cu Chi provided much of the background information about the tunnels and tunnel rats.
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  prologue




  The guide knelt before the tunnel entrance. Old, energetic, and clearly happy with his job, he smiled as he listed the booby traps he had planted to kill American soldiers: the

  punji sticks and scorpions rigged into bamboo cages, the explosives packed in Coke cans. The Vietcong, he said, made weapons from whatever they could find, old C-ration tins or beer bottles.

  Matériel was never a problem. The Americans left a lot of trash behind.




  Hundreds of entrances survived the war. This one—much wider than the wartime tunnels—had probably been expanded to accommodate Western-sized tourists. The guide motioned for us to

  kneel next to him, above the gaping hole in the earth. We formed a semicircle, knees upon the hot sun-baked clay, watching him lower himself into the ground, demonstrating various styles of entry.

  He went in feet first, then headfirst, grinning all the while. I got the feeling he would have come to that patch of jungle even if tourists did not. Maybe the tunnels were a kind of haven, a place

  to retire to. A Vietcong’s own private Florida.




  My father volunteered to be a tunnel rat in 1968. The job consisted of crawling through webs of tunnels and rooms searching for men like my tour guide, Vietnamese guerrillas hiding out

  underground. Tunnel exploration was considered one of the most dangerous assignments in Vietnam. The distinction set my father apart from his platoon, bumping him into the Hazardous Duty pay grade

  and increasing his chances of dying tenfold. Tunneling was a suicide mission, but he chose it. He saw men die underground, and yet he kept going down. It takes that kind of person—two parts

  stubborn, one part insane—to fight in a tunnel. Dad fit the bill. Only a man determined to see the worst that war had to offer—and to beat it—would volunteer to be a tunnel

  rat.




  Tunneling, my father always said, was the scariest thing on earth. As I stood above the entrance, I knew he was right. I used to think Dad was all balls and no brains, a man caught up in being a

  cowboy. But perhaps his attraction to the tunnels was more than bravado. Maybe my father looked into the tunnels and saw what I did: a mystery, a test, a challenge hard to walk away from. Perhaps

  the tunnels called to him with the same rich voice I heard thirty years later, dangerous and seductive. I crouched before the entrance. A jittery adrenaline-rich sensation filled my stomach, and I

  knew I wanted to go down. I wanted to feel the fear, the heat, the thrill of making it through. At heart, I was my father’s daughter.




  I followed the guide into the tunnel. A pool of sunlight fell from the entrance shaft and expanded around me, becoming darker by degrees. The tunnel was just as I imagined it would be, a shock

  of darkness that gave way to a narrow communication shaft. The old man crawled ahead but turned back when he realized that I was not close behind. In the weak light I saw his face, inches from

  mine. As our eyes locked, I imagined a knife in his hand, its cool blade brushing my neck. Follow me, he gestured, and crawled off again, ahead. I let my eyes adjust to the dark and pushed

  forward.




  As I crawled deeper, the tunnel narrowed. The heat thickened; the air thinned. My T-shirt clung to my skin. Deeper, deeper we went. I paused, to scratch a wall with my fingernails, a sensation

  that sent shivers up my spine, a spidery prickle that asked, What in the hell are you doing here? I breathed, slowly. Suddenly, I was alone. Where had the man gone? I saw nothing but dark

  in front of me, nothing but dark behind. I moved my hand, my knee, my other hand, my other knee, forward, going deeper and deeper.




  





  one




  Winter of ’85, and we were on the run.




  Dad veered the truck into an alley, cut across a parking lot, and merged with traffic running alongside the frozen Mississippi. “Cops don’t come down this road,” he said,

  checking the rearview mirror. “If they’re here, it’s because they followed us.” My father was prone to paranoia, but the police were real. We’d been picked up twice

  for drunk driving that year. After the last arrest, he’d lost his license. We tried to keep a low profile, but the cops knew our truck and where we lived—Those sons-of-bitches got

  nothing to do but bother hardworking taxpayers. Faster, faster we drove. If they caught us again, Dad would go to jail.




  Streets expanded before us, eerie and lonesome. Salt and steel-link tire chains had beaten the snow thin. Pawnshops and motels and tattoo parlors fell away as we passed. I unrolled my window.

  The city was cold and sharp-angled, as if emerging from a block of ice. I couldn’t help but wish for spring. If it were warm, we could escape on a riverboat. We could float past Illinois and

  Missouri, down south to Louisiana. But it was deep winter, the river frozen, and the only hope for a quick getaway was the ironwork bridge that scaled out to Minnesota. I stared at it as we drove

  past, my vision ribboning its girders. Dad looked over his shoulder, listening for sirens.




  My father was running from the police, from his first ex-wife, his creditors, and his dreams. He was running from his second ex-wife (my mother), his illegitimate children, and his past. He was

  running from himself, and I was right there with him, an eleven-year-old accomplice to his evenings of escape. I had been at his side for the last year, since my mother divorced us. Mom kept the

  house and my younger sister and brother; Dad kept me. No matter how far or fast we ran, I was there. I was all he had left.




  We slowed down before Roscoe’s, Dad’s favorite bar, and parked near a set of rusty snow-packed railroad tracks. The lot was dim, as if seen through a starlight scope. Bleak

  electrocuted trees tangled before the buildings’ brick façades. A blue boxcar had been abandoned mid-line, a pretty stranded Christmas present, but it wouldn’t be long before an

  engine hooked it and trolled the freight to a warehouse beyond the city limits. Wisconsin winters were fierce. Nothing was left in the cold for long.




  Dad locked his truck and walked ahead. Like most tunnel rats, he was a small man—only five feet eight inches and a hundred and fifty pounds—but quick. Impatient by nature, he always

  moved fast. I tried to match his pace, jogging to keep up. A neon beer sign blinked, sending chills of pink over his face. As he turned his head to light a cigarette, I saw myself in his olive

  skin, the hint of haughtiness in his profile. His eyes were deep brown, his face thin. He had lost his hair in his twenties, just after returning from Vietnam, a premature baldness that was

  beginning to look natural only now, as he neared forty. The empty nickel-hard sky bowled overhead, framing my father in a background of gray. He looked at me, his smile boyish, and pulled the door

  to Roscoe’s open. “After you, Danielle-my-belle.”




  Roscoe’s Vogue Bar was a mouthful, an unchewable four syllables. Everyone who was anyone called my father’s favorite tavern Roscoe’s or The Vogue. I called it Roscoe’s.

  Rigid in this preference, I made fun of those regulars who called it The Vogue, finding it hilarious, with a preteen’s sense of ruthless snobbery, that the worst-dressed women in America hung

  out at a place named after a slick fashion magazine. When I felt contentious (which, at eleven, was all the time), I told the women parked on their bar stools that they were looking very

  Vogue. That afternoon I said, “Barb, those Wranglers are great. Very Vogue.” Barb tipped her beer my way and said, “You look beautiful too, smart-ass.”




  And she was right: I looked fantastic. My father had picked me up from school, and I hadn’t had time to change. My uniform was a starched navy-blue skirt, white cotton blouse, and a

  stiff-necked navy-blue blazer, an ensemble I hated. I’d dressed it up with red knee socks and Doc Martens. I’d smeared on glittery eye shadow and purple lip gloss. My ears had been

  pierced five times; I’d written lyrics from my favorite songs (by semi-obscure and hundred-percent-depressing British bands) on my arms with red ink. I told myself that I was a post-punk

  rebel ready to take on the world, and it was true: I was ready to have a go at everyone, single-handedly. If it weren’t for my name, people might have thought that Catholic school had done

  strange things to me. As it was, everyone in town knew I was Dan Trussoni’s girl. This pedigree explained a lot.




  During happy hour, Roscoe’s was crowded. Drinks were cheap and the jukebox plugged with quarters. The way I remember it, Roscoe’s was always the same—the barroom was packed

  (Dad and I had to squeeze onto our stools), the music played too loud, and I was forever a child, quick on my feet and dull to the truth that my father, with all his speed, could never outrun the

  past.




  Dad ordered a round of drinks—brandy and Coke for him, a cherry Coke for me. He stubbed out his cigarette in a black plastic ashtray and lit another. My father had spent most of his adult

  life (aside from his tour in Vietnam) laying bricks, and his hands proved it; they were tumescent and covered with scars. The knuckles were cracked, as if cement had dried in the creases of his

  skin, splitting it. Dad worked harder than anyone else I knew—twelve-hour days in the summer, sometimes fourteen. When I was little, I would wait for him to come home from work and run down

  the driveway, meeting his truck at a gallop. I was his tag-along daughter, his dark-haired namesake, the shadow girl chasing after him wanting love, love, love. He would throw his toolbox in the

  garage, slap me on the back, and hit the shower. I would lean my head against the bathroom door, pressing my ear to the wood. He had not showered yet that day, and as we sat at the bar I wanted to

  take a toothpick from the dispenser and pry the pieces of coagulated concrete from his cuticles. I wanted to free his fingerprints of dirt.




  I watched him, assessing his mood. When Dad was in high spirits, he was the most charismatic guy in the place. His buddies would walk by, shake his hand, tell him a joke, and ask how business

  was going. Drinks would arrive, bought by women we’d never met before. He filled the room with his presence, wherever he went. But if my father was stuck thinking of my mother, he would be

  surly. He met my mother the year he came back from Vietnam, when he was wild and haunted. Maybe she liked that about him—how much he needed her. I’ve seen pictures of my parents taken

  the year I was born; they were holding hands and kissing, so in love it appeared nothing in the world could stop them. After Mom left, Dad became unrecognizable. He spent all his time at the bar,

  drinking from early afternoon until late in the night. When Dad got drunk, memories of Vietnam crept back on him. I never knew what had hurt him more, the war or my mother.




  The drinks arrived as the jukebox came to life. Patsy Cline’s soft voice filled the bar with sound. A row of taxidermy hung above the jukebox: a deer head, a beaver, and a sorry-looking

  turkey. My father sipped his brandy and Coke in silence, his gaze fixed on the turkey. After the second round, he squinted slightly, scanned the perimeter of the bar, tipping his Stetson to anyone

  who met his eye. Sometime between the third and fourth drink, he loosened up and began to talk. Not to me, exactly, although I was the only one listening. Dad didn’t need me. He always went

  back to the war alone.




  “Have I told you about the Vietcong prostitute and her mother?”




  “No, Pop,” I said, although I knew that he had.




  “We were close to Cambodia, near the Black Virgin Mountain. We walked all day through the jungle, set up a perimeter, and the village girls hung around the concertina, watching as we dug

  in for the night. Smart little things, those girls were. They’d finish their work and then tell us they were giving the money to the Vietcong. We didn’t care, though. They snuck around

  the concertina and into the perimeter all the time. This one slipped right into camp, slid under my poncho, and started doing her business. Usually, I would’ve just let her go about it, but I

  didn’t have any cash, not even script, so I pushed her back. I said, No money. Them Vietnamese girls didn’t know how to talk, but they knew the word money all right.

  The girl said, No money, this love, and went right on with what she was doing, which was fine by me. Who am I to argue with a free meal?”




  “Not you,” I said. By twelve, I thought I had seen and heard it all from Dad.




  “No money, this love, the girl says, and that was that. It was near morning when we were done. She gets up to go and I see, by the perimeter, an old lady standing by. The

  girl’s mother had been watching us, I guess. I feel creepy all of a sudden, like maybe I shouldn’t be screwing her daughter for free. Sure enough, the girl starts asking for her money,

  making a big to-do. They’d probably planned it this way, because the old one starts in too, screeching like a duck about money, money, money. I didn’t have a cent on me, so I

  took that girl and tossed her clear over the concertina, to her mama. The old lady got mad at that. She screamed louder, so I got my M-16 and pointed it right smack between her eyes. That shut her

  up quick. This one is for love, I said. This one’s for love.”




  Dad told a lot of war stories, but there were a few he always returned to. When he’d had too much to drink, he would start complaining about the police, or the price of gas, and suddenly

  he would plummet into the jungles of Vietnam. A shadow would fall over his face, obscuring him from me, and I knew he had disappeared into the past. If I reached for his hand, it was rough and

  cold. He was no longer there.




  When Dad spoke, the bar became quiet. Vines slithered up the bar stools; tunnels opened at our feet. And Tommy Goodman, my father’s tunnel-rat friend, a man I had learned to imagine from

  Dad’s war stories, pulled up a seat next to us and rested his head on the glossy surface of the bar. Glad you could make it, I imagined myself saying. But Goodman and my father never

  paid attention to me. Before I knew it, they would be gone, two boys headed out to the war. I trailed behind, mopping up blood with cocktail napkins.




  





  two




  My sister was the raccoon girl. The half-moons below her eyes had gone black and green. The lids were purple and swollen, the veins reticulated

  like the petal of an iris. Kelly bruised easily—she had blond hair, blue eyes, and a china-plate complexion so different from my dark hair and eyes that people thought it astonishing we had

  the same parents. But Kell-belle was no wimp. Her black-and-blue eyes may have looked terrible, but she didn’t complain. Still, Mom wouldn’t take her to the grocery store with us.

  People might have thought we beat her silly.




  Kelly had got banged up when she ran headfirst into the edge of the oak table in the dining room. We were playing tag and she tripped. Truthfully, I egged her on, teasing her, calling her names.

  Come on, Kelly-belly! Come on, slowpoke! I chased her through the living room and made her run fast and blind. She collapsed on the carpet, wailing. But this didn’t hurt her spirit.

  Although her disposition was sweet and unassertive, she never gave up. Even as she ran down the driveway on her short too-white legs, her blond hair bouncing in its ponytail, she was determined to

  get me.




  “Wait up, Nell! Wait! Wait!” she screamed.




  When she saw I would not slow for her, that I’d ride our pink and yellow banana-seat bicycle all the way down the road, ringing the bell and skidding the training wheels on the gravel, she

  sat on the pavement, put her thumb in her mouth, and cried. I looked over my shoulder. There she sat, my roly-poly younger sister, raccoon eyes full of tears.




  “Nell!” she whined, as I rode in a circle around her. “Come on. My turn. Don’t be a bike hog.”




  I weighed my options. I could take the bike for another lap around the cul-de-sac or down the road past the snake pit. Kelly (who always knew what I was thinking) crossed her arms over her chest

  and jutted out her bottom lip, pouting.




  Just then, Mom walked down the driveway to our red aluminum mailbox, wearing frayed jean shorts, a terry-cloth halter top, and wood-soled Dr. Scholl’s sandals. She had woven her long black

  hair in a braid that fell down her back. Kelly and I stopped fighting, just to watch her. With her big dark eyes and tiny ballerina’s body, she always looked younger than she was. It was

  something of a mystery, how she did it. When my grade school teacher, Mrs. Connery, asked how my mother—who at twenty-six looked all of sixteen—stayed so young, I rolled my eyes and

  replied (with TV-indoctrinated savvy), “Because she uses Oil of Olay!”




  Mom sifted through the mail, separating bills from coupons. She managed the household as if it were a business. “Better watch that lip,” she said to Kelly, whose bottom lip nearly

  touched her chin, “or a bird is going to poop on it.”




  Kelly sucked her lip under her teeth and looked into the sky, checking for birds.




  Dad had been working on his truck in the driveway all afternoon. On weekends, he was awake and busy by six in the morning. By lunch, he had mowed the lawn, cleaned out the garage, and was well

  on his way to replacing a fan belt. A six-pack of beer sat on ice in a cooler, and the radio was turned loud on Elvis. Smokey, our collie, slept in the Ford’s shadow. Dad never sat around

  shooting the shit on the weekends—there was always too much work to be done.




  Mom flicked the radio off as she walked past. “Shhh,” she said, giving him the exasperated you-better-watch-yourself look she gave us when we messed up. Dad was making too

  much noise. Matt, my baby brother, was in the house taking his nap.




  Kelly was five, I was six—both of us too old for naps. Although we played at hurting each other, we were both as happy as we would ever be, cocooned in the world our parents had made us.

  We were too young to imagine our lives any different than they were on that lazy summer Sunday in 1980. We had no idea what was happening between our parents.




  In a picture taken on their wedding day, my mother and father stood on the church steps in a faraway world. The colors of the photograph were slightly off and, in the way that Technicolor shades

  old movies, the two of them had a haunting, almost fairy-tale tint. He was wearing a blue-green suit with funny lapels and a red shirt, and his arm seemed protective around my mother’s

  shoulders. Her dress was white, sleeveless, gathered at the bodice, creating an opalescent china-cup setting for her neck and shoulders. My mother’s cheekbones and forehead, the fine bones of

  her face, were washed in light, and her black hair was tucked behind her ears, flipping at the shoulders. She was grimacing, and my father was smiling, a hint of play in his eyes. It was as if

  he’d just told a dirty joke, and she was trying not to laugh. But anyone could see it wouldn’t take much for Dad to win her over. He looked, at that moment, as if he could have charmed

  the pants off any woman in the world.




  My mother once said the day had started as a rainy-gray, lead-colored morning but changed just before the ceremony into a golden, matrimony-perfect afternoon that seemed to hold within it all

  the omens of a perfect future. Clear blue stretched to the horizon. Sunlight slid off the waxy side of maple leaves. If a marriage’s future can be foretold by an unending blue sky, then my

  parents should have been together for eternity. They should have had an American Dream life, a Washing-the-Car-Every-Sunday life. Nobody could have imagined that things would turn out the way they

  did.




  “Gimme that bike!” Kelly said, making a grab for the handlebars.




  I braked, sending up a cloud of dust. “You’ll have to wait your turn, Raccoon Eyes.”




  “I’m not a raccoon!”




  “Yes you are!”




  “No I’m not!”




  “Go look in the mirror.”




  Kelly thought this over, biting her fingernail. “You’re so mean.”




  I swerved the bike around her and pedaled away, thinking of something Dad liked to say: I’m not mean, just honest.




  Dad mostly ignored us, unless we were causing trouble. Even then—especially then—he would look us over with half-concealed pride before telling us to behave. He’d warned us

  earlier about fighting over the bike, and when he closed the hood of the truck and walked down the driveway, to straighten things out, I knew we were in for it. Dad was wearing the

  usual—jeans kept on with a rawhide cowboy belt, and no shirt or shoes. The sun had browned his skin everywhere except for a few pale splotches on his back, where he got ripped up in the war,

  and a foot-long scar on his belly, a cross-hatched centipede of a scar from his ulcer operation. The scars stood out against his bronze skin, pink.




  I parked the bike near Kelly and slid off. “Your turn,” I said, shoving the handlebars at her. But Dad wasn’t buying it. “Follow me, girls,” he said, his jaw hard.

  He took the bicycle by the handlebars, picked it up with one hand, and carried it to the garage.




  We stood around Dad, watching him dig through his toolbox for a monkey wrench. “I saw you riding, Danielle,” he said. “You’re pretty good.”




  He loosened his belt—unhinging the big brass buckle and slipping the tooth a notch—and crouched before the bike. The training wheels fell away with a few twists of the wrench.

  “Here,” he said, turning the bike over to me. “Take her for a ride.” Kelly’s eyes sparkled as she met my gaze. She knew—as I steered the bike out to the

  driveway, holding the handles steady—she was going to see her big sister fall.




  Although I was scared, I would never let Dad know it. I was working hard to impress him with my big-girl behavior. A couple of years before, I had blown my standing with him by wetting my pants.

  Not once or twice but over and over again. One minute, I was jumping rope or playing hopscotch, and the next I was standing in a puddle. Every time this happened, I felt a searing sensation in my

  groin and an overwhelming sense of embarrassment. When I went to my mother, she would change my play clothes, confused by my regression. As it turned out, I needed surgery to correct a defect in my

  urinary tract, but we did not discover this for many months. Dad would not allow me to see a doctor. Every time I had an accident, he looked me over, angry and disgusted. Dad believed in the power

  of complete and total denial: Pretend what ails you does not exist, and it will disappear. When my mother tried to tell him I might have a physical problem, he snapped back, “The only problem

  with her is laziness,” a vice he set out to correct. “What in the hell is wrong with you?” he asked me, his voice condescending, full of contempt. If I told him I couldn’t

  help it, he got furious. Even after Mom took me to the clinic, and a specialist recommended surgery, Dad didn’t believe there was really anything wrong. He cleared his throat and spat on the

  sidewalk. “The problem,” he said, lighting a cigarette in the hospital parking lot, “is all in her head.”




  I believed him. Not long after that, when I slid over a nail embedded in a fireman’s pole in the school playground, slicing a four-inch gouge down my inner thigh, I did not allow myself to

  react. Nauseated, dizzy with pain, I stood by the jungle gym in a haze of heat. When blood bloomed through my corduroy pants, expanding to my knee, a teacher noticed and carried me inside, blood

  dripping in our wake. I did not cry when the principal examined the wound, which gaped so wide I saw bone, and I did not cry on the doctor’s table. “Look at you, not a tear,” the

  nurse said, as she administered a local anesthetic. The needle pricked the surface of purple skin and slid in, deep. Mom had squeezed my hand, saying, “That’s my big girl.”




  The sidewalk was hot under my bare feet, so I walked fast—the bike in my grip—to the center of the driveway. Without training wheels, the bike felt wobbly, temperamental.

  “Don’t get too big for your britches,” Dad said, as I threw my leg over the bike. He walked alongside, holding me steady, allowing me to relax a little as I went forward, slow and

  clumsy, the metal ridges of the pedals pinching my feet. The mailbox was just ahead, and I focused on it, pushing the pedals, one after the other. Suddenly, I was alone. Dad had stopped walking

  behind me. When I looked back, he was far behind, standing with his hands on his hips, watching. Kelly was jumping up and down, clapping and catcalling. “Go, Nell!” she screamed. I

  smiled and waved, the big sister out to conquer the world, a gesture that destroyed my balance and sent me tumbling onto the blacktop, head first.




  Back at the house, Dad wiped away the blood and cleaned the wound. He never could tolerate crying and gave me a look of warning as he poured the rubbing alcohol. My knee bubbled white and fizzy.

  “Stop all that carrying on,” he said, watching me flinch. “I don’t want to hear it.”




  DURING THOSE YEARS, WE LIVED AT THE EDGE OF A THICK oak and birch forest. I have never loved a place as much as I loved that one, and perhaps this is

  because the land was ours, bought by my parents when I was a baby. From the back porch of our house, I could see all that we held: a triad of low brontosaurus-back hills; a field of sage-stitched

  prairie grass streaked with Holsteins; a garden cultivated on a hill above the ranch-style house. Every rock and every tree for as far as I could see belonged to my family.




  My father had built the house himself. One of my first memories was of a barrel-bellied concrete mixer rolling over a bog of mud to pour the basement. Dad lowered a metal tube into the ground,

  as the mixer’s abdomen spun. Gray wet concrete oozed down onto the earth floor, wrinkling open like the skin of an elephant. Once the foundation set and the wooden skeleton had been erected,

  we paved the road to our house. Bulldozers and graders leveled off the land; a truck dropped chunks of steaming black asphalt; and a water-heavy drum roller smashed a smooth solid pathway through

  the wilderness. We named it Trussoni Court and erected a sign at the end of the street, the one vertical presence in the tangle of scrub grass and overgrown black-eyed Susans.




  On summer afternoons, I rode that banana-seat bicycle over the hot smooth road to our sign, reading and rereading it. Part of me thought that Trussoni Court did not refer to the street at all

  but to my family, that we formed a royal seat among the birch trees. My father always said the best years of his life were spent there. After the divorce, he would talk about Trussoni Court as if

  it had been a paradise from which we had been expelled, our own forever-lost Eden. And although I remembered the bad times along with the good, over time I found myself remembering Trussoni Court

  that way, too.




  Kelly and I shared a bedroom. We had two single beds with matching Winnie-the-Pooh sheets and comforters. Matt slept in a crib, in a room with plush blue carpet and wallpaper pattered with

  trains and airplanes. Our parents’ bedroom was just down the hall. It had a warm medicinal scent, like chamomile or a baby after its nap. All my childhood, I loved that smell. I craved it.

  There was no word for it in my six-year-old mind, but I always thought of it as Safety. My parents’ bedroom was the center of the world for me, a sanctuary from the monsters of my

  imagination.




  When everyone had fallen asleep, I would try to sneak into their bed. Although my father didn’t always rest easy—he sometimes woke two or three times a night and sat at the kitchen

  table, smoking cigarettes—I felt protected just being close to them.




  As I remember it, the walls were washed with blue shadows. If I made it to the edge of the quilt, I had made it far—past the squeaky door, over the crick in the floor. Sometimes I tripped

  over a shoe or stepped on our cat, Tootsie. But that morning—it was July, and maple leaves brushed against the windowpane—everything went perfectly. I touched the foot of the bed and

  crawled over the quilt, between my sleeping parents, twisting myself a bit (my leg against my mother’s hip, my cheek on the soft hair of my father’s arm) so that I fit perfectly between

  them.




  Dad and Mom did not sleep close to each other, and as their bed was king size, there was always enough room for me. When I was sure I hadn’t woken them, I became very still, listening to

  them breathe. My mother’s breathing was soft, kittenlike, barely audible. But my father, who slept on his back with his mouth open, breathed loud and noisy. He had circus-man lungs, huge and

  infinitely expandable. The air gushed down his windpipe and filled his chest, where it remained for five seconds, ten seconds, before he slowly expelled it, releasing the air as if he were filling

  a balloon, deliberately, intentionally, with a strong, slow pressure.




  I imitated him, breathing as he breathed, exhaling as he exhaled. If I held my breath too long—as I had to do, to keep his pace—dizziness brushed over my senses. When I

  couldn’t stand it any longer and felt my lungs would explode, I held out just a little more. I played a game of chicken with my father; I followed his lead. And I wondered (as I took a

  breath, forfeiting) how he did it. How had my father learned to live on so little air?




  ONE AFTERNOON, WHEN THE SUN WAS HIGH IN THE SKY, mom went up to the garden to pick the ripe tomatoes, a wide wicker basket in her hand. Kelly—who

  was never far from Mom—rustled through the stalks of chapped sweet corn, while Matt played with Dad’s trowels near the potatoes. Matt was two years old and loved to play in the mud.

  Once, Kelly and I force-fed him mud pies, spoon by spoon. He ate what we gave him and soon became sick and bloated and green. Mom drove us to a clinic in Onalaska—the closest town to Trussoni

  Court—in her green El Camino.




  Below the garden, I sat on a lawn chair in my polka-dot swimming suit, raising one foot heavenward in the direction of the garden, toward my mother, feeling the heat of the sun on my legs. I was

  so slick with sun block that I slipped down the plastic bands of the chaise, until my butt fell into the hard brown grass. Although Mom was careful to water the garden every day, she neglected the

  lawn. It was brittle and thorny. I pulled myself from the grass, drawing my cinnamon-brown legs to me, wary. One afternoon a bull snake had found shade under my lawn chair. I had looked down and

  found a three-foot-long shiny black-splotched snake twisted around my purple radio. I screamed so hard Mom thought I’d been ambushed by a badger. She dragged a metal garbage can from the

  garage and lassoed the snake (and my radio) inside as I ran to the back porch, safe.




  Earlier that day there had been a different kind of trouble. Mom got upset after a phone call from one of her friends. She took Dad out to the back porch and said, “How can I show my face

  in town again, when everyone knows what you do? You messed around when I was pregnant, and now this.” Dad sauntered inside—he always seemed to strut when he was defending

  himself—took a beer bottle from the fridge, and opened it with his back teeth. “Look here,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow with a bright red cowboy bandanna. “If

  you believe Mary Monti and me got something going on, then you just bought a load of horse shit.”




  Dad ended up leaving in his truck. Mom walked through the house, silent and furious, picking up dirty socks and stained T-shirts, throwing them in a laundry basket. She hung the wash on the line

  mechanically, stabbing the clothespins over the shoulders of my sundresses. Later, after lunch, she took the checkbook and an envelope of receipts from a shoebox in the closet and tallied our

  weekly expenses, a procedure she called “balancing the books.” Punching the numbers on our calculator with pure anger, she said, “We’re over on groceries, over on

  electricity, over on entertainment.” We knew that setting our finances in order was Mom’s way of making herself feel better. When she went for the shoebox and calculator, we knew well

  enough to keep our distance.




  Mom had been mad at Dad before. Some nights she would prepare big cookbook-inspired dinners, taking out her linen napkins and laying five place settings at our octagonal kitchen table. One

  night, after she had spent hours making Peking duck from a Chinese cookbook, she sat us down—pouring glasses of milk and cutting Matt’s food into little pieces—and waited for Dad

  to come home. We ate, staying very quiet, waiting for headlight shadows to wobble up the kitchen cabinets. Mom wouldn’t meet our eyes when we looked at her. Eat, eat, she said, but

  she left her own food untouched and checked her wristwatch every five minutes. Leaning her shoulder against Dad’s empty chair, her long black hair curling around her shoulders, she seemed to

  grow smaller and smaller as the time passed. My mother had never looked so defeated.




  When we finished and Mom had put Matt to sleep, she picked up the phone and called Frog Point, then The Nut Bush, and then Roscoe’s. She asked to speak to my father and waited, twisting

  the phone cord around her long thin fingers. I remember the way she tapped her foot on the yellow linoleum floor, the tiny red pom-pom on the heel of her white ankle sock bobbing. She bit her lip

  as she waited, her face intense, as if she were trying to hear my father’s voice in the crowd. After a few minutes, she gave up and replaced the receiver. Dad wouldn’t come to the

  phone.




  At the hottest time of day, the air conditioner would kick in, filling the house with frigid air. Feeling chilled, Mom packed the checkbook and receipts back into the shoebox and decided to go

  out to the garden. “You kids coming?” she asked, as she grabbed a wicker basket from the porch. “Here,” she said, when she saw I’d changed into my swimsuit. “Let

  me put some sun block on your back.”




  An hour or so later, I heard Dad’s truck in the driveway. He walked through the garage, grabbed the Sunday paper, flicked off the rubber band, and sat on the porch swing reading, his

  cowboy hat tipped low over his head, shading his eyes. He buried his nose in the sports section, humming some country song. Dad had a talent for tuning out the world. If he didn’t like

  something—losing lottery numbers or the results of a Packers game—he would simply pretend that the unfortunate event had never happened. After a fight with Mom, he would create a layer

  of silence around himself that nobody could break through. Mom could cry and beg and scream, her pale skin blushing red, but he never seemed to hear her. He eased into the chair, untouchable. I

  always thought of this as Dad pulling the plug, cutting out as if he’d blown a breaker. When I heard Dad humming, his voice willfully cheerful, I knew he had tuned us out.




  Mom lifted a hand to her brow and looked over the steep push of grass and dandelions, her white gloves stained red with the blood of burst tomatoes. As she walked down from the garden, peeling

  her gloves as she went, Dad must have seen her coming, but he pretended he didn’t. When she came up next to him, he raised the newspaper higher over his face.




  Mom’s hair had loosened from its braid and clung to her damp neck. She undid the rubber band and rewove the braid, quick and efficient. “There are a lot of tomatoes that need to come

  in,” she said. “Think you can give me a hand?”




  Dad mumbled that he’d bring the tomatoes down in a minute, keeping the newspaper firmly over his face, and this drove Mom crazy; she dropped her gardening gloves on the porch’s

  all-weather carpeting and whacked the newspaper with the back of her left hand, her wedding-band hand.




  Lowering the newspaper, Dad raised his eyebrows, looking at Mom with an I-don’t-know-what-your-problem-is-lady expression in his eyes.




  Fighting tears, Mom whispered, “I know that woman. I know her family. Don’t think I’m going to forget so easily.” Her voice was cut with something I had never heard

  before: insecurity, desperation. She said, “You owe me more than this.”




  I slithered off the lawn chair, worked on my flip-flops, and wandered to the edge of the porch. The pain in my mother’s voice shocked me into noticing things a kid normally would not: the

  way Mom’s hands shook as she picked up my baby brother, put him in his carrier, and hoisted him on her back. The way Kelly, who had followed Mom to the porch, bit her nails. The way my father

  would not, under any circumstance, answer my mother. It was as if he had turned to stone.




  Sunlight fell over the pearly buttons of Dad’s cowboy shirt as he stood, threw the newspaper on the floor, and walked into the house, leaving us on the porch.




  Mom took Kelly’s hand and my hand, and led us away. With my brother on her back, she walked down Trussoni Court and out onto Moose Road. We went west, into the sun. The afternoon was so

  hot that the blacktop was a vortex of mirages. Plateaus of sparkling silver water appeared ahead, always just ahead. We walked toward them, past the Ritters’ horse farm and a field of milk

  cows. We passed a sign for SHUFFLEBINE’S ORCHARD: $9.99: ALL THE APPLES YOU CAN PICK! An old front-heavy Chevy truck sped by, sending up whorls of dusty air.




  Kelly and I dragged our feet, exhausted, but Mom wouldn’t stop for us. She did not pause to tie her muddy shoestrings, or to collect the wildflowers growing at the side of the road. My

  sister and I lagged behind, picking black-eyed Susans, which we tossed into the air, scattering yellow flowers upon black pavement. When Mom got too far ahead, we ran to her, grabbing at her hands,

  afraid to be left. I squeezed her soft fingers. I believed that if I pressed them hard enough she would stop crying. She freed her hand from my grip, wiped her eyes, and gave it back, salty and

  wet. Matt fell asleep on her back, sucking a strand of her hair.




  “Where are we going?” Kelly asked.




  “Don’t know,” I said. “Ask Mom.”




  Kelly looked up, to Mom. “Where in the heck are we going?”




  “Crazy,” Mom said.




  “Where’s that?”




  “Onalaska.”




  I looked up the road, at the endless miles of blacktop. I knew if we walked another hour we would make town. If we turned back, we would eat a late dinner at the kitchen table, with Dad ignoring

  all of us as he picked his teeth with a toothpick and finished reading the paper. Mom would not speak to us for the rest of the evening. Nothing more would be said to Dad of his most recent affair.

  My mother would act as though my father had not betrayed her—again. Mom was good at pretending. She did it every day.




  Kelly and I whined for home. We said, My feet hurt! I’m huuungry!




  Mom squatted at the gravel shoulder, to adjust the baby carrier on her back. Her eyes were swollen. The ends of her shoestrings were frayed. She gave my hand a quick reassuring squeeze as we

  turned back, toward Trussoni Court. We had nowhere else to go but home.




  PERHAPS I SENSED THAT MY MOTHER MIGHT TAKE US BY the hand and lead us away forever, because I had a hard time falling asleep that summer. I stayed in

  bed, watching my sister sleeping on the other side of the room. Sometimes I would raid the cupboards for potato chips and juice boxes. On the nights I felt most restless, I crept through the house.

  The hallway was quiet and dark, the rich pile of the carpet soft under my bare feet. I felt my way to the living room, which opened like a cave off the hall. Moonlight had cluster-bombed the walls,

  spattering chips of illumination over the cathedral ceilings, over my arms and legs. I tiptoed past my father’s gun cabinet, filled with rifles, and opened the door that led down, to the

  basement.




  When I found the light switch, my father’s office blinked into clarity. Against one wall was an old couch where Dad crashed if Mom kicked him out of their bed. A wool blanket and a flat

  flannel-cased pillow retained the shape of his shoulders and head. There was a piece of plywood propped on sawhorses with invoices from a building supply company, heating bills, and paycheck stubs

  strewn over its surface. Behind this mess, taped to the unpainted concrete-block wall, was a photograph. I leaned close, to get a better look, and saw my father and Tommy Goodman standing side by

  side in the middle of a field, two tired-eyed boys with M-16s in their hands.




  Next to the desk, a layer cake of cement blocks and planks rose into a wobbly homemade bookshelf where Mom had put up Mason jars of pink-fleshed tomatoes preserved with curls of basil. On the

  top shelf, too high for me to reach, was a box of pictures. Using a metal milk can (the antique kind my grandfather used on his farm), I climbed up, one foot on the can, one supporting my weight on

  the bookshelf. The box was just out of reach, but I made a grab for it. The soggy cardboard collapsed in my hands just as the milk can tipped. The box flew one way, I the other, my knee losing skin

  against a cement block, my elbow banging the floor. My father’s war pictures snowed around me. The top of the milk can, round and metallic, rolled under the desk, a unicycle wheeling

  away.




  I sorted through them, flipping images onto the floor (a hooch, a Huey, an army jeep, a rice paddy) as if playing solitaire. My hand stopped on a photograph of a Vietnamese soldier, who appeared

  to be about fourteen years old, on a bed of elephant grass. Bullet holes peppered his chest, each one dime-sized, blood-ringed. For a long time I looked at the picture, until the image lifted from

  the paper and embedded itself in my memory. Who is this boy, I wondered, this body full of holes? I knew, even then, that my father had killed this person and that I was gazing upon the trophy

  photo of his kill, one no different for Dad than the photo in our living room of him with the twelve-point buck he’d shot the previous winter. Suddenly, I was terrified of what I saw before

  me. My father had killed men—his photographs told me that much. What I did not understand, as I looked at the death my father had inflicted, was why.




  I began to get sleepy and the photographs went back in the box. I propped the milk can up and heard, in the can’s center, a bang roll bang clank. When I shook it again, the sound

  repeated, in reverse. Clank bang roll bang. Tipping the can sideways, I peered into its mouth: the interior extended before me, black. I pulled out a small paper-wrapped object. As I

  unfolded the paper, long legs, mermaid-curved hips, and a set of pink-nippled breasts appeared. There were more pages, all from Playboy, all with a small italicized date at the top of the

  page that read July 1968. Folded inside, there was an old-fashioned camera, compact and heavy. I twisted a knob and a rectangular door popped open, exposing a sleek reel of film to the

  light.




  Sure I had done something terrible, I shoved the camera back into the can. There was something else inside; I grasped a cold hard sphere and pulled it out. Small and oddly angular, weighing a

  pound, maybe a pound and a half, it was impossible for me to guess what it was. I moved it this way and that, like a jeweler inspecting a gem. And then, recognition: eye sockets and nose holes

  separated by a thin, brittle ridge, the round forehead cracked like a porcelain bowl. I rolled back onto my haunches and lifted it (held in the casement of my fingertips like a pearl in a silver

  setting) to my face. It was a human skull, brought home from Vietnam by my father. And although I was not old enough to question Dad’s actions, and I always accepted what he said and did as

  the law of the land, I knew that the skull did not belong there, in our home, with us.




  





  three




  In my early twenties, when my father’s photographs would not fade from my memory and I believed that a trip back would help explain the lives

  we had led, I bought a ticket and flew to Vietnam.




  The airplane rolled to a stop mid-runway, in the unpunctuated darkness of Ho Chi Minh City’s Tan Son Nhut airfield. I stepped onto pavement so smooth and black it was like a lake-sized

  reflection of the midnight sky. The other passengers, mostly Asian businessmen, ambled toward an industrial-drab building, pulling carry-on luggage. As we passed under the sluice of floodlights

  near the terminal, I saw that the tropic air had steamed the men’s eyeglasses. They turned to me, opaque-eyed. I clutched my bag to my chest and followed these blind men.




  The businessmen presented their passports and received their stamps. Standing at the end of the line, I was sure (suddenly, for no good reason) that the thin military-uniformed customs guy would

  look at my passport and turn me back. He would study my date of birth, my place of birth, and shoo me back toward the airfield, for deportation. Instead, the man flipped through my passport, looked

  me up and down (from long black hair to low-top Converse All-Stars), and waved me through.




  After retrieving my bag, I walked into the hot, humid night. My travel agent had said I would find taxis outside the airport, but after the businessmen had left there wasn’t a taxi in

  sight. It was two in the morning and I was stranded. There were no pay phones, no buses, nothing but a palm-lined avenue leading to Ho Chi Minh City.




  I walked toward town, steering clear of puddles and potholes, the city lights fogging in the distance. After a few minutes, a beat-up Citroën pulled up beside me. The window fell, and a

  Vietnamese man barked at me in terse, sharp syllables. Shifting my weight against my suitcase, I gazed into the boat-big cavity of the car, contemplating the many ways this man could hurt me. He

  interpreted this moment of hesitation as refusal. The window ascended and the car rolled down the silent, hollow, oil-slicked road.




  Less than a mile later, I waved down a taxi. The driver took me to the “tourist village,” a three-block area around Dong Khoi (formerly Tu Do, which was formerly rue Catinat) shoved

  full of cafés, hotels, and tourists. The cafés and bars were still open and loud. I wandered through the streets until a blue neon sign appeared, blinking the word: HOTEL, HOTEL, HOTEL. I pounded the door with the heel of my hand until a half-asleep man in his twenties dressed in a Nike warm-up suit let me in, took my passport, charged me double

  the posted room rate, and lodged me in a moldy basement flooded with rainwater. Jet-lagged and wide awake, I didn’t even attempt to sleep. Instead, I sat cross-legged in a wicker chair,

  staring at a rectangular window above the bed. It was barred, like a zoo cage. At daybreak, sunlight strafed the bars, a barrage of orange and yellow with flecks of pink, the colors of explosion. A

  set of small bare feet stopped before the window, and a child squatted and gazed in at me: ATTRACTION #1, SCARED AMERICAN TOURIST. Our eyes met. The

  child turned away.




  My father went to Vietnam more than thirty years before me. He arrived a cocksure country boy from a family who thought war would make him a man. Although two of his older brothers were already

  stationed there, Dad had no expectation of where he was going and little knowledge about the war waiting for him. He had been raised to see war as a challenge, one that would teach him strength and

  dignity. He grew up on John Wayne and cowboys and Indians and stories of the Second World War: The fighting was always rough but worth it. My father once told me that before he had been drafted, he

  was neither for nor against the war—he had simply never paid attention. After his number came up, he started reading the newspaper. When he saw the kill ratio they printed—the high

  Vietcong body count and the ratio of Vietnamese to American deaths—he felt better. Our side was winning, or so he believed. Dad wanted nothing more than to put in his time and make it out

  alive, and this wish was granted. He was wounded, but he made it home. And he believed, like so many men after so many wars, that he could leave it all far, far behind.




  OUTSIDE THE HOTEL, A CART SELLING PHO SPICED THE air with chilies. I bought a bowl and sat on the curb, nestling it between my knees. Spring

  onions, baby corn, and transparent noodles wove through a broth of pork fat. An old man sat next to me, slurping noodles and drinking broth. Sweat dripped over his forehead.




  A rickshaw driver pedaled before me. He hiked up his worn blue jeans. “Mademoiselle?” he asked. “I will take you to see the sights?” When I climbed into the rickshaw, the

  chassis sank like a hammock.




  We stopped before the War Remnants Museum, formerly the Museum of American War Atrocities, which was housed in the old U.S. Intelligence center, a dilapidated, squat concrete building

  overwhelmed by history and palm trees. Tourists snaked through a courtyard. I paid an entrance fee and joined them. Inside, there were bombastic slogans decrying the American Aggressors and lauding

  Communist Bravery. There were walls of photographs, black-and-white images of men mounted upon hulking machines, diminutive peasants standing below wearing conical hats and the black ao ba

  ba that Westerners usually called pajamas. There was a picture of a jeep with a chorus line of Vietnamese men roped to the bumper, each neck elongated, slightly giraffed. A happy-go-lucky GI

  smiled big for the camera from the driver’s seat. The caption below read AMERICAN TORTURE DEVICE.




  On a wall to the left of these pictures hung a large multicolored board resembling an optometrist’s chart. Circles of orange, blue, purple, and white—each one with the word

  AGENT printed next to it—codified the chemicals deployed by American forces during the war. These substances were sprayed primarily as herbicides as part of Operation

  Ranch Hand, Kennedy’s attempt to expose guerrilla fighters by shucking their cover. Operation Ranch Hand dumped over nineteen million gallons of chemicals over South Vietnam, 66 percent of

  which was Agent Orange, a mixture of acids with a dash of dioxin—one of the most lethal poisons to the human body—thrown in. These agents were effective: The jungles shriveled, the

  crops died, and the drinking water became contaminated. A pervasive poison moved through the air, indiscriminate, filling peasant lungs and Vietcong lungs, filling the lungs of the U.S. military,

  general and grunt alike.




  On a pedestal before the chart there stood a large glass vat, like something one would find in the laboratory of a mad scientist. It held the bodies of two deformed babies twisted around each

  other. The placard below read RESULT OF AMERICAN CHEMICAL ATTACK. The babies swam in a pretty sapphire-blue liquid; upon closer inspection, I saw that these little bodies

  were Siamese twins, two children woven into one. The babies had a shared head, a shared chest, a set of shared hips. One of the mouths was open and a tiny kitten tongue licked at the blue liquid.

  The little creature clung to itself, and I imagined this baby, with its tiny tapering fingers, all twenty of them wiggling, holding on tight as it was born. It wailed, as if to ward off the

  poisoned world it was entering, and then, with a look of disgust, departed.




  I walked outside, to the courtyard, where a ramshackle souvenir market awaited me. There were bottles of Chinese Tiger Oil, boxes of ginseng root, hundreds of luminous globs of amber—some

  with ants and beetles petrified at their center. Pictures of Ho Chi Minh—Uncle Ho, as some of the postcards read—were propped on every table. I chose a piece of amber as big as my fist.

  There was a scorpion inside, its tail cocked to sting. An old woman gave me an inflated price; I accepted it without haggling. I held the amber to the sunlight, running my fingers over the gummy

  surface. Back at home, this chunk of amber would weigh down papers on my desk. Light would fall through the resin and become trapped inside, infusing the amber with warmth and illumination. The

  flex of the scorpion’s tail would be exactly as it was when I first saw it—about to strike. I would hold it and remember the moment I bought it, thirty seconds before I came

  face-to-face with the man who made me wish I had not come to Vietnam.




  He stood behind me, inspecting the piece of amber in my hand. I turned to him. His aviator sunglasses were gold-rimmed with a malachite-green tint to the lenses. They were bulbous and metallic

  and gave him the aspect of a horsefly. I could not see around them, and I was uncertain of whether he was Vietnamese or simply dark. He was long-legged, slump-shouldered, and much taller than other

  Vietnamese men. His jeans had a hole in the knee, his black T-shirt said IRON MAIDEN, and this led me to believe that he was an American greaser guy, the kind I might have

  shared a cigarette with in high school. But there was something in his stance, in the way he moved, that made me believe he was native to this city. He pulled a white baseball cap over his

  forehead, shading his glasses.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
FALLING
THROUGH
THE
EARTH

A Memoir





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
Danielle Trussoni

FALLING
THROUGH
THE
EARTH

A Memoir

PPPPPPP





