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“… the tiger, though he hide his claws will at last discover his rapine; the lion’s looks are not the maps of his meaning…. Fire cannot be hid in the straw, nor the nature of man so concealed but at last it will have his course.”

—Thomas Lodge, Rosalynde

Oh what a thing is man! how farre from power,

From setled peace and rest!

He is some twentie sev’rall men at least

Each sev’rall houre.

—George Herbert, “Giddinesse”
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FOREWORD

I have long been intensely curious about the parts of any life—its various beginnings, its twists and turns, where, finally, it settled, if ever. The journey is rarely neat, mostly messy, if seen closely. No arc invites such intense scrutiny as one’s own. After a certain age, we remember those details that want most to be remembered but rarely, until xperhaps late in the story, see the pattern they have built. Often the details resist becoming a pattern but remain disparate, not to be yoked by any power, prompted by chance, by the time in one’s life, what one had for dinner.

Except for a moment or two, my life I suspect is rather ordinary in its details—and I have persuaded myself to write about parts of it in this brief book only for several reasons: the selfish one of wanting—sometimes desperately—to understand what I did and what happened to me, what it might mean and why, and in the thought that some of my odd journey will interest people who have lived with similar events and strivings.

I began to write sections of these recollections a full sixty-odd years ago in a little room I lived in after a few years in the Army, in Greenwich Village. At first I had raw notes on bits of paper and in a journal I began to keep; then there were stories about some episodes in my life and some of these became an ill-fated novel with a thinly disguised and too familiar central figure. When I began to write personal essays—some “straight” and some “piscatorial”—I found a voice I could use for the rest of my life. Sections of some of those essays appear almost intact in this book; some overlap or connect; some parts at first may conjure a different author, which I probably was. In the end, I wanted a narrative that sought to follow the arc of my life.

My friend Herbert Leibowitz wrote a wonderful book on American autobiography called Fabricating Lives, which is what mostly happens. No biography or autobiography tells either the whole story or the truly accurate story. In the selection of detail and choice of anecdote I have no doubt simmered in mendacity and rigged my own tale, though my words have pleaded for responsibility. And there is so much I have omitted—especially about my beloved wife and four children, and my grandchildren, whom I have loved so long and passionately and cannot write about sensibly.

But I have tried to hew close to what I thought was true, even as I explored, as I pressed into my mid-eighties, my varied life, in some of its defining parts.

Nick Lyons

Woodstock, New York

July 2019
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BOARDING AWAY

We lived in a labyrinthine apartment on Walton Avenue in the Bronx, my grandparents, my two bachelor uncles, my mother, and me, and the place was redolent of chopped liver and gefilte fish and pickled herring, and the sounds of Yiddish were always in my ears, and my mother was rarely there. Grandpa was a bearded patriarch who spoke little and applied salves and gauze to his calves every morning. Grandma frequently used the hand grinder attached to the kitchen table and did all the cooking; my uncles Jack and Dave were up early, back late but always had words and a smile for me. I had my own little room and was very content in the big apartment.

My grandparents and my uncles were my world and they never raised their voices and always smiled or said something funny. Much later, a cousin told me they were “spoiling me rotten.”

One September day my mother and Uncle Dave said we were going for a drive. Grandma gave me a plate of cucumbers and roast chicken—my favorite foods; she’d left the cucumbers thick and the chicken white and cold, precisely how I liked them. “You know I don’t like you,” Grandma said, pinching my cheek, her little joke. I wiped away the pinch, as I always did. Grandpa nodded his great white head gravely, then turned away when I put on my navy-blue cap and cheerily said goodbye for the afternoon; Louis Bernstein was a man of few English words. This was 1937. I was five. We were just going for a short trip in my mother’s Dodge. The license plate was 4U444.

I was skinny and freckled and had a queasy feeling when we got to a gray gabled building. I held my mother’s hand fiercely as we entered, watched a valise that suddenly appeared vanish into another room, and looked up at a white-haired and ramrod-straight Miss Burt. She had known a lot of little boys like me. She knew precisely how to handle them. Did I like toys? I admitted, to her question, that I did. So she took me into a back room and there were metal trains, rag dolls, foot-long wooden blocks, paints, crayons, a red playhouse that you could climb right into, and lots of colorful books. My mother and Uncle Dave, she assured me, would still be there when I came back. They nodded as I shyly took Miss Burt’s firm hand: they would still be there.

The old lady closed the door and then showed me how the trains worked, and I piled two stacks of wooden blocks to a height of three feet and with her help put a large block across them for an arch. I looked at the door several times. My mother would still be there. She had said so.

But she was not. When this was clear, I kicked and clawed, screamed as loud and long as I could, then pounded the floor with my feet like machine-gun fire. In a short while, the weight of my fury choking me, my voice grew hoarse and my limbs went bloodless. I could not believe that she had left me there alone. What had I done to deserve this?

My time at the Burt School was neither out of Dickens nor at all like Edward Dahlberg’s in Because I Was Flesh; the school was a perfectly decent place, several teachers were warm and wise, but during those first long nights, alone in the dark, I promptly began to water the bedsheets; I also began to get dull, binding pressures through my ribs and thought my heart would bust out of my chest. Confrontation would not get me out, I soon saw, nor would screaming or bed-wetting, which stopped. The chest pains gnawed at me at their pleasure and lasted thirty years, give or take a few.

The school itself was a dark Victorian building, with innumerable dark gray hallways, dark old landscape paintings, heavy curtains, and a great porch around its exterior. About half the students—those under seven—slept in one huge room. In the night, after we had all said, “Now I lay me,” kneeling on the floor beside our beds in our Dr. Dentons—“if I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take”—after the lights were out and we were left to our own thoughts, I could hear the low cries and whimpers and waited for one of the teachers to come in, glance around, listen, the room suddenly silent, and then leave. And then the night sounds would start again. My sounds—the crash and shout of my brain, the chest thuds, the abject loneliness—were inaudible. The enemy held all the aces. Now, in the clutch of old age, I still feel the images of that place in my half-waking dreams, as starkly as if they had occurred that morning. And I still discover, when I am betrayed by a friend or an associate, when I am lied to outright, when someone insults one of my children or grandchildren, I still feel the tattoos of that place on the walls of my brain. For those days remain crouched inside me, and though I only spent three years there, the measured waiting that became my chief strategy lasted well into adulthood, and the weapons and strengths I later found were often compensations. I saw my mother only on occasional weekends, and I spoke to her increasingly with more caution and care and began to live more and more in the cave of my own brain.

Each morning we were required to sit on a small porcelain potty and if we delivered nothing after trying for a third day we were given an enema. Silent and sober lessons in gray little classrooms took six hours each day—the Burt School was well known for its academic strictness—and I had another hour for piano lessons in the musty cupboard of a room on the fourth floor. There the metronome tick-tocked back and forth, like my heart, beating me to the punch every hour, and I felt my disharmony with the music as Miss Clarke, who also taught English, said, “No, Nicki. Too slow. Nicki, you’re rushing.” She was small and compact and always fair, and by the end of my third year I had learned enough piano to give one recital, under duress and disastrously, at the hotel my grandfather owned, the Laurel House—it was late in the summer I left Burt’s, to a packed house, and I have never played a note since.

In the afternoons and on weekends, we had a few hours of free time or “Recreation.” I was taken to see the Hindenburg fly overhead, the remains of the Danbury Hat Factory after the great fire, and long drives on Sunday afternoons, five or six of us packed into the huge school Buick, once to a local castle, several times to nearby lakes with sand beaches. Often we took walks. One route led through the fields and woods to that small body of water called Ice Pond. It had been used by Revolutionary War troops to gather their ice; later, ice from the pond was cut into thick rectangles and shipped commercially throughout Westchester County. It was simply a pond of a few acres, clear enough but never so translucent as spring ponds I later saw in the West, set into a concave landscape like some jewel, brilliantly alive with reflections of sun on its flat or ruffled surface. I did not fish it at first, but by mid-autumn, with the leaves golden and scarlet on the birches and oaks and umber leaves floating on the pond, I knew nothing more beautiful or mysterious. A few months later it was solid as stone and slippery, and we ran and slid on it and the older kids brought their skates.

That spring I began to fish in the pond. Like Aksakov, the Russian memoirist, after the first day of it I was at once mad for fishing. I used a long branch of ash, stripped of its bark, and seven or eight feet of green cord onto which I tied a red-and-white float, and snelled hooks purchased in Peekskill from my twenty-cents-a-week allowance, paid to me at exactly five o’clock every Friday afternoon. Near the edges of the pond I sometimes heard, then saw, a frog, and in the depths there were the pancake shapes of the sunfish, unhurried, their gills pulsing, their white puckered mouths opening and closing to some purpose I could not imagine. Standing alone for hours, like a crane or heron, alone but somehow never lonely here, silent, I was mesmerized by the way the lines and planes of light angled down toward some strange matrix near the sandy bottom, a region numinous and wild. And I caught sunfish, tiger-striped perch, a few bullheads with broad and whiskered mouths, and an occasional rock bass in the little lukewarm pond, a world. I loved every moment of it: threading a tough little garden worm onto the hook so that it covered the point and left part of the bait wriggling; watching the bobber intently for any movement other than that caused by the waves; judging beforehand whether I had a pecking sunny, a bold perch, or a whiskered catfish on my line—or even a larger rock bass or black bass or the rare snakelike pickerel. I loved the bright colors of the fish, their dogged fight, the suspense of casting my bait into the waters and waiting for some little creature from that other realm to meet my invitation. I liked the shock and surprise when a fish took my bait, when my bobber trembled, even slightly.

At the pond I found a link to some world beyond that of my frozen affections, my anxiety, my sadness. My eyes were riveted to that red-and-white bobber, tipping back and forth, then darting down, and by the mystical geometries of light in water, the inverted cone within those depths, where, somewhere, were those endlessly interesting creatures who could live and breathe in water.

I have never been able to explain to those who asked me why I love to fish—first with worms in that sump of a pond, then in the creek below South Lake at the Laurel House, where I went every summer. Eventually and for many years, I fished with long delicate rods and tiny flies. Mostly I have dodged the question, but if there is a reason for my passion it is to be found in those days on Ice Pond and in South Lake. There, my eyes and ears keyed to water, float, and sound, I felt fully alive. There I felt an electric connection not only to a fish on the line but to all those things that made such an event possible—bait and tackle, shadows and reflections on the water, trees and cattails and frogs, opaque worlds beneath the surface, and the fish themselves. There I touched something larger perhaps, more momentous than myself, and there, most fully, I forgot myself, the Burt School, my mother. Fishing always had a disproportionately haunting effect on me.

Eventually I made a few friends: Billy, a year older, with whom I played War and Commando in the woods and with whom I sometimes fished, and little dark-haired Nancy, with whom we played House.

For a few weeks House was our favorite game. We played it behind the gigantic oak a short way up the hill. Nancy was always the Mommy; Billy and I took turns being Daddy or Doctor or Child. We probably showed a little flesh, and we may even have touched some now and then along with our interminable chatter. I remember nothing more but there must have been more because of what happened. None of us believed we had any real family anymore so we became very close and House was our own secret. We played every afternoon we could sneak away, for several weeks, behind the huge oak.

Of course Miss Burt found out and summoned Mr. Prince, the arithmetic teacher. I was held bare-assed in the high white bed in the infirmary, with all the other teachers standing nearby, and that doubled-over belt descended with its searing sting, over and over, and I felt my buttocks tighten and my teeth bite down on my lips until I tasted blood, and then I lay shaking and exposed, there on the white sheets, and Miss Burt said in her firm voice, “That will be all, Mr. Prince.”

Nancy and I did not even nod after that, and she left before the end of the term. Billy and I had little enough to say to each other but we were both in school for another two years and eventually we spoke, though never of that incident, and in the fall we began to fish together again.

I tried to be a good student, and even when I wasn’t able to concentrate on a book, I tried to look as if I were. My mind wandered, sometimes to the pond, sometimes into a vast field of mystery about who I was and whether I had a father, how I was supposed to behave, which made my chest hurt and my brain burn, and all of my report cards, in and after the Burt School, advised that I “could do better.” Still, I tried always to look as if I was doing the best I could; being good, being very good, doing what adults wanted me to do, I thought, would lead them to hurt me less. Survival. That’s what it was about. And didn’t I know a lot about that already? I knew more about that lean figure on the crossed beams than any of the Christian children, that anguished wooden figure in the Catholic church, high over the altar.

The first time I entered that cavernous room, its ceilings miles high, so unlike the claustrophobic little synagogue I went to with Grandpa, I felt twice as small as I’d ever felt. The space was immense. As we walked down the aisle, I looked at the windows of many colors against the walls, lit from the sun. And then, just before I was asked to kneel, something I’d never done except when I said, “Now I lay me,” I saw the huge, nearly naked man, his arms outstretched, the nails, his tilted head with a crown of leaves, the blood, his legs together, the spike.

Miss Burt put her finger to her mouth; we must be perfectly quiet. Had I gasped? What had he done to deserve that? And who was he?

As the words of the costumed man on the stage droned on, half music, half incantation, in a language I could not understand, my eyes flitted to the endless space above me, where the sun illuminated brilliant stained-glass windows on which there were figures with rings of silver or gold above each head, babies with wings. But my gaze always went back, tentatively at first, to the mammoth figure directly in front of me, and in twenty minutes, when I realized that he would not turn me to stone, I looked neither to the right nor the left. I looked at nothing other than him. The man was alive. The nails were through his hands, the blood was real, the crown was of thorns not leaves, and that single spike pinned both feet below the ankle to the base of the beam. There was blood everywhere, on his forehead, on the palms and wrists of his hands, on his feet. My face burned. My right hand gripped the arm of the pew in front of me as hard as it could. I turned toward the student next to me. He did not look scared. In fact, he looked more peaceful than I’d ever seen him. So I tried to listen to the great reverberating sounds of the organ, watch the pantomime of the strangely clothed men in front of me, now chanting, now swinging an object on a chain in front of them. I tried to make some sense of the aureate pageantry, so much more compelling and magnificent than what happened in that small, dark shul at which Grandpa prayed, rocking back and forth as he did, a blue-and-white shawl with tassels over his shoulders, the black cap on his head. I understood not a word of either but the language was warmer, more emotional, than the cold metallic tones I heard in the great church.

I went there several Sundays, each time trying to understand what everyone there was doing, what they were asking for—terrified, haunted, compelled to watch that man alive on the wooden cross, the man who must know more than anyone about survival and pain. When my mother visited for the first time, I told her in great detail about the man on the cross and she told Miss Burt that I was not to go to that place anymore, and I never did, ever, instead spending Sunday mornings with the cook.

THE YEARS PASSED, now blurred, with irregular visits from my mother in her Dodge, sometimes with Uncle Dave or Uncle Jack but never my grandparents. Mama did not change. She looked very beautiful to me in her colorful dresses and floppy hats. I had longed to be close to her, but now I shied from hugging or kissing her. She always wanted to know how my schoolwork had progressed, and I told her as best I could, and her warm manner made her popular with the other students and with the teachers. She knew how to be liked, and seemed to like beyond all else to be liked by others. But I could not hug her or kiss her and I’m sure she felt this, and I rarely could do either when we both grew older and I had my own family. I learned from her how to become involved in the lives of others, to ask them questions and smile at their wit. I do not know now, a full eighty years later, whether all that is an act of heart, for which we both have been praised, or an act of rank hypocrisy.

Mama, with the little hop in her walk and her perpetual smile, brought three or four gentleman friends up to visit during my third year at the Burt School. Several times she came with her unmarried friend Neale and her son Clifford, a quiet boy only months younger than me. There was a very thin man, with fish-belly-white pinched cheeks, and a man I later learned was called Jesse W. Eric, a handsome man thirty years older than Mama, with a handlebar mustache, very deferential and warm to my mother. He came twice. There was something mysterious about it all and it remained a mystery to me until I realized one morning on my way to the pond that maybe I had gotten to the Burt School in the first place because I didn’t have a father and my mother had to work, and just maybe my mother wanted to marry one of these visitors. I told Billy my theory that she wanted to marry them and he said, “Not all of them,” which made sense. We were headed to the pond and when we got there I took a worm from a peach can and threaded it carefully onto the hook and flipped out the line. We were both standing quietly, knee-deep in Ice Pond, watching our bobbers, and I thought about it all, and he asked: “Look, do you want to get out of this place?”

Did he mean that we should go over the fence, like Greg, the ten-year-old, had? I remembered the affair well: the phone calls, the scurry of teachers; Miss Burt’s grim face and agitated voice; two state troopers bringing poor Greg into the living room like an escaped convict at nine-thirty the next morning. It did not look like much fun.

“You’re nearly eight years old,” said Billy, “and you don’t know nothing yet. Do you want to stay here until you’re an old man or do you want to leave this place forever and live in a house like everyone else in the world?”

I concentrated on the bobber, which twitched back and forth with the waves. Not even a sunny. Without turning my eyes, I said to him: “Nobody gets out of this place.”

“Help her, dummy,” my friend said. “This is your big chance. She’s just begging for you to like one of them. Then she’ll marry him and you’ll get out of this place. It’s that simple, Nicki.”

An opportunity presented itself two weekends later.

The new man was young, younger than my mother. This was a good sign. We played catch with one of the school softballs, and he had a way of winding up before he threw the ball that was terrifically funny. He also showed a remarkable interest in fishing. We went to Ice Pond together and pretty soon he was holding my hand and asking all sorts of questions about what I caught in the pond and how big they were and what did I use for bait. I instructed him as best I could, given his obvious ignorance of fishing, for he seemed truly interested. When we got there he did not say anything, not even a small scold, when I walked right into the pond in my brown-and-tan shorts and shirt and began to fish. And he had a perfectly marvelous response when I flipped out a modest little perch. He even offered to help take it off the hook, which I refused. He seemed to like me and I was beginning very much to want people to like me, though I did not like the way he raised a camera as I turned from the pond and snapped my picture. There was something sneaky about that—and I’ve never liked my picture taken.

But his arm was around my shoulder when we walked back from the pond to meet Mama, who had been talking to my teachers, and we were chattering away like old friends—which was not precisely the case. When Mama saw us, she said, “I see you boys had a great time fishing.”

Billy was a genius. Two weeks later—in the middle of the week—they came back, my mother and that man. Miss Burt had gotten me dressed to kill—shower, powder, tie, and the rest of it—and off we went, the three of us, to the judge’s offices, next to a courtroom.

They were already married. Mr. Lyons said he was going to adopt me and I did not know what that meant. The judge was a kindly white-haired man, maybe sixty-five, with silver eyeglasses and a silver pocket watch that he took out two or three times. After a little friendly chatter, he came right to the point. “Do you know this man?” he asked.

I admitted that I had sort of gone fishing with him once.

Did I like him?

I looked at Mr. Lyons carefully. To tell the truth, he did not look all that familiar to me. “He’s all right,” I said.

“He’s your father now, son, and he wants to adopt you.”

I knew my mother had married this man but I was not quite sure where that put me. And I was still not sure that I would get out of the Burt School for good unless I kept my wits about me, which had never been a strong point. My pal could be wrong. Anybody could be wrong. Nothing, ever, was sure as stone. And my mother was keeping awfully quiet.

“If he’s already my father,” I said—the word sounded weird when it came out—“why does he have to a-dapt me?”

“A-dopt,” the judge said, and then he began to explain to me all sorts of things about being adopted, some of which sounded all right, some of which I didn’t understand. He’d explain something very slowly, then ask if I had understood him. I always nodded that I had. I didn’t want to seem dumb as a slug. But I barely understood a word of it. My head buzzed. Those chest pains were beginning to kill me again. All I remember is that my name would have to be changed.

I looked at my mother. To tell the truth, she didn’t look that familiar to me, either. She looked very pretty, though, in her polka-dot dress and wide-brimmed hat, with her soft brown curls. Would her name be changed, too? Yes. It had already been changed. A lot had been going on behind my back, like always. This name-changing business was unnerving. It was like becoming someone else entirely when I was not at all sure who I was already. I was Nathan Ress but everyone at school and at the Laurel House called me Nicki. I had rather gotten used to Nicki Ress. It rather went with me. So I said, if they didn’t mind, I’d rather they did not change it, or that I even not get adapted, if I had anything to say about it all.

“You’re being very silly,” said Mr. Lyons. “Your mother has changed her name but she hasn’t changed. She’ll still be your mother and now I’m your father and—”

“I like my name the way it is,” I said quietly.

“Don’t be a child,” Mr. Lyons said—a bit gruffly, I thought. “It’s just your last name, and we can keep Ress as your middle name.”

“It’s all right, darling,” said my mother, coming up close and putting her arm around me. Was she still my mother? She seemed more his, Mr. Lyons’s, than mine. I was not sure who she was and I flinched when she touched me.

“I’d rather the boy decide for himself,” the judge said firmly. “It’s his decision, you know, folks.”

“The kid’s only eight,” said Mr. Lyons, laughing lightly and shaking his head.

“Sometimes that has to be old enough. And I’d like to hear what he has to say, please.”

“Take your time, Nicki,” said my mother, smiling a little.

“Sure,” said Mr. Lyons. “Take your time.”

They all looked at me. I did not, at first, look at any of them. I looked at all of the framed documents on the judge’s wall. I looked at my mother in her polka-dot dress; and she looked away. I looked closely, out of the corner of my eye, at Mr. Lyons. He was watching me carefully, with a friendly smile on his face.

“No hurry, Nicki,” said the judge. “It’s a big decision.”

But there was a hurry. I could feel it pounding in my chest, anxious to be out. I thought my chest would break. It was tight as a drum and twisting madly. If I did not change my name, would they send me back? Anything could happen. There was surely only one thing to do. Surely my mother wanted me to agree. I could not take a chance of going back to that mausoleum. Anyway, not everyone gets a chance to choose his father and also his name.

We moved to a pretty little house with fake-stone siding in Mount Vernon, and I had a newly wallpapered room all to myself and a brand-new Schwinn two-wheeler and I sat down to breakfast and dinner with my mother and my new father and sometimes we went places together. And there was a Ping-Pong table in the basement and a garden framed by rosebushes in the backyard and I tried to figure out how I was supposed to act in this new arrangement. But within six months, a cold, wary center had begun to grow in me toward them. I did not like being told not to say “my” mother or “my” real father, and I couldn’t get “Dad” or “Pop” or “Father” out of my mouth, which got to him too, which was reasonable, so the cold center grew and kept growing for decades until it turned to something worse.
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DETACHMENT

Many years later, after a fitfully acquired degree from Penn, I served with the American Army at a small post in western France. It was a muddy installation, an enclave of Quonset huts and jerry-built tarpaper shacks and wooden supply sheds, of various lengths but otherwise indistinguishable. They had no names on them, no defining marks, so it was common to enter the wrong building. They were dreary, low structures, covered in tarpaper, each heated by a cast-iron potbellied stove that burned a gravelly coal and from which, every day or so, we had to remove and clean the bricks. The windows of dirty glass were sometimes covered with an opaque plastic sheet, to keep out the cold. In wet, warm weather, slugs ascended through the floorboards. The skies were always as gray and listless as the buildings and you never felt that the ground you walked upon was level and firm. On windy nights you went to sleep hearing the flag-pole cables knocking and the flapping of plastic against glass. The post was in the middle of a large flat, unprotected by hills or trees, and the wind could be sharp or, in the summer, thick with dust. There were few days without wind.

We were a medical detachment, though most of the men there were engineers sent to prepare for a hospital that, allegedly, might someday be built for a purpose no one could tell. Other than the engineers, who had little enough to do since no permanent structure had been started, there were administrators of various stripes, who administered the post without a clear function but were always busy, from warrant officers and a few captains and a colonel on down to me, at first a clerk typist. We were all there to support the engineers, who as yet had nothing to build. Only three times during the thirteen months I spent at Croix-Chapeau was the word “hospital” mentioned. No one knew for sure if it or any other building would ever be built. No one ever talked about the future of the post. It was just there, as if it had been there in the mud for years, and it looked for all its impermanence as if it would be there long after I left, as long as those tarpaper shacks could withstand the rain and wind. No one knew why the place was called “Croix-Chapeau.”

This was in the early 1950s and there were already demonstrations by the local citizens in nearby La Rochelle against the remaining American troops, who weren’t there to occupy France but for some other reason that someone, somewhere, thought fit. It was one thing to save a proud country, another to hang around breeding discontent—for a couple of years, then five, and by the time I left a full ten years after the war had ended. Stone and stucco walls in the town had “Go Home Américain” painted on them in large, dripping red letters. There was a riot in March and several machine guns were mounted on the parapets of American headquarters in La Rochelle but no shots were fired, either way, despite a lot of cursing and flag-waving and raised fists. Nothing happened close to Croix-Chapeau; I don’t think anyone cared much about the place except for the few French who lived nearby and could make some money from the situation.

This was the first time I had experienced such hate toward America. At first it shocked me, though it was soon clear why the French despised Americans, beyond their mannerisms and coarse sounds and indifference to all that was French. There were reported rapes. Once I saw a couple of guys from the post run down an elderly Frenchman on a bicycle and steal the familiar baguette attached to the back of his bike, and then run off, shouting something with the word “frog” in it; others sprayed bikers with fire extinguishers and laughed wildly.

“The frogs would be talking kraut if we hadn’t come,” Bill Baldini, the short, stocky, red-faced second baseman, told me with authority, “and now they tell us to go home. Well, fuck them. Fuck every last one of them frogs.” Why, he speculated, couldn’t all the French be like the docile women, for some reason called “P-ladies,” who came to the post fence every evening at dusk to pick up and deliver our laundry? They smiled, they were as reliable as a Swiss clock, and they liked us and liked the francs that were just so much scrap paper to us.

Demi Maneri, a short intense man who practically had epileptic fits when he was riled, coached all of the sports teams on the post. He was within months of rotating back to the States when I arrived in January, during the basketball season. He checked the personnel records of everyone coming to Croix-Chapeau, and since I had played basketball for the University of Pennsylvania he promptly had me transferred out of the office pool, where I typed and filed, and into a job as his assistant.

The basketball season was winding down and the team, with its six men, hadn’t yet won a game. Then, because of a scheduling problem, we played three games in two days in a cold field hangar, and I managed to score a slew of points, and we won all three. So he made me coach for the last three games, two of which we won, and then, when he rotated back to the States in March, I was put in charge of the entire sports program, his job, and spent the next year in that capacity, coaching all of the post teams, even baseball, which I had only played in its softball incarnation, and even catching, after we lost two catchers, one to rotation, the other to a statutory rape charge involving a fifteen-year-old girl from Bordeaux. I caught three games, adequately, nabbed two runners trying to steal second, went zero for nineteen at bat, then leaped for a riser with my bare right hand and had the bone in my ring finger pop through the skin. The company doctor jerked it back into its proper position and applied a band-aid. This ended my baseball days. That finger never knit properly and often locks rigid when I dig into my pocket for change, more than sixty-five years later.

NEARLY EVERYONE HATED the dog called Guilty. Dogs ran in packs at the base and there were a lot of them, perhaps fifteen or twenty, mostly mutts, all running free within the fenced grounds of the 22nd Medical Detachment at Croix-Chapeau, foraging as they could, attaching themselves to one or another of the soldiers, all of whom took keen pleasure in tormenting Guilty. They threw stones at him, shouted, “Allez, Guilty!” while pointing a finger at the dog, and then laughed wildly and kept pointing when the mutt put down his head and slouched away. Sometimes they’d beckon the poor creature close, offer him a bone or some gristle, and then snatch the food away, cackling. Guilty never learned. They did their worst, threw a stone or heavy stick at him, and the dog would merely put out his tongue and seem to smile, as if this were a game he liked or at least the source of some attention. The dogs hated Guilty too, and rarely allowed him into their pack, never near food that had been thrown to them. They bared their teeth, made low growling noises, and he smiled back or skulked away, turning both cheeks. When they were copulating—always a spectacle that drew crowds at Croix-Chapeau—Guilty lay at a distance with his head against the ground, breathing heavily, drooling, as he often did. Since no one had more than a few hours of work to do each day, most of the troops liked to stand around in groups whenever possible, harassing Guilty. It was one of the main sports at that isolated post.
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