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  FOREWORD

  FROZEN FOOTSTEPS AND SHARED ROADS
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  WHEN I WAS A KID growing up in Minnesota, I loved walking in a fresh winter snow in my buckled rubber boots and snow pants, tromping through city parks, across frozen lakes, and into deep woods. The biting cold, glowering winter sky, or even heatless sunshine on a below-zero day couldn’t suppress my pleasure. I’d march along, kicking snow forward with every step, and pause from time to time to look back at where I’d been. The trail of footsteps in the snow marked my passage. I knew they were my steps alone.


  I didn’t realize it at the time, but my impulse to look back in admiration at my trail suggested a broader desire to leave a mark. In my child’s mind, those footsteps were visible proof that I had been there, just as the rabbit tracks and squirrel prints showed me what animals had been out foraging since the snow had stopped falling. But I learned later that this impulse to leave a mark walks hand-in-hand with the desire to see where you’ve been and to tell others about it, whether to impart wisdom, share what matters to you, or simply entertain.


  We are all storytellers, and for me, the roots of my storytelling stretch back to those winter ramblings as a boy. But why is this important? Why does it matter where we’ve been and what we’ve done, seen, and experienced?


  Phil Cousineau, in The Book of Roads, goes a long way toward explaining that. He travels down one road and up another, chronicling life in our time with a poet’s grace and filmmaker’s vision. His travels take him from the rough streets of Detroit to the stony paths of Connemara, from Rumi’s tomb to Chichén Itzá. He goes with a hunger for knowledge and a thirst for connection, to see the long thread of human history in the world around him and the earthy wisdom of shepherds and touts and countless other souls who share these roads with us.


  By taking us along, revealing what he learned simply by showing us what he saw and felt and lived, Phil grants us a new perspective on our lives and world. We follow his lead and discover new connections with people and places and reflect on our own experiences so the tapestries of our lives extend beyond their usual borders and we are made richer for it.


  We are here now. This is our world, our time. When we speak to each other, entire universes open up.


  Thanks to Phil, I can look back on those childhood tracks in the snow and see that they were the beginning of something bigger. His stories have helped me understand that leaving a trail, making a mark, sharing our own hard-won wisdom helps create the human story and is vital to our shared history.


  We all lean on each other. We are all connected. And with Phil as our guide, we see farther and deeper, and walk with a lighter tread down these roads, one step at a time.


  Larry Habegger


  Executive Editor, Travelers’ Tales Books
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    “Life is a journey, the universe an inn.”


    —GAUTAMA BUDDHA


    “What can we do?


    We were born with the Great Unrest.”


    —CARIBOU ESKIMO TO KNUD RASMUSSEN


    “Man, is the past a long and twisty road.”


    —SATCHEL PAIGE

  


  


  CONESTOGA WAGONS
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  CHRISTMAS EVE, 1956. The snowdrifts pile up against our small brick house, impossibly white, rising with the moon, and shrouding the cars in the street. The wind bends the evergreen trees in the front yard. The cold night leaves frost feathers on the windowpanes.


  I am four years old. My family gathers around the Christmas tree that we cut down at a tree farm out near Ann Arbor. The silver tinsel shimmers, the crisscrossing strings of popcorn smell fresh and salty, and the hand-me-down ornaments that came all the way from Ottawa glitter and glow in the reflection of the green and red lights.


  It’s time for the presents. My heart is beating jackrabbit fast.


  My Grandpa Louis LaChance gets down on all fours on the living room carpet and offers me a firm man-to-man handshake, my hand disappearing in his. I notice the long gray hairs on the back of his hand, and then something cool against my palm. He has slipped me a silver dollar, telling me to look at the date. I try to read the numbers, and he helps me: “1896,” he says proudly. It’s a grand flourish, more for my mother than me. I can tell by the way he looks at her, pleadingly, as if asking for forgiveness for hurting her feelings in some way I’m too young to figure out. How could I have possibly understood what it felt like for her to lose her own mother in childbirth—the very act of bringing her into this world—and how he blamed her and asked his sister to raise her?


  All this captured in a single furtive glance.


  In the soft glare of the tree lights, my eyes grow large and curious. My forehead is already creased from the tension of trying act older than I am. The pattern is set. I am trying to look as serious as my father when he heads off to work at the big Ford Glass House, in Dearborn. I am practicing the poses of the man who will cultivate his worries and look like a deep thinker, which would please him no end.


  Eagerly, I tear off the wrapping paper of his present to me. All eyes are on me. A book opens out like a rare flower. On the cover is a brightly colored painting of a Conestoga wagon with a tall mast rising out of the canvas roof, billowing with canvas sails. A pioneer family is in the driver’s seat of the magical wagon—mother, father, son—as it jounces across the prairies. The background is teeming with buffalo herds and Indian hunters riding bareback on white horses.


  I scratch at my red wool pajamas. It is my first enchantment. Something surges in me, a longing for the marvelous. Turning the pages of my new book, the contours of my life take shape. I want to climb inside that wagon and glide across the Great Plains with the white sails unfurled to catch the winds hurled down from Canada, wild winds that will propel the wheels for thousands of wild miles.


  Later on in life, whenever the mannish boy in me heard the call to explore the world, it wasn’t been because of the usual goads, a vision of a sleek red Corvette careening along “Route 66,” or the lure of a travel poster for steamer ships heading to remotest Borneo. What has stirred my road-dark blood again and again has been the returning dream of gliding across America in a Conestoga wagon powered by prairie winds. To this day, my heart races with seven-league boots every time I remember the moment my grandfather sat me down on his knee and began reading from my first book of adventures in his raspy Ottawa accent, his grizzled whiskey breath warming my cheeks.


  “The wind came howling down from the north, Philip” he began and never stopped. I can still hear his voice in my third ear: “And they lifted the sails to catch the wind.”


  That is how it begins; that is how it always begins. At the end of the beginning appears the luminous moment that never ends, the boyhood memories that prove as inexhaustible as the wind off the prairies pushing us forward to a new world.


  Wayne, Michigan


  September 2001


  


  THE ROYAL ROAD
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  “Give me back the soul I had as a boy.”


  —FEDERICO GARCÍA LORCA


  LATE ONE FRIDAY AFTER school, Mom tells me that Grandma Dora’s been having one of her lonesome spells, so we’re going to spend the weekend with her at the little yellow cottage on Steele Street, near St. Alphonsus. I’m ecstatic, since I love Gram’s cooking and her lion’s-foot bathtub and her old RCA radio that is taller than me.


  The next night, after our feast of pot roast, glazed potatoes and carrots, caramelized onions, and Johnny bread, Gram gives me a warm bubble bath. She hums one of her favorite old English dance hall songs, “The White Cliffs of Dover,” which makes me think she’s happy enough. I screw my face into an unasked question about her being so lonely we had to drive all the way into Detroit to make her a little less lonely. Humming to herself, she wraps me in a white terrycloth towel and leads me to the yellow brick fireplace in the parlor where my mom is waiting for us.


  “Ma, I haven’t heard you sing that in forever and a day.”


  “Makes me think of Sydney,” my Grandma says. “Now don’t get yourself all in a fret. Look, Rosie, he’s all squeaky clean.” Gram sits me down on her thick throw rug in front of the yellow-bricked fireplace. She offers me a cup of hot chocolate and Mom a cup of Earl Grey tea and flops down in her easy chair and sips her nightly sherry from a tulip-shaped glass.


  “Frankie,” she says to me, “can you flip on the TV? I think it’s time for The Lawrence Welk Show.” Mom is about to correct her for calling me Frankie, but I shake her off and gladly flip the black plastic dial of the big console TV. On flickers the Polish prince of polka and soap bubbles. Gram and Mom talk right over the show, pausing for the flourishes of his waving wand and when the the Lennon Sisters come on, then slip into gossip about the Hatfield-and-McCoy-like family feuds. I pretend that I’m watching TV but keep sneaking glances at Gram’s face. “One wrinkle for every heartache,” Gram says when she catches me watching her. She’s had two glasses of sherry now and is getting frisky, and revels in her stories about Grandpa Syd, like the way he used to snap his suspenders, or disappear into his leather-bound volumes of old English poetry, or tell Mom funny riddles each night before she went to sleep.


  As they talk, my eyes explore her house, roving over the Early American furniture, the bric-a-brac from Birmingham and London, and back to the hypnotic fire in her yellow-bricked fireplace. On the mantel is an old clock, a Hummel doll, a leather-framed photograph of my Grandpa Syd, and a miniature royal carriage. I’ve looked at the mantel a million times and never noticed it before. The gold-painted royal seal gleams in the lamplight, and its four white enameled wooden horses look as they’ve just been brushed down by the royal guardsmen.


  “Well, bless my soul, Frankie,” Gram says, noticing my interest out of the corner of her eye. “Maybe you’d like to play with my little carriage.” She gives me one of her great Grandma chuckles, lifts herself gingerly out of her easy chair, and walks over to the mantle. Her legs and ankles are so swollen it’s a wonder she can walk at all. With two hands, she takes down the carriage and gives it to me with trembling hands. Until that moment, I’d never thought of her as old, just as my Grandma. Her blue serge dress with the crisp white apron over it ruffles gently in the heat waves from the fire. She pats my head, and says, “Close your eyes, little man, and now stick out your hand.” She presses the tiny carriage into my hands and tells me she brought it back from England, “donkey’s years ago,” as she puts it.


  “It’s my one and only souvenir of Queen Victoria’s jubilee,” she says. I can feel her chamomile tea-breath on my cheek.


  Then she calls me “Frankie” again. This time my mom can’t help correcting her.


  “Oh, Ma,” my own Mom says, “you’re all discombobulated. This is Philip. Philip, Ma, not Frankie.”


  My Grandma stares so intensely into the flickering fireplace I’m afraid she is going to drift away, like one of those old boats on Lake Huron that lose their moorings and are never seen again.


  I feel awful for her. I’m only seven, but I’m old enough to know Frankie was the name of her dead baby boy. I know he’s dead because his bronzed baby shoes are on her bed stand. I’ve seen them, held them, wondered how a baby could wear such heavy shoes. They’re the saddest things I’ve ever seen. All worn and shriveled. They smell of death.


  “Frankie,” Gram says softly, calling heaven to see if he’ll answer. “Put down those shoes. They’re not worth a farthing. I didn’t tell you that you could touch them.”


  Hearing herself pronounce the forbidden name, she shakes all over, then reaches over and hugs me, hard, in a wordless apology. I smell lavender coming off her dress. Her flashy earrings bump against my cheek. She’s got on so much hair spray it scratches my cheek when she grips me. She starts to cry as she presses the metal carriage deeper into my hands. I can smell the sherry on her breath when she whispers, “Here’s our carriage, my boy.”


  Now it’s my turn to stare long and hard. She gently takes my hand and shows me how to push it down the slickly waxed floor. The carriage rolls and rolls until it bumps up against the hearthstone like the enchanted carriage in a Grimm’s fairy tale that shape-shifts at midnight. I pick it up and turn it over and over, spin the black metal wheels, open the gold and red crested doors, place it back on the floor and hitch up the white plastic horses. I look around Gram’s parlor and see roads everywhere. I see them between the folds in the rugs, over mountains of pillows, under the oak cabinet radio, and across the flatland hardwood floor. I turn couch cushions into drawbridges for grand castles, shirt cardboards become highways, dustpans make handy bridges. I twist old Life and Look magazines into tunnels, shoeboxes into country inns where I can water the queen’s horses. No boy ever felt a greater joy. Gram seems transported by my transport as she watches me playing with that carriage through that long winter night.


  Out of the blue, I ask her, “Gram, why did Frankie die?”


  There’s no reaching her now. She’s lost in her own world, just watching me roll the carriage back and forth over my imaginary roads.


  She just says, “Take me home with you, my prince.”


  I’m young, I’m confused. You are home, Gram, I want to shout out.


  My mom puts her finger to her lips and whispers shush. My grandmother weeps softly. A strange beauty flickers over her face, an odd ache in her voice as she reverts to the French of her youth, “Mon garçon,” she cries, “my boy,” to which boy I’ll never know.


  Years later, I asked my mom about the miniature royal carriage. She swore by all that’s holy she couldn’t remember it. Not for the life of her. But in my mind’s eye I can still see it on the mantle in Gram’s parlor. I can still feel the otherworldly tenderness in her beautifully wrinkled hands as she places it like a charm in my hand and gently steers my hand to help get it rolling.


  I learned early on that travel means moving down real roads in imaginary carriages.


  


  CARDBOARD
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  MY FAMILY IS FULL of escape artists. My great-great grandfather Cyril fled a shootout in western Canada to save his skin and start life over on the French River in Northern Ontario under a dead man’s name. My great-grandfather Charlemagne was a voyageur, paddling his canoe seventy-five miles a day for six months every year, from Ontario up to the Yukon and back again. Grandpa Horace evaded a hard-scrabble life on the Lake Nipissing farm by riding the rails across Canada to work the harvests in the summer and fall, and the mines of British Columbia as a dynamiter over the winter. My father broke away from a backwater town outside Detroit on weekends to travel to distant museums, antique markets, and car shows. Later, I would find his receipts for the down and out motels he holed up in so he didn’t have to come home until late Sunday night. At dawn, he was up and singing along with the latest songs on J.P. McCarthy’s radio show on WJR. On the button, at 7 a.m., he was slamming the front door behind him and leaving a trail of Mennen’s aftershave in his wake. I would lean on my elbow against the cold metal windowsill, and listen for the sound of the engine turning over, then watch him roar away in the family Ford Falcon, wondering where he was bolting off to this time, and when he would be back.


  Secretly, I was relieved. His freedom was my freedom.


  Whenever he left town I had the run of the basement, that strange underground kingdom of tools and spare car parts, scrap wood, hubcaps, army gear, old radios and busted television sets, stacks of National Geographics, and shelves of the Encyclopedia Britannica. Our basement held the promise of other worlds, a reprieve from the world upstairs.


  Every summer of my youth my friends Mark and Tim and Steve and I conjured up escape plans to rival those of our fathers. Nineteen-sixty-two was the hallmark year. That July, we crowded around the old stand-up Philco television to watch John Glenn slingshot into outer space. Inspired by his voyage, we found two old refrigerator boxes near the Howe Road railroad crossing and hauled them across Forest Park and two baseball diamonds, down Eastlawn Avenue to our house, and slid them downstairs into the cool confines of our basement. Every day for the rest of the summer of ’62 we spent a few hours building our cardboard spaceships, getting ready for blast-off.


  Finally, over the Fourth of July holiday, my buddies and I took turns crawling inside our cardboard ships, strapping ourselves in with my dad’s army belts for the mighty moment of blast-off. First, we had to check all the dials, which we’d drawn with crayons on the pull-down the end-flaps of the refrigerator boxes, pretending they were retractable consoles. Then we checked our path to the stars on shirt cardboards I’d pilfered from my dad’s drawer, on which we’d drawn maps of the solar system copied from the astronomy volume of my Golden Book Library. After agreeing on some remote corner of the galaxy, we turned on the vibrating throttle of the train set, flipped hairpin dials we’d copied from war comics, and loaded toilet-paper-roll howitzers with tinfoil bombs. We checked the cache of old Halloween candy stored in a Converse shoebox to fortify ourselves for the long mission into outer space, then argued about who got wear the leather flight goggles that Mark’s dad had brought back from flying fighter planes in World War II.


  We took turns shouting out, “Ready for take-off,” as we’d heard in a million movies, and then switched on the portable record player that had recordings of space ships that Steve’s dad had brought home from a work visit to NASA.


  With that telltale rumble, we’d blast off, flying out the basement door and over the maple trees in the yard, beyond the sandlot baseball fields and over the Michigan Central railroad tracks, high into the hot summer sky.


  On the last day of summer my buddies drifted home for supper, leaving me alone in the corner of the cool basement. From inside the sanctuary of my cardboard spaceship, I could hear the roar of the incinerator, a castaneting cricket that must have snuck through an open window, and the purring sound of Tigers baseball game on old Leo Hutman’s radio next door.


  I was most home when most alone.


  And then came the ominous sound of my dad coming home from his mysterious weekend odysseys, the Falcon downshifting as it came up the driveway. Upstairs, I could hear my mother shouting to my sister to turn down the volume of the old black-and-white Philco so my father wouldn’t be upset when he came in the door. The door opened, the shouting began, and the TV volume went up again. My sister, I imagined, turned it up so the Kochers next door wouldn’t hear them shouting about where he’d been and how his supper was cold.


  I slipped in the earplugs of my transistor radio—my hookup with Cape Canaveral—and begin the grave count-down: Ten, nine, eight..., and flicked the volume switch to “High” to simulate the roar of NASA rockets. With one hand on the hubcap steering wheel of my customized ship and the other on the tuning dial of my crystal radio, I took off for a destination lightyears away from the battles at home.


  It was a terrifying solo flight. My skinny arms bled from the wounds inflicted by enemy fire. The quick, short razor cuts on my rubber-band-thin biceps echoed the two red chevrons on my father’s army shirt that I wore on the secret missions.


  I twisted the paper towel tube of my periscope and saw an old wood-framed photograph of him taken at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, where he was lecturing on electricity to a roomful of crew-cut GIs studying to be radio operators on the battlefields of Korea. His handsome young face is already chiseled with the mordant wit and corrosive anger, the fierce desire to always be somewhere else that marked the rest of his restless life, and mine.


  


  PLAYING CATCH IN THE DARK
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  THE LONG SUMMER NIGHT crackles with lightning. The ghostly branches of birch trees twist in the wind of the oncoming storm. The blue light of television screens flickers in front windows up and down the street. On a dark porch a lone man sits in a lounge chair smoking a cigarette and drinking the last bottle of his nightly case of Stroh’s while he listens to the Tigers ballgame on his transistor radio. Telephone wires hum with neighborhood gossip, lawns rasp with water sprinklers, and back gates clang shut for the evening.


  Summer sounds.


  Underneath the light pole, where Eastlawn and Gertrude streets converge, two young brothers play catch in the dark. The older brother hurls the battered leather baseball high over the spidery extension pole, imagining he’s the graceful rightfielder Al Kaline throwing a runner out at home. He loves how the seams feel against his fingertips and how the ball rolls so easily from his grip and takes flight through the bright cone of light. His heart races as he watches the blurring ball disappear into the dark sky for a few taut seconds—


  Standing alone in the sweltering darkness on the far side of the street, the younger brother imagines he’s the Tigers catcher Bill Freehan waiting at home plate for Kaline’s long, low throw from the right-field corner. The tow-headed boy circles and circles under the street lamp, covering his head with one hand and extending his gloved hand as the ball begins its descent from darkness and through the flickering white light. Grimacing, he plants his feet, braces himself for the thump and sting of the tumbling ball dropping into his glove. Triumphantly, he ignores the sting in his hand and yells with a voice that breaks like a Sandy Koufax curveball, “I’ve got it!”


  Waiting in the lazy evening, the older boy gazes at the stars overhead, slaps at a mosquito on his arm, smells the pungent fire starter from the neighborhood barbecues, hears the moaning whistle of the Michigan Central freight train chugging through town. He glows with summer sweat and the love of a good game of catch with his younger brother.


  Waiting in the darkness, the younger boy flexes his old fielder’s glove, anticipating the booming shout of “Great catch!” from his older brother lurking in the shadows underneath the streetlight. Words that will resound in his head for the rest of the night, and will be there when he wakes up the next morning to go to practice.


  Waiting, their hearts grow bold.


  


  FLYING LESSONS
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  “I have been searching for a whole lifetime for only one thing, the essence of flight….flight, what happiness!”


  —CONSTANTA BRANCUSI


  GROWING UP IN THE relentless flat lands of suburban Michigan I was haunted by fever dreams about flying away, like a manic Icarus fleeing the labyrinth, feeling no less inventive than the Wright Brothers, as single-minded as Phileas Fogg, the hero of Jules Verne’s Around the World in 80 Days, the movie my father insisted I see with him at the State Wayne Theater every Saturday for a month.


  The summer before my freshman year of high school, I hauled sand in an old wheelbarrow from the woods near the railroad tracks to the open field behind our house so I could build a long-jump pit. All summer long I practiced my jumps by doing wind-sprints down the crude dirt runway, then launching off through the air, flailing my arms and legs, before crashing sixteen, seventeen, eighteen feet away in the warm sand. Thousands of jumps that prepared me for the hot summer day at the All-City Track Meet when I broke the city record for seventeen-year-olds, and earned my name on the big wooden scoreboard at the Wayne Rec Center.


  And so the muscle memory of being airborne burrowed into my young body until it sank into my unconscious. Each night that summer I dreamed of flying through the air, windmilling my arms and legs through the air, and through sheer willpower soaring into flight. Only to wake up right back in bed, disappointed, embarrassed, earthbound.


  In the last restless days of that sweltering summer, my friend Steve and I scribbled a design for a flying bicycle on the back of my father’s Ford Motor Company pay stub.


  Deep in the cool confines of our cement-walled basement, we leaned earnestly over the green Ping-Pong table and drew up plans for an airborne bike built for two with helium balloons over each wheel. The idea was that our pedaling would turn gears that would turn paddlewheels suspended over the handlebars and fenders. Steve was convinced we could achieve liftoff, if only we could pedal fast enough, and I was sure that by fall we would be taking our dates to the Homecoming Dance in our newfangled contraption.


  Emboldened, I confided to him, like the rocket planners I’d seen on an episode of The Outer Limits, “Imagine our entrance, Steve!”—knowing full well I sounded like Mickey Rooney rousing his buddies to put on a summer play. “We’ll land in the parking lot in front of the gym to the music of ’Fly Me to the Moon,’ playing on the portable record player we can carry in the sidesaddles!”


  I didn’t dare tell my buddy that I’d heard my dad sing the Sinatra song to my mother late one night as they danced in the living room, thinking we kids were fast asleep. Nor did I tell him it was only tender moment I ever heard pass between them.


  “Sounds cool,” Steve said, cool as ever.


  My face lit up like the dashboard of my Uncle Cy’s’ 57 TBird convertible. For weeks I fantasized about soaring over the rooftops in my hometown, then following the Michigan Central railroad tracks beyond the smokestacks of the River Rouge foundry, to my date’s house in nearby Dearborn. With heart pounding, I would descend on her front lawn in our whirligig, whisk her away to the high school gym, and with her ever-lovin’ arms around me make a glorious entrance before our astounded friends.


  We wrote away to a helium company in Troy, Michigan. To my utter shock, they wrote back. Though dubious about our plans, they said we could have the tanks for forty bucks apiece. I winced when Steve, a human slide-rule, if there ever was one, did the math in his head and frowned: “That’s two weeks’ wages at the pizza shop, Cousineau.” The pay stub blueprints were stuffed into a box under my father’s work bench, next to the tangle of two-by-fours that had been our Soap Box Derby car, the twenty-foot-long balsa wood dragon kite, the tin-can telephones that connected our tree forts, and the plastic model of the Levacar that my Dad used to drive around the Ford Rotunda.


  We went out for track instead.


  Fast-forward to the late seventies. I’m living in Berkeley with my girlfriend Cynthia, who has a pilot’s license. Over the summer she insists on paying for me to take a co-pilot’s course. She tells me she wants to give me wings. I earn my certificate, and she takes me up in a Cessna 150. The moment we pass over the span of the Golden Gate Bridge is a rapture. Clouds scud by like skyborne swans. The sunlight all around us is silky. She lets go of her controls, her laughter chiming above the engine roar, then shouting that it is all up to me now, that it always was, if only I would listen to her, learn to steer for myself.


  For the first time in my life I’m truly flying.


  My heart is beating hard enough to bruise my ribs, a sweet pain.


  “Where would you like to go?” she shouts above the din of engine. I hear an offer like the one by the shopkeeper in the bazaar in The Arabian Nights Entertainment when he handed the brass lamp over to the restless Aladdin, a book my family had read out loud together the winter before.


  For a held-breath moment, we hover motionless over the sparkling waters of San Francisco Bay, just as I had dreamed of doing in the helium-powered bicycle. I smile at the memory but say nothing to her, just feel the wonder at the loose spools of memory. The dials and lights before me glow like the eyes of skulking creatures in a dark forest. We’re engulfed in a halo of gold light.


  Then a marvelous thing happens. Gliding through the sea of sky, I suddenly realize that to the west of us in the deep blue magnificence of the Pacific Ocean, and 2500 miles away to the east waiting in an unworn groove of time is a shy high school girl with auburn hair, still staring into the sky, waiting for her prom date who’d promised her a ride she’d never forget. I am caught in the vortex of a dream, spinning and annihilating time and space. For one glorious moment anything seems possible if I can hold fast to the time when my heart seethed with dreams of flight and love, and I trusted the suction of infinity pulling me onward.


  “Which way?” she asks again.


  A smile swoops across my face.


  I pull gently on the throttle, thrilling to the roar of the engine and the shimmying wings. Gripping the U-shaped steering wheel, I feel a rush of euphoria as the plane rises, gaining altitude, her silver nose aiming straight for the blue heavens, silvered light glittering on the wings.


  I veer east, pressing on against the unknown.


  


  THE GHOSTS OF BIRMINGHAM
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  MY GREAT-AUNT FLOSS THORNYWORK lives in the North Country. On the train ride north from London I read a Dickensian description of her hometown of Birmingham as “frightful and sooty-tentacled.” I’m here to visit her at the request of a raft of relatives from all over America, none of whom have ever been to Europe.


  Her doting neighbor, Geoffrey, greets me on the stoop of her house, and as he leads me down the dark hall and into the kitchen, he confides that I’m her first guest from the States since my grandparents visited decades ago, “back when God was in knickers.”


  Despite her show of nonchalance, “Aunt Floss,” as she asks me to call her, has primped a little for us. She bothered to have her hair done, though she says “it was no bother,” and baked a pound cake and made watercress tea sandwiches, which Geoffrey tells me is the first time in ages she’s stepped foot in the kitchen.


  She’s also retrieved old family photos from wood and leather steamer trunks, which she shows me with great pride as she plies me with cups of Darjeeling tea set down on lace doilies “made in Belfast,” she says proudly. As she adds more and more branches to the family tree, she twines her fingers nervously, speaking in a thick Lancaster accent, sounding oddly like Alfred Hitchcock, who just happened to grow up down the street. Her angular features have grown into an unnerving likeness of her brother, my Grandpa Sydney England. My Grandpa England from England, I used to joke with my friends, who never believed me, until I introduced them to my Uncle Lonny, short for London, as in England. I can’t help but feel he’s in the room with us, smiling at the reunion, and if he were alive I would ask him, “How in heaven’s name could you name your first-born London England?“


  “Your grandfather moved to America just in the nick of time,” she says. “Shortly afterwards, the Great War broke out and most of his childhood friends were killed at Verdun. Did he ever tell about the time he suffered through a mustard gas attack? Near Bruges, I think it was.”


  She pauses in disgust. “Lordy, lord,” she says, then returns to her narrative, like a BBC announcer recounting the tales of a typical English family during the Great War.


  “During the Depression I almost followed him to America,” she recounts bitterly, “but family responsibilities kept me in England.” By the time the Second World War came around travel was impossible, and she had her own family to raise. It is strange to hear how arbitrary a life can be, turning this way or that, depending on the winds of war.


  Mulling over the ship not taken, she gasps, “California.” She pronounces it with a curious twist of her chin, an uncanny reminder of the grandfather I adored. “I always wanted to see California,” she says to no one in particular.


  Her neighbor looks all Pecksniffian, haughty and impatient, saying, “Nothing there that we ain’t got here, mum.” But she’s not having any of his sanctimoniousness.


  Slowly, I warm to her. Casually, I open my camera bag. “Do you mind if I take a few ‘snaps,’ Floss?” I ask her, using her brother’s favorite word for photographs.


  She smiles as I imagine she hasn’t for decades, warmly. I’m charmed beyond words. It’s a blown-glass moment, beautiful, fragile, liable to break apart at any moment. I want to hold on to it, but not too tightly. I look down at my backpack, knowing my Yashica is in there. Do I pull out the camera or stay in the moment?


  In between sips of tea and nibbles from the plate of cream cakes, I snap a few shots of her flipping through her albums, chatting with her neighbors who keep arriving. All the while I’m thinking of the family response back home at my chance to have a few fugitive moments with an “England in England,” as my Aunt Shirley had joked before I left. I’m sure they’ll be as enamored as I am with Floss’s resemblance to my grandfather.


  After pouring the last of the tea, she asks Nick, her caretaker, to bring her an envelope from her dresser drawer. With palsied hands, she pulls out my Grandpa Syd and Grandma Dora’s marriage license and a handful of yellowed photos. Tears cloud her eyes like cataracts. “How long has it been you saw Grandpa Syd?”


  Snap.


  “No one’s visited from America since my brother came,” Floss replied through a sepia haze, “and brought Dora home for the family to see. They came across in steerage, even though she was pregnant. Couldn’t have been easy, but life was hard then. Seventy years. Not since 1910 has anyone been to visit.”


  Snap.


  Saying those words out loud shattered the delicate spun glass of memory. Through the cracks oozed her long-held bitterness. Her brother left home to become an opera-loving, baseball-enamored, book-devouring pharmacist, living first in Ottawa, then later, a long train ride away, in Detroit.


  Snap.


  Her anger startles her neighbor and me. “Sydney promised to visit me one more time, but he never did.” Her only memories of him are in the form of letters from his children, and now grandchildren. She takes one from the red-ribboned stack, and adjusts the ruffled sleeves of her calico dress. It’s from my Aunt Jacqueline, her main correspondent, a sweet ramble about their family business doing so well her husband plans to retire—at thirty-seven. Floss shakes her head in amazement, and takes a proper sip of tea, her pinky finger slightly crooked, out of long habit. She casts a cursory glance at several others, and decides on one last one from my grandmother, dated 1933.


  Snap. Snap. Snap.


  “My dearest Floss,” it begins. “The Depression has hit us hard. Life is very difficult for us now. We have seven mouths to feed, and every day there is a knock at the back door from some poor man who is wandering around with nothing to eat. Just last year we took in my brother’s little girl, Rosemary, after her mother died in childbirth. Poor thing…”


  Snap. Snap.


  I’m shocked to hear my mother’s name mentioned. Floss shakes her head and dabs at her mouth with a lace handkerchief, long enough for me to appreciate her genteel manners, and then with heartrending deliberateness packs away her family treasures. I get the feeling she will never open the box again.


  Snap.


  Her anecdotes segue into sweet rambles about the wasted years since her husband died, her own lack of usefulness. I finish out the roll, scrolling the images in my mind that I’ll print in my darkroom back in California.


  “Hope you didn’t mind the camera, Floss,” I remark as I rise to leave. “Everyone at home will be thrilled to see a few ‘snaps’ of you since you were never able to send any of yourself.”


  She shrugs. But she isn’t paying much attention. She’s drifted away. I’m thinking that as far as she’s concerned I’ve already left. Is that how the elderly deal with memories that are too painful, I wonder, just shunt them into the attic of their mind like an unwanted trunk?


  “No bother,” she finally says with a tight smile.


  Outside on the stoop, an afternoon drizzle grays the skies. She shakes my hand with nineteenth-century formality.


  I turn crimson with embarrassment at what feels like exactly what my English friends have been accusing me of for years, being the ever-optimistic Yank, Undaunted, I promise to see her again, even to bring some of our sprawling family over from America. But the offer garners little response. I ask if she has any message for the family back home.


  She steps forward again and in a strange gesture, as if from someone else’s life, she holds her palms out in front of her, then turns them over, fingers splayed, open to the heavens. It is the gentlest sign of resignation and acceptance I have ever seen.


  “Tell them I’m ready to die,” Floss says without a scintilla of self-pity. “Tell them I’m eighty-nine years old and ready to die.”


  Sometimes a voice is a soothing thing, sometimes a disturbing one. I feel like the man who spent a night reading about the uprising in the Warsaw ghetto, and woke to find his hair had turned white overnight.


  I have no idea what to say. My mouth feels sewn shut.


  Floss surprises me again, this time with a tincture of tenderness, “Remember me to your family, won’t you? Tell them I forgive them for not visiting me before I die. Can you pass that on for me? Can you describe our visit?”


  It’s an elliptical question, swinging like a lantern that appears out of nowhere, revealing shadow and light, shadow and light.


  Then Floss looks down at the camera hanging around my neck with a kind of old-world consternation.


  I feel unmasked.


  I cover it up by muttering, “Of course, you can count on me.” Yet what I’m really thinking is that I can do better. The thought that heroes through my mind is that I’ll show them my photographs. Smiling uncomfortably, I shamble away.


  Halfway down the street leading toward the train station, I’m suddenly struck by the way the slate-gray sky is being parted by fingers of crepuscular light that gleam on the chimneypot roofs. Instinctively, I grope for my camera and flick the film advance lever with my thumb so I can capture the image. But the lever won’t budge. I hit the shutter button but it’s stuck.


  I feel my heart seize up as if in sympathetic response with the frozen lens of my camera.

OEBPS/Images/fig_29.jpg
and in
on the






OEBPS/Images/fig_05.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig_06.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
B8 TRAVEL STORJES rROM™ S
;...";:';;:;;”;MICHIGAN TQ MARRAKE(,H






OEBPS/Images/globe.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig_03.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
ViVd

EDITIONS





OEBPS/Images/fig_04.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig_01.jpg





