







She wanted to escape reality,


to close her eyes and


make it all go away…


I understood that something very serious was happening to me. It was as if my identity, my self-awareness, was dissipating, thinning out until I was translucent.

People would soon see right through me, and then I would totally disappear.

Sleep became an avenue of delightful escape. I loved wrapping my blanket around myself and drifting into the haze. There were no struggles, no hard memories to confront, no decisions to make. In sleep I was truly free.

Vaguely I knew my appearance was changing. I woke and didn’t bother to brush my hair. Sometimes I didn’t shower, either. I never put on makeup, not even a little lipstick anymore. I wore the same dress for days. Mommy noticed my hair and remarked about it, but she was so absorbed in her charity and social events she didn’t see much more, which confirmed my mad suspicion that I was truly slowly disappearing…
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Into the Woods





Prologue

Goodbye, Sailor Girl


My last memory of my daddy was watching him walk out to his helicopter at the Norfolk Naval Base, where his student pilots waited respectfully at attention, their helmets under their arms.

They saluted him, and he saluted back. Then he turned to smile at me the way he always did whenever Mommy brought me to see him take off in a helicopter. He and I called it putting sunshine in our faces. In the years to follow, that smile would fade slowly like an old photograph until my imagination did more for it than my memory.

His face would always brighten with a fresh, happy surprise when he looked back at me standing beside Mommy. The specks of hazel in his otherwise light blue eyes would become more prominent. He used to call me Sailor Girl, and we would salute each other with only two fingers. He did it one last time that day. I responded with my salute, and then he turned back to his men.

My eyes drifted to a sea gull that looked lost, confused, even a bit frantic. It did a quick turn and dipped before shooting off toward the ocean as if it had seen something that had terrified it. I watched it until the sounds of the helicopter motors ripped the air and pulled my attention back to Daddy.

I stepped closer to Mommy. Something dark had already put its cold fingers on the back of my neck. My heart sank, and my stomach felt queasy. I had to feel Mommy beside me. Even at fifteen, I needed to be within the walls of her security. She and Daddy were my fortress. Nothing could harm me when I was with them.

“How he stands that noise is beyond me,” Mommy said, but she looked so proud and so beautiful with her shoulder-length apricot brown hair dancing about her chin and cheeks. She was five feet ten and always stood with an air of confidence, regal. Anyone who glanced her way stared at her for a few moments longer as if he or she were hypnotized by her beauty.

Mommy’s eyes were almost navy blue, which Daddy said proved she belonged with him, a navy man. She was as loyal to him as he was to the flag, her devotion and her admiration for him unflappable. My eyes were more turquoise, but I wished they were more like Mommy’s so Daddy would think I, too, was meant to be always at his side.

“C’mon, Grace,” she said. “I have errands to run, and you have studying to do and a guest for dinner.”

She nudged me, and I followed along reluctantly. Something was telling me to stay as long as I could. I looked back only once as the helicopters lifted. I didn’t see Daddy, and that disappointed me. They whirled off toward the ocean, following the sea gull.

A cloud blocked out the sun, and a long shadow fell around us as we continued toward our car.

I would remember that.

I would remember it all for a very long time.

And then, like the sea gull, it would all disappear into the distance and leave me standing alone, yearning for just one more smile, one more salute.








1

The Life


When I was very little, I thought everyone lived the way we did: moving frequently from one place to another. Houses and homes were like way stations, scattered not only across the country but across the world. School would always be interrupted and changed. As soon as a new neighborhood became comfortable or even before, I would be taken to another, and the process would begin again. Friendships weren’t meant to last long, and so it was always better not to get too friendly or too dependent on anyone. It was hard to keep from doing this, especially when it came to my teachers. I remember growing so attached to my third-grade teacher that I cried until my stomach ached the day Mommy came to take me out of the school and load me along with our luggage and other cherished belongings in our car.

Daddy had been talking about the new naval base and our new living conditions for days, trying to make it sound as if everything would be nicer for all of us. As a naval helicopter pilot, he was away often on his aircraft carrier. Occasionally we would get phone calls from him, and lots of letters, always with a separate one for me inserted in with Mommy’s. Mine always began “Dear Sailor Girl,” and he would go on and on about how much he missed me. He wasn’t permitted to tell us where he was, but we knew that wherever it was, it was far away.

So whenever he was being stationed at a base for what looked to be a prolonged period of land time, Mommy was the happiest and more than willing to pick up everything yet another time, load our car, and be off. The women she knew as friends were all like her, naval wives, and were just as accustomed to the nomadic existence as well as the short friendships and months without their husbands.

Mommy was also happy because Daddy was succeeding. Almost every move we made was, in her words, a “vertical move.” He was climbing in rank and in importance, and I thought there was little doubt in her mind that someday he would become an admiral. They joked about it all the time, with her calling him Admiral Houston. Once, when I was only seven, I even told my classmates my father was already an admiral. I had heard it so often at home, I believed it. Of course, the older boys and girls made fun of me.

“The only fleet your father is admiral of is an enema,” a much older teenage boy said, and I ran home and told my mother, who surprised me by laughing. I know I looked as if I was going to cry.

“That’s all right, Grace,” she said. “Don’t pay any attention to anyone. Someday your father will be an admiral, and they will have to swallow their jokes whole or choke on them.”

“But why do you call him Admiral if he isn’t an admiral?” I wanted to know.

She sat me down in our small living room in a house situated in what was the married naval officers’ housing complex and explained to me how, when two people are as in love as she was with Daddy and he was with her, they often teased each other affectionately.

“When I first met your father, in fact, he pretended he was already a captain. I didn’t understand the stripes and ranks then, so I believed him.”

“He lied to you?” I asked, astounded. Daddy was my straight arrow. Lying, deception, betrayal could never be any part of who and what he was to me. He was perfect, a model for a navy poster, incorruptible, unadulterated, pure, and forever strong.

Physically he looked the part, too. He was six feet two and weighed 180 pounds that were always trim. Gym training was as much a part of his daily routine as eating, and I loved to sit and watch him play tennis or even half-court basketball with some of the other junior officers. Whenever he did something good, he would turn my way and give me that salute. It was almost as if his smile and mine were connected, his laugh becoming my laugh. I could no more take my eyes off him than a moth could stop circling a candle flame.

Mommy scrunched her nose and shook her head at my question and surprise.

“It wasn’t a lie exactly, Grace. It was a little embellishment which he later described as part of his effort to win my attention. He was afraid I wouldn’t give him the time of day if he wasn’t an officer, but I was young and foolish, and nothing mattered but what I saw in his eyes.”

“Why was that foolish, Mommy?”

She sighed. “You can’t help being a little foolish when you’re young, Grace. You’re almost supposed to be a bit reckless.” She thought for a moment, and then her eyes narrowed the way they did when she became very serious or very sad, and she continued with, “You know what love really is, Grace?”

Of course, I shook my head and held my breath. I knew it was something special, but I had no idea how to put it into words, especially the love between a man and a woman.

“It’s an investment, taking a chance, and any investment involves some risk, and some risk means being somewhat foolish. In my heart of hearts I knew your father was going to be a big success. Every part of me believed it, so I wasn’t afraid even though we were married and lived on a shoestring, and I had to be willing to send him off time after time, willing to contend with great loneliness until…” She smiled. “Until we had you, and I would never be lonely again,” she said.

She hugged me.

And everything was all right. Everything would always be all right. Even if it was raining or snowing, the sun always shone when either she or Daddy beamed their broad, happy smiles on me. How I miss that feeling, that faith in our lives being one everlasting summer’s day. Yes, we weren’t rich, but if we lacked something necessary, I was unaware of it. Mommy was always buying me new things to wear, especially if we moved to a different climate. We always had a late-model automobile, and my room, no matter where it was, was decorated with all sorts of dolls and pictures and mementos Daddy brought home from each and every sea duty.

So much of that is buried in trunks now. I don’t even look at them anymore. Memories can be very painful, each like a separate needle piercing your heart, bringing tears to your eyes and an ache into your chest. Better to keep them out of sight and out of mind.

Be careful about whom you permit to touch you deeply, a voice inside me warned and continues to warn even to this day. Your heart hardens around their words, their promises, and their touches like hand- and footprints in cement, and you carry them within you until you die and maybe even afterward. The more you love someone, the deeper the pain is when they are gone, and they will be gone, the voice insists. It makes me tremble every time someone tries to be close.

A few weeks before my fifteenth birthday Daddy came home with what Mommy would say was the best possible present he could have brought. A year before, Daddy had been transferred to San Diego. We were living in what was a little smaller house than the one we were in previously. Nevertheless, I had my own room, and I was in it doing my homework because I wanted to be free to watch a music special on TV. I also had an English test the next day, but I was confident about it.

As soon as Daddy greeted Mommy when he came home, he boomed a loud “Where’s my Sailor Girl?”

“That sailor girl is nearly fifteen, Roland. You are going to have to stop treating her as if she was five,” Mommy told him, but Daddy shook it off.

“She’ll always be five to me,” he declared, his arms waiting for me. Then he held me out with his hands on my shoulders and said, “Take a seat, Gracey.”

“Oh, no,” Mommy cried, her hand to her forehead. “Whenever you call her Gracey, Roland Stemper Houston, that means anchors aweigh.”

“This is good, it’s good,” he insisted, waving her into a seat as well. Then he stood back with that cat-ate-the-mouse grin.

“Well?” Mommy asked. “Don’t keep us sitting here like steamed-up ships in the harbor. Launch or drop anchor, sailor.”

Daddy laughed. “First,” he began, “I’ve been assigned to HC-8 in Norfolk, Virginia. That’s Helicopter Combat Support Squadron Eight, the Dragon Whales.”

“What do they do?” Mommy asked quickly, her eyes narrowing with concern and worry.

“Well, HC-8 flies the Ch-46 Sea Knight helicopter and performs search and rescue and vertical replenishment in support of the Atlantic Fleet,” he replied proudly. “However,” he continued before Mommy could ask him how dangerous it all was, “HC-8 also operates Heliops.”

“What’s that?” I asked first.

“That, Sailor Girl, is the Atlantic Fleet Helicopter Operations School, and yours truly is to be an instructor, which means,” he continued without taking a breath, “as permanent a location for us as is possible. Maybe as long as three years!”

Mommy just stared at him. She looked as if she were afraid she had dreamed the words and if she said anything or interrupted him, it would all pop like a bubble of dialogue in some cartoon.

“Of course, this means a promotion,” he said, and stood at attention. “You are now looking at Lieutenant Commander Houston, pay grade zero-four.”

He turned his shoulder down to be sure we both saw his new shoulder board with its thick band, narrow band, and thick band. Then he flipped out a packet of pages and handed them to Mommy.

“Our new digs,” he declared.

She looked at the pictures of the housing on base.

“Nice, huh?”

“Yes,” she said after taking a breath, leaning back, and turning to me.

She could see it in my face: I knew it was to be goodbyes again, the departing words spoken practically in mid-sentence. Daddy caught the look on both our faces.

“Sailor Girl will be fine,” Daddy said. “Shipping out is in her blood by now, right, Sailor Girl?”

“Right, Daddy.”

“I’m sorry, honey,” Mommy said. “I know you’ve made some friends.”

“It’s all right. There’s no one with whom I’m that close.” The truth was, there wasn’t, but I also knew it was my fault more than anyone else’s.

“You’ll have a bigger room,” Daddy promised. “It’s going to be a very nice house and a good school and…”

“She knows the drill by now, Roland,” Mommy said. “Save your breath.”

He nodded. She stood up and kissed him.

“Congratulations, Roland.”

“I’m closing in on that admiral,” Daddy said proudly. “What do you say we celebrate and go out to dinner?”

Mommy looked to me.

“It’s all right. I’ve almost got all my homework done,” I said.

“My sailor girls,” Daddy said, and hugged us both.

I looked at the house I had barely grown to know, the house we were now deserting like a sinking ship. Someday, I thought, I will live in one place for a long time, and I will get to know people and have real friends, and all this will seem like a dream.

Would I be happier?

I longed to discover the answer.

 

We were going clear across the country, from California to Virginia. Daddy decided we would sell our car, ship what we wanted to take with us, and fly. We would buy a new car in Norfolk. His orders required a very fast departure anyway, so if we didn’t, he would fly, and Mommy and I would have had to drive across country ourselves, not that we hadn’t gone long distances ourselves in the past. This time more than any time, however, they both wanted to have the sense of a truly new beginning with as much of it as fresh as possible. Possessions were more temporary for us than they were for most people. We had no furniture we had to take with us. Any pictures and decorations Mommy had bought for the present house would be either given away or sold.

Most of the children of naval personnel whom I have met and known seem almost numb to being ripped up and out of their “digs,” as Daddy liked to call them. The faces of my current girlfriends were stoical, neither sad nor happy for me exactly. There was some curiosity about where we were going and what my father was going to do, but almost before I finished describing it all, I could see their eyes shifting, their attention moving off me, their mental erasers working, scrubbing my name and face from the pages of their memories. I had yet to actually walk out of the school and leave our house, but I was gone as far as they were all concerned. I couldn’t blame them.

The phone didn’t ring the day we were scheduled to depart. No one called to say goodbye or promise to write or ask me to write. We naval children floated by one another like faces on balloons, caught in some wind over which we had no control. We were ribbons tied to the rear bumpers of cars and had just as much power and say over where the car would turn and go. At least gypsies moved in a small community, remaining together as if the world moved under their feet and they never left. Occasionally, I had run into someone I had known from a previous naval base whose father had been transferred shortly after or even before my father, but I found this more of an exception than a rule, and, besides, it didn’t result in any tightening of any relationship. I think we were all afraid of the same inevitable goodbye.

It couldn’t have been a more beautiful May day for our arrival in Norfolk, Virginia. The sky was my favorite shade of turquoise, close to my eye color, with clouds of whipped cream that looked dabbed onto a canvas, seemingly unmoving. It was warm with a soft breeze, and I remember how everything looked so new and crisp to me.

Daddy was right to be enthusiastic about our new home. It was in a gated community, and each home had beautiful landscaping. As soon as we arrived, the wives of other naval officers were on the scene to greet Mommy. One of them brought her daughter along. Her name was Autumn Sullivan, and she was just two months younger than I. We would be in the same grade and have the same classes. I could see she was anxious to tell me all about the school, the teachers, the other students, and activities.

Autumn had hair the color of amber fall leaves and tiny rust-tinted freckles spotting the crests of her cheeks. She immediately told me that was not the reason her parents had named her after the fall season of the year.

“It has always been my mother’s favorite time of the year, and she would have named me Autumn even if I had black hair. She’s from upstate New York, and when the leaves turn, she says it’s the most beautiful sight. I’ve seen it a few times. We’ve gone back to visit my grandmother and my aunts, and my mother always tries to time the trips about mid-October,” Autumn said.

Right from the start she was eager to talk and tell me as much about herself as she could in a single day. I think we were all like that, insecure naval brats, afraid that if we didn’t get everything out quickly enough, we would not only forget but would be moved on before we had a chance to do it. Our friendships, which we knew would be short, had to be crammed full of events and information almost as if we were fast-forwarding our lives on a television screen.

Autumn’s father was a lieutenant and an instructor in Heliops, too, teaching in the Landing Signalman Enlisted School. They had already been at Norfolk for nearly a year. Autumn had an older sister, Caitlin. She was a senior in high school, and Autumn let me know immediately that her sister’s boyfriend, Jarvis Martin, was Vice Admiral Martin’s son. He had already been accepted to Annapolis.

Just a little over five feet one, Autumn was plump and more chesty than I was. She had dimples in both her cheeks, deep enough to hold a nickel, as Daddy would say. I liked her immediately because of how bubbly and excited she was. Before I could get a word in, she rattled off a list of her CDs and made sure I knew exactly who were her favorite singers and groups.

“Can you come over to my house for dinner tonight?” she asked, gasping for a breath at the same time.

Mommy overheard and smiled. “Don’t you think you should ask your mother first, Autumn?” she asked her.

“Oh, Daddy makes us dinner. He’s a gourmet cook,” she declared.

Mommy laughed and looked at Autumn’s mother, who was talking with two other naval wives in the kitchen.

“I still think you should ask first,” she said with a soft smile.

“Right. I’ll ask,” Autumn cried, and leaped off my bed where she had been holding court.

Mommy and I looked at each other and laughed.

“It’s okay for you to come,” Autumn cried, returning. “Daddy loves having another mouth to feed. That’s what my mother said.”

I looked at Mommy.

“It’s all right. Go on. Enjoy yourself, honey. There’s not much to do at the moment since you’ve already put your clothes away,” she told me.

She knew I would want to take my time organizing my dolls and other important possessions. Daddy would have to put up some more shelving, too, I thought.

Mommy returned to talk to the other women, and Autumn and I left the house so she could show me around. The streets and the other houses looked remarkably as they were depicted in the brochure. Often the brochures were older and no longer as accurate, but these homes were still sparkling with a new sheen, the lawns and flowers rich and healthy.

I saw other officers in their crisp, sharp uniforms getting in and out of automobiles or talking to one another. Some gazed our way and smiled, others nodded, never losing their military demeanor. I was so used to men and women standing firm and straight, I thought most civilians were sick or deformed, slouching, moving with slower, undetermined, and insecure steps.

As we walked along, Autumn rattled off the names of the families in each home, which ones had children close to our age, and which didn’t. Although there were two other girls who would be in my class at school, Wendi Charles and Penny Martin, I had the distinct sense that Autumn was not very friendly with them. Wendi Charles’s father was a captain, a fighter pilot, and, of course, Penny was Jarvis’s sister and the daughter of Vice Admiral Martin. She made them sound as though they were very snobby girls who let everyone know how important their families were in the naval community.

Autumn had been living in San Diego, too, only from what she told me, this was the first time her family was living on a naval base. We walked until we were at a small park where some mothers were supervising their small children on slides and the merry-go-round. We sat on a bench and watched for a while.

“I bet you’re tired,” Autumn said. The way she said it made me think she was saying I was tired of “the life,” as Mommy sometimes called it. Some of the Navy wives she had known thought of their husbands’ enlistment as they would a prison sentence, looking forward to discharge and their entry into the civilian world just as someone who had finished serving a sentence would.

“A little,” I said. “You know how hectic it is to pick up and move so much.”

“Did you have a boyfriend back in San Diego?”

“No,” I said quickly. She nodded as if that was what she had expected to hear.

“Wendi Charles told me boys who know you are a Navy girl think you are more promiscuous. Do you know what that means?”

“Yes,” I said, smiling.

“I bet you’re a good student. I bet you’re smarter than I am. You just look like you are,” she said, and I laughed.

“I like to read,” I admitted.

“Me, too, only I’m sure not as much as you. So?”

“So what?”

“Do you think what Wendi says is true?” she asked. “Are we more promiscuous?”

She couldn’t be more obvious about fishing for personal information, I thought, or was she trying to confirm something in herself?

“I don’t know. No,” I decided. “Why should we be?”

“Because we’re moving so often, Wendi says, they think we don’t care about our reputations.”

“That’s stupid,” I said, and she nodded.

“I thought so, too. Have you had any boyfriends, though?” she followed, raising her brown eyes toward me quickly in anticipation.

“No, not anyone I would call that. How about you?”

She shook her head. “I like this boy, Trent Ralston, though,” she confessed. “You’re the first person I’ve told.”

“So Trent Ralston doesn’t know, either?”

“No,” she said, raising her eyebrows and widening her eyes as if that would be outrageous. “Wendi says once a boy knows you like him, he gets more aggressive. She says you have to keep them in doubt all the time.”

“I guess she thinks she’s an expert when it comes to boys, huh?”

“I suppose she is. She’s very popular. She didn’t actually tell me these things,” she confessed. “I was just nearby when she was telling them to her friends, and I overheard.”

“What about your older sister, Caitlin?”

“What about her?”

“Don’t you ever ask her questions, get advice about boys from her?”

“No,” she said quickly. “She thinks I’m still too immature to talk to me about such things.” She shrugged. “We’ve never been that close.”

“That’s too bad.”

“You never had a sister or brother?”

“No, but I wish I had,” I said. “People never appreciate what they have when they have it,” I added, a little bitterly, recalling the way some of my friends resented or argued with their brothers and sisters.

Autumn nodded.

One of the mothers started to chastise her son for being too rough with the others on the slide. She shook him hard, and he started to cry as if she had rattled something in him and caused something to break. His feelings were shattering, I thought. No one likes to be punished so vehemently in front of his friends. His mother looked so enraged, I could see she frightened even the other children, who cowered back to watch.

“I’m so terrified of becoming someone’s mother,” Autumn said, watching the scene before us.

“Why?”

“I’m sure I won’t be a good mother. I’ll be too permissive. I could never do that,” she said, nodding at the way the mother was still reprimanding her child. “My children will become wild animals, and my husband will hate me and leave me out of frustration.”

“My father says you never know what you will really do until you have to do it. Everything else is just talk. So don’t be so quick to condemn yourself,” I told her.

She smiled. “C’mon,” she said, jumping to her feet and seizing my hand. “Let’s go to my house to listen to some music and talk some more before it’s time for dinner.”

“I’d better go home one more time first and be sure there isn’t anything my mother needs me to do,” I said. Her eyes drooped with disappointment. “If there isn’t, I’ll come,” I said, and she beamed again.

“Good, because there is so much I have to tell you. You should know who to trust and who not to trust, what to believe and what not to believe. It’s so hard when you have to discover all these things yourself. No one is going to be a better friend to you than I will, because we come from the same world,” she emphasized.

Her face filled with worry as she waited for my reaction. I bet she has no friends, I thought to myself, not even a strong acquaintance.

And for the first time, I realized how terribly lonely and afraid girls like us could be. I wondered why I hadn’t felt it before. Was there something wrong or right with me? Shouldn’t I have cared more, been as hungry for social life as Autumn obviously was? Why hadn’t I ever been concerned about not having a steady boyfriend?

A butterfly passed close by as we started away, and I thought of myself as a butterfly still in its cocoon, its wings just starting to flutter, emerging but with fear more than excitement. Every new feeling, every new hunger, surely must first fill us with terror. What if we don’t ever satisfy ourselves? What if we tremble like Autumn does and see ourselves as failing to find love, to find meaning?

How long can we continue to fly without it?

 

Mommy insisted she didn’t need me for anything, so Autumn and I headed for her house. As we walked along, a flashy red convertible pulled alongside with two girls and a boy who was driving.

“It’s Wendi Charles and Penny Martin,” Autumn quickly whispered, her voice rattling a bit with trepidation.

“Hi,” the girl in the front seat said, leaning over the door. “Are you the new kid on the block?”

“I suppose so,” I said, and the girl in the backseat laughed.

“I’m Wendi. That’s Penny giggling stupidly back there, and this is Ricky Smith, who enjoys being our slave. What’s your name?”

“Grace Houston.”

“Well, Grace, I see Autumn has pounced on you. What did you do, Autumn, wait at the gate all night or something so you could get to her first?”

“No,” Autumn said quickly, but she couldn’t look directly at Wendi, who had steely, cold, dark brown eyes. “I don’t pounce on people,” she added, but kept her eyes down.

“No, people pounce on you,” Wendi said, and Ricky and Penny laughed again. “Isn’t that right, Autumn?”

“C’mon,” she said to me. “We have to get to my house.”

“What’s the hurry, Autumn?” Penny asked. “You doing something exciting again, or do you just want to tell Grace here your war stories?”

“Boom, boom!” Ricky bellowed, pumping his right arm like a cheerleader.

The other two laughed again. How cruel and sarcastic they are to Autumn, I thought.

“C’mon,” Autumn urged.

I began to turn away to walk with her.

“Did you tell her about your secret abortion yet?” Penny asked, practically shouting it.

“What?” I said, pausing and turning back to her, not sure I was hearing right.

The girls and Ricky laughed.

“I guess you were building up to it, huh, Autumn?” Wendi said. She turned to me. “It’s not exactly something you wear on your shoulder board.”

I looked at Autumn. Tears were streaking down her cheeks, and her chin was down, almost touching her chest.

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“No, not too many of us do,” Penny quipped. “Stop by and visit us later, Grace. We’ll fill you in on what you really should and shouldn’t know around here. If you hang with her, you’ll get a reputation before you even unpack, and you’ll be sorry. Unless, of course, you want that sort of reputation.”

They all laughed again.

“Home, James,” Wendi cried, and waved at the front of the car.

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Ricky said, and they started away.

Autumn looked as if she was having trouble breathing. Her face was so white, and I could see her hands trembling, even as she clutched her elbows tightly, embracing herself as if she were keeping herself from toppling forward.

“What are they talking about?” I asked her.

She lifted her head slowly, her eyes now bloodshot.

“It’s a lie. It’s all a lie. They hate me!” she screamed, and shot ahead of me.

“Autumn!” I called after her, but she kept walking. I looked back. The convertible had disappeared around a corner. For a long moment, I was totally confused and couldn’t decide which way to go. Was it a lie? How could she sound and be so innocent before and have had such a thing happen to her? I hadn’t been in my new home and community more than a few hours, and already I was enmeshed in a grand drama, I thought.

Autumn had slowed down about a block ahead of me. I hurried after her and caught up as she started to turn the corner toward her house.

“What’s going on? I don’t understand,” I said. “Why did they say that?”

“They’re just mean, vicious.”

“They are mean and vicious to do that. Even if it was true, no one should just come out with that when meeting someone new,” I said, and she stopped, ground the tears from her eyes, and looked at me. “Are you all right?” I asked.

“No,” she said.

I stood there silently, not sure what else to do or say. I looked down, up the street, and then back at her. She was staring at me so strangely now.

“Autumn?”

“Oh, what’s the difference? You’ll find out anyway. It’s true,” she said in a dry voice, just a little above a whisper, and then she started away again, moving at a normal pace, her head still down, her arms still embracing herself.

It was true?

I felt as if I had been dropped into a world of madness, unable to distinguish what was real and what wasn’t. It made my heart pound. The roar of two fighter jets passing by was so loud it even drowned out my thoughts for a moment. I saw Autumn walk to her front door, open it, and go inside.

Feeling more sorry for her than confused and frightened now, I continued toward her house.

I pushed the door buzzer and waited. Moments later, a man with short hair so golden blond it was nearly buttercup yellow answered the door. He was wearing a full apron with a picture of Frank Sinatra on the front. I could immediately see the resemblance to Autumn in his face. Both had round, full cheeks and brown eyes and freckles. Her father didn’t look to be much taller than five feet eight or nine. He wiped his hands on the apron and smiled at me.

“You must be our dinner guest,” he said. “Marjorie called to warn me just a little while ago. You’re not a gourmet expert, are you?” he kidded, pretending to look frightened.

“No, sir.”

“Good, good. Well,” he said, stepping forward and looking past me, “why did Autumn ring the doorbell? Where is she? Wasn’t she with you?”

“She came home already,” I said, surprised he hadn’t heard her enter. She must have been walking on pussy willow feet.

“Oh, has she? Well, then, come on in. I’m Lieutenant Commander Sullivan,” he said, offering his hand to me.

“I’m Grace Houston.”

“Welcome to the base. I’m looking forward to meeting your father. You guys just came from San Diego, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, we’ve been there, too. You’ll like it here, even though the winters aren’t as warm.”

I nodded. We are always supposed to like the new place more than the old, I thought.

“Well, then,” Lieutenant Sullivan said, “come along. I’ll show you to Autumn’s room.” I could see he looked a little puzzled about our separate entrances but didn’t care or want to ask any more about that. “I bet you girls have a lot to talk about. It’s exciting but nerve-wracking to land on a new beachhead, huh?”

“Yes, sir, it is.”

He smiled at me and then knocked on Autumn’s bedroom door. When there was no response, he glanced at me again and then knocked again.

“Autumn? Your friend is here,” he said. When she still didn’t reply, he turned to me. “Are you sure she came home?”

“Yes, sir. I saw her enter the house,” I said.

His face filled with concern, and he tried the door knob. It was locked.

“Autumn!” he said sharply. “What are you doing in there?”

We heard the front door open again, and we both turned quickly and looked down the hallway. One look told me it was Autumn’s sister, Caitlin. I could see the resemblance even though Caitlin took after her mother more and was taller, slimmer, and more striking, with more defined facial features, a narrower jaw, and higher cheekbones. Following behind her was a tall, dark-haired boy who looked like a junior officer, his posture firm, his face, especially those bright, sharp hazel eyes, full of self-confidence. He had a military-style haircut and wore jeans and a button-down, light brown, short-sleeve shirt.

“What’s going on, Daddy?” Caitlin asked immediately.

“This is Grace Houston,” Lieutenant Sullivan said,

“Lieutenant Commander Houston’s daughter. They just moved to Norfolk, and Autumn invited her to dinner tonight.”

“Oh, great. Welcome,” she said with a friendly smile.

“However, your sister has apparently locked herself in her room. Again,” he added after a beat.

Caitlin’s eyes filled with both embarrassment and concern. She turned to the boy I already knew had to be Jarvis Martin, and he tucked the right corner of his mouth into his cheek and shook his head.

“Let me try,” she said, and approached the door. We both stepped back. “Autumn, what are you doing? You have a guest here. Open your door,” she said firmly. “You’re embarrassing everyone, including Daddy,” she added. She tapped on the door. “Autumn?”

A few moments of silence passed. I looked to Jarvis, who had turned away to pretend interest in a framed print of an old whaling vessel he surely must have seen many times.

“This is ridiculous,” Lieutenant Sullivan said. “Step away from the door, Caitlin.”

Jarvis turned quickly and drew closer.

“Autumn, if you don’t open this door instantly, I’ll break it down,” her father threatened.

I felt frightened and awkward standing there and took a few steps back.

“Maybe I should go,” I said softly to Caitlin.

She just shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“Do you need any help, sir?” Jarvis asked Lieutenant Sullivan. He looked excited, even pleased with the call to action.

Lieutenant Sullivan gazed at him, the fury now so intense in his face I could see it swirling in his darkened eyes. Without reply, he stepped back and then lunged forward with his shoulder, smashing at the door. I heard wood splinter. Jarvis stepped closer and did the same, this time the door opening so fast he tripped forward, barely catching himself to keep from falling to the floor.

I moved closer to the front door, feeling almost as if I should run away from the scene. My instincts were lifting their heads out from under the dark places where they slept and screaming all sorts of horrid warnings. My heart was pounding. I think I even whimpered at the sight of the two men charging into the room, Caitlin walking slowly behind them.

I heard her scream and Lieutenant Sullivan cry, “Oh, my God!”

I didn’t wait to see why. My bones had turned to ice. I turned and ran out of the house, down the walkway to the sidewalk, and then continued running, confused for a moment and passing the corner I should have turned down to get to my new home. I realized it almost immediately and doubled back. As I headed down the street, I heard a car engine roar and saw Autumn’s mother drive past me, her tires squealing as she made the turn behind me.

I broke into a fast walk and hurried to my house. The front door was open. Daddy and Mommy were standing just inside talking when I stepped into the house. They turned to me. My whole body was still shaking, and tears were streaming down my face and falling from my chin.

“Hey, don’t cry, Sailor Girl,” Daddy said, rushing to me.

“Oh, poor Grace, did you see her do that?” Mommy asked quickly.

I shook my head. “I don’t know what she did, Mommy!” I replied, and quickly told them both everything.

“That poor girl,” Mommy said.

“What did she do to herself?” I finally had the courage to ask.

“She cut her wrists,” Mommy said.

It took the wind from my lungs, because that was the image I had imagined and feared. It was a strange thing to me that we were a military family, and I had seen and heard guns go off and men prepared for war, yet I never had witnessed a single act of violence in my life, except what I had seen on television or in the movies. When I was a little girl, I used to think my father was just pretending, that it was all just one big adult game. Even stories about terrorists attacking naval vessels in distant ports seemed unreal. None of it, fortunately, had come close to touching us.

But this morning, almost immediately, I was so close to an actual attempted suicide.

“Will she be all right?” I asked.

“Yes, she will, I’m sure,” Daddy said.

“Physically, maybe,” Mommy said, her eyes turned to him.

He looked back at me quickly. “She’ll be fine,” he insisted.

Mommy shook her head.

I told them both what Wendi and Penny had done and how that had upset Autumn.

“They were so mean to do that,” I added.

“What a welcome to a new community for you, honey. I’m sorry,” Mommy said.

It’s not your fault, I wanted to say, but then I thought, Of course it is. It’s always your fault when you’re a parent and you’re the one in control of everything. You make the choices, and what follows is always the result of those choices. She made the decision to marry my daddy and be a Navy wife, and that meant I would be here today, on this very spot, having this very experience.

If only we could know what our decisions could mean before we made them, I thought. Maybe that was wisdom, but it seemed to me it came to us too late, or we wouldn’t listen when older, wiser people were generous with what they knew and what they had learned. We would have to make our own mistakes almost as if we had to own them along with our own successes. It was how we achieved our own identities, our own names.

Poor Autumn, I thought.

Look at what she owned.

Look at what her name was now.
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My Personal Radar Screen


It wasn’t any easier to keep secrets in our world than it was in the outside world, although there was something of an unwritten rule that whatever happened to anyone in the naval community was to be kept within that community. Neither Wendi nor Penny showed any remorse over what they had done to poor Autumn, but they did keep what they knew locked away from the civilian girls in our school. At least, that was what I thought.

They cornered me the first day I attended my new school and brought me into the girls’ room so no one else could hear us talk about Autumn.

“You were there, too,” Penny said, her eyes flickering with excitement. “My brother told me. Was there blood all over the place?”

“I didn’t see anything. I went home as soon as they entered her room,” I said quickly. I saw they were disappointed that I wouldn’t be giving them a blow-by-blow description of the horrid event.

“She must have read about how to do it,” Wendi said. Penny nodded. Both of them looked mostly impressed about that. “You know, putting your wrists in warm water and all to keep the blood flowing.”

“That means she really was going to kill herself,” Penny declared with exaggerated eyes. “She wasn’t simply trying to get attention. How embarrassing for her family. I know Caitlin is afraid my brother will stop seeing her because of it. You know, once there is madness in one member of a family, there’s a good chance it’s in another.”

“It wasn’t madness,” I insisted. “She was just embarrassed and ashamed because of what you told me. Why did you do that so cruelly?”

“We were just trying to protect you,” Wendi replied. “It was the least we could do for a new girl.”

“You would think you would show some gratitude. She could have gone around here telling everyone you were her new best friend or something,” Penny added.

“I don’t need anyone to tell me with whom I can and cannot be friends,” I snapped back at them.

“Well pardon moi,” Wendi said. “That’s the first and last time we’ll do anything to help you.”

“And another thing,” Penny said, moving closer to put her face into mine, “if you go around telling people Autumn did what she did because of what we said, we’ll make you sorrier than Autumn.

“You know,” she added, stepping back with her hands on her hips and wagging her head, “families that can’t get along with other families in the naval community usually get transferred to another base and one not as nice. My father has a lot to say about that.”

I felt the blood rush to my face. The last thing I wanted to do was to make trouble for Daddy.

“Just watch yourself,” Wendi warned, and they both turned and left me trembling in the girls’ room.

I avoided them for the rest of that day and most of the week that followed. I made some other friends, none of whom was in the naval community. Some wondered what was wrong with Autumn and why she wasn’t attending school, but I pretended I was too new to know who she was. By the end of the week, however, Mommy told me she was doing better, and her mother had said that if I wanted to visit her, I could. Her parents had decided to keep her home until her wrists had mended and she had undergone some therapy. However, a visit by me was fine.

I wasn’t all that anxious to do it. I wasn’t sure what I would say to her. Daddy sensed it and told me that if I didn’t want to go, I didn’t have to.

“I do feel sorry for her, though, Daddy,” I told him.

He nodded. “I’m glad you’re a compassionate person, Grace. It’s a nice quality to have. Your grandmother Houston was like that,” he said, and told me more about her, her involvement with charities, her volunteer work helping the homeless. She had even been written up in newspapers, and I had seen the articles with the picture of this kindly-looking, elderly but elegant lady serving food in a makeshift kitchen on some city street, but I had never met her. She had died before I was born. My grandfather had also been in the Navy. He was a chief warrant officer. He had served during the Korean War and just recently had passed away, too.

Like me, my daddy had been an only child, but I knew he and Mommy often talked about having another child. The moving around had made Mommy nervous, and from the little I had garnered from their conversations, I understood that she had been unable to get pregnant and they had stopped trying for a while. What made it difficult for one woman to get pregnant while another got pregnant the first time she and her husband tried was still a bit of a mystery to me. I also thought it was ironic that someone like Autumn, who shouldn’t have been pregnant, was, and someone like Mommy, who should have been and had wanted to be pregnant, wasn’t.

Daddy made me feel less nervous about visiting Autumn, assuring me that she was probably hungry for some company her own age, so after dinner, I walked over to her home. Her sister greeted me at the door.

“Oh, you,” she said. “I thought we’d never see you again after the last time,” she said. “Not that I would blame you,” she added.

“I didn’t want to come until your mother said it was all right,” I said.

“Right. Like it will ever be all right. Come in. She’s in her room staring at the ceiling and feeling stupid, I’m sure,” she said. “I don’t mean to sound hard and unfeeling,” she added when she saw the expression on my face, “but when you do something like this, you should think about the people you are hurting beside yourself. I mean, like, this sort of thing doesn’t help my father’s career and doesn’t make things easier for my mother or for me!”

All I could do was nod, thinking this was a home in which sympathy was a rare guest.

“You know where the room is. There’s a new door-jamb,” she made sure to tell me as I headed for it. Then she returned to her own room.

I knocked on Autumn’s door.

“Who is it?” I heard.

“It’s me, Grace,” I said. I held my breath when there was a long pause. Would she refuse to see me? A part of me hoped so. I looked back to see if Caitlin was watching, but there was no one in the hallway, and the house was quiet. I wondered where her mother was and how she was able to take all this sadness.

“Come in,” Autumn finally said.

Just as Caitlin had described, she was in her bed. I saw the television remote by her side, but the television was not turned on.

“How are you?” I asked.

“Fine,” she replied, as if she had suffered nothing more than a bad cold. She sat forward quickly. “What do you think of the school? Who did you make friends with? Did you see Trent Ralston? Don’t you think he’s good-looking? Who’s your favorite teacher? I like Madeo. He is so dramatic in English class, right? Oh, and don’t you just hate Mrs. Couter, the principal? Everyone calls her Mrs. Cooties, right?

“Well?” she concluded, finally taking a breath.

“I don’t know what to answer first,” I said, laughing.

She scrunched her nose and pulled in her lips. “Are they talking about me? I bet Wendi is, and Penny, right?”

“No, not really,” I said. She looked skeptical. Then she looked down at the bed and turned her hands palms up. Her wrists were still bandaged. “It’s more my mother’s fault anyway,” she said.

“Your mother’s fault? Why?”

“She had to go and tell Claudia Spencer, the base big mouth. She just had to confide in someone; she just had to. It was festering inside her like a big boil in her heart. That’s what she told me. Would your mother do that? Well, would she?”

I shook my head.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Yes, you do.” She flopped back against her pillow. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m not going back to that school. They are talking about sending me someplace else.”

“Where?”

“A private place for disturbed teenagers like me,” she replied. “I don’t care. I’ll miss Trent, though, even though he doesn’t even know I exist.”

“Maybe they won’t send you away. Maybe you’ll get better and you will return to our school,” I said.

She looked like a deflated balloon that needed hope blown into her. She pressed her lips together and then slid down farther in her bed and looked up at the ceiling.

“I bet you want me to tell you about it, don’t you?”

“About what?”

“About how I got pregnant, silly.”

I shook my head. “No, you don’t have to do that. I don’t really want to know.”

“Yes, you do. That’s all anyone wants to know. How could I have let this happen?”

She stared at me a moment and then sat up and nodded at the wall on her left.

“My sister, especially, asks that, my perfect sister who was prom queen and who has never done anything wrong her whole life. She’s the perfect student with the perfect boyfriend.

“And I know my father hates me, hates me and wishes I was never born.”

“I’m sure that’s not true, Autumn,” I said.

“How can you be so sure? You just met us,” she fired back at me.

Her hopping from one mood to another and then back again was a little frightening, but I didn’t flinch.

“A father can’t hate his own child, his own daughter,” I said. I meant it. I couldn’t imagine my father ever wishing I wasn’t born.

“A naval officer father can,” she insisted. “He would throw me overboard if he could.”

I started to smile, but she turned away.

“It wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t! I couldn’t help it. I didn’t even know I had done anything bad,” she said, still looking at the wall.

The air between us seemed to grow so still. It felt flammable, as if I could snap my fingers and start a fire.

“How could you not know that?” I asked despite my fear of treading on that ugly ground.

“They gave me Roofies,” she wailed.

“Excuse me? Roofies? What’s that?”

She pulled herself up a bit and swallowed. “It’s something called Rohypnol, a drug that is illegal. You can’t taste it in drinks, and part of the effect of it is it causes amnesia. I didn’t even know anything had happened to me. I couldn’t remember!”

“Who did this to you?”

“Some boys at school. Their names are being kept secret because they’re not considered adults,” she said bitterly. “They were having a party!” she cried. “And no one ever invites me to a party, so I went with another girl, Selma Dorman. It happened to her, too, only she was lucky. She didn’t get pregnant. We were the only two girls there,” she revealed. “And there were five boys. We should have known something wasn’t right as soon as we got there, but they kept telling us more girls were coming soon.”

“Where did this happen?”

“One of the boys had his house free. His parents had gone to New York City for the weekend. It was a big house with a gigantic television set and sophisticated sound equipment. It had a room just for parties with a bar as long as a destroyer. All I remember is I drank what I thought was just a harmless soda, and about four in the morning I woke up naked in one of the bedrooms. They had hidden my clothes for a joke, too.

“My father was on a special assignment at the time, or he would have gone over there afterward and killed them all,” she said. “They finally gave me my clothes and drove me home. My mother was furious at me for coming home so late, so I didn’t tell her what had happened to me. I didn’t know the details, although I felt so violated. I had no idea what would happen inside me. I was even too frightened to tell her anything when I missed my period, but finally I thought I had better, so she took me right to the doctor, and he told her I was pregnant.

“She got hysterical. My father was so angry. They called the police and tried to keep it as secret as they could, but, like I said, my mother was so upset, she said she had to confide in someone, only she picked the wrong someone, and soon everyone knew about me, especially Penny Martin.”

“But if you were drugged, how can they blame you and make it sound like you wanted it to happen?” I asked.

“They just do. They blame me for being so stupid and trusting. Penny and Wendi tell people I must have enjoyed it. I wish it would happen to them,” she said, her eyes flaring. “Then we’ll see how smart they are. We’ll see how much they enjoy it.”

She looked down at her wrists. Tears began to trickle down her cheeks.

“Autumn,” I said softly. “You’ll be all right.”

“No, I won’t!” she cried. “Even though my father knows how it happened, he blames me, too,” she revealed. “My sister does. Everyone does!” she cried.

“That’s not fair.”

“Tell me about it,” she said, taking deep breaths. “They make you feel so dirty. A hundred baths won’t make you feel any cleaner. No one wants to be friends with me. My own family hates me. I know my father hopes he’s transferred soon. He wants to go somewhere where no one will know about me. I’m an embarrassment for him, especially now after what I have done. I’m like an ugly stain on his uniform.”

“No, you’re not,” I said, but not with any conviction. Many of the naval officers and personnel I had met in my life gave me the feeling they had to have every aspect of their lives polished and shiny. Any blemish on their reputations diminished them dramatically. How many times had I heard the lecture about how we represented the country?

All I knew was my daddy could never hate me or be ashamed of me. I was luckier than Autumn. We weren’t just another naval family; we were a family.

“Thanks for saying that,” Autumn told me, “but you’re new here, and soon enough you won’t want to come around. It’s all right. I don’t care anymore. You want to know something? I’m looking forward to going to a special school. I’m looking forward to going anyplace else.”

“I hope you don’t. As soon as you can, come visit me,” I said. “I’ll be your friend,” I promised.

She looked at me skeptically but with some joy in her eyes.

“Just be careful,” she said. “Don’t trust anyone. You’re better off.” She closed her eyes. “I’m so tired,” she said. “It’s because of some medicine they are giving me.”

“Okay. I’ll come back to see you soon,” I said.

She didn’t reply. She slid down in her bed and kept her eyes closed. I looked at her for a moment. Most of what she said and felt unfortunately was true. In the world we lived in, if something bad happened to you, it had to be your fault. You didn’t do something you should have done to prepare or to prevent it. You should have anticipated, expected, known, followed procedure. There was no such thing as a pure victim. We were all guilty always.

“’Bye,” I said softly. “I hope you feel better soon.”

She barely acknowledged me with a slight nod, and I left her room.

As I started out of the house, I saw Mrs. Sullivan sitting in the living room, staring at the doorway.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Mrs. Sullivan,” I said. “If you were sitting here when I came in, I didn’t see you.”

She looked up as if she had just that moment realized I had come to visit.

“I wish I really was that invisible,” she said.

“Autumn will be all right,” I told her. I don’t know from what well of information and confidence I drew that, but it raised her eyebrows.

“You think so?”

“Yes, ma’am, I do,” I said.

“You young people today…nothing important seems to matter to you. All that’s important is a good time.”

“No, ma’am. That’s not true for everyone.”

“You all behave as if there are no consequences to your actions.” She nodded. “We all learn pretty fast that we pay the piper,” she said. “Just remember that.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Thanks for coming,” she said, and sat back, taking on that far-off look in her eyes again.

“’Bye,” I said, and left the house.

I hurried home to tell Mommy everything. When Daddy came home, I told him about my visit, too. We talked about it at dinner, and I could see they were both afraid I would fall victim to such events.

“Autumn’s mother isn’t all wrong, honey,” Mommy said. “You have to be a little paranoid in today’s world, especially today’s youthful world. Every new generation seems to inherit some additional dangers. Sometimes I wish we lived back in the eighteen hundreds.”

“No you don’t,” Daddy said. “You’d be waiting half a year for me to return from a sea duty.”

They laughed at that, but I had often mused about living at a different time. Movies and books could make it seem so much more romantic. Maybe people did spend more time with each other, but swirling about them freely and unchecked were devastating diseases, more opportunities for accidents, and terrible poverty. We pay a price for progress, Mommy told me, and for a moment she looked worried about what my share of that price might be.

Nightmares had a field day in my sleeping brain for a week after my visit to Autumn. I never heard anything from her, not a phone call, and then, one morning at breakfast, Mommy told me Autumn’s parents had indeed decided to send her to a special school. In fact, she was already gone.

At school, her name fell through the floor of conversations to the basement reserved for the long forgotten. Wendi and Penny looked very satisfied with themselves. Penny, especially, made a point to tell me I should have listened to them.

“You have to know who you should be loyal to and who you shouldn’t if you want to get anywhere in this world,” she said. “We’re deciding whether or not to give you another chance,” she added, speaking down to me as if she sat on a high throne.

Many of the other daughters and even sons of naval personnel did seem to be frightened of them, always agreeing with anything they said and never challenging a word. At school they were like queen bees making little demands of the drones who swirled about them everywhere they went, hoping for a smile, a compliment, an invitation to a party. They threw me their condescending smiles, expecting me to join the pack, but I didn’t. I wasn’t afraid of being alone or having friends who weren’t from naval families. However, they looked disgustingly confident that I would come around and soon practically beg for their friendship.

I didn’t want to say anything negative about our new home and my life here, so I didn’t tell Mommy about any of this. Daddy was so happy at work, and Mommy was making some new friends she truly enjoyed. In fact, I thought she was happier here than she had been anywhere. One night only a little more than a month after we had moved to the Norfolk base, she revealed why.

Daddy was on a night instruction, so Mommy and I had dinner ourselves, and then, after we had cleaned up the kitchen and I had done my homework, she surprised me by coming to my room. I heard the knock on my door and saw her standing there looking as if she could just burst with excitement. Without hearing a word from her, I smiled.

“What?” I asked.

“I want to talk to you,” she said, and came in to sit on my bed. I was brushing out my hair. “Just do what you’re doing,” she said. “I like to watch you anyway, honey. You’re getting to be a beautiful young woman.”

“Oh, Mommy,” I said, blushing. “I am not.”

“Yes, you are, Grace, and why shouldn’t you?” she teased. “Look how handsome your father is and how beautiful your mother is.”

“That’s true,” I said, “but it doesn’t always follow the children will be.”

“Take my word for it, Grace. You’re an attractive young lady and will only grow more so. Anyway, I’m not here to tease you about your looks. I’ll leave that up to your father. You like it better when he teases you anyway,” she said without any envy. Mommy truly enjoyed watching Daddy and me. I could see it in her eyes. “Soon I hope to have more on my mind,” she added.

I stopped brushing and turned to her. “What do you mean?”

“Well, honey, your father and I have had a long discussion, and we’ve concluded that we should try again to have another child. While we have been here, I have seen an obstetrician, and I have taken tests. In fact, so has your father,” she revealed.

“What sort of tests?”

“Tests to determine if we are capable of having another child. We’ve tried at times in the past and failed, but we’ve never been as determined about it as we are now,” she confessed.

I could see the resolve in her eyes. It took my breath away. Was it always just a matter of how much they really wanted a child?

“Anyway,” she continued, “the tests have confirmed that we should have no problem. I know it might seem odd to you that we want another child with you already nearly fifteen, but I’m still of child-bearing age and knocking on the door of not being, so if we are ever going to do it, we have to do it now. Understand?”

I nodded, but it was not only strange to me to hear her speak so candidly about it. The prospect of her actually being pregnant and my having a baby brother or sister now was both fascinating and frightening. Surely such an event would change our lives radically. What if the new baby was another girl? Would she become Daddy’s special Sailor Girl? Or what if the baby was the boy I knew he’d always wanted? Would both of them devote all their affections to him, and would I become more like a guest in my own home? I felt guilty even having these fears, but they were there, running under my thoughts, a stream full of selfish fish.

“We both felt that now that your father is truly settled into a position that has some stability, it would be a good time to try again. I haven’t felt this relaxed and confident about our lives for some time. Besides your father earning more, this house is actually the first in which we could have a real nursery.”

I nodded, not knowing what to say.

“Anyway,” she said, smiling, “I wanted you to know our plans so it doesn’t come as a shocking surprise to you. I am so confident I’ll get pregnant this time, Grace,” she said with bright, happy eyes.

I realized that despite my introduction to sexual education in health classes and what I heard and knew from talking with other girls, I really didn’t understand how someone just makes up her mind to get pregnant. Of course, I understood how birth control worked, but from the way Mommy talked about it, it seemed as though the man simply took better aim at those floating eggs, or all the times before they were both not fully committed to it happening, and that was why they had failed.

“I don’t like the fact that there are going to be so many years between you and your little brother or sister, but that is just the way it has turned out for us. You will be more of a mother’s helper. That’s a good way to look at it, isn’t it, Grace?”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“It doesn’t upset you or anything like that, does it, Grace?” she asked, her head tilted with some suspicion.

“No, Mommy. Why should it?”

“Good,” she said, patting my hand. “I told your father I would talk to you about it. He’s so old-fashioned when it comes to these sorts of discussions, and he refuses to admit to himself that you are practically a young adult and know more about it all than he wants to imagine.

“Daddies want to keep their daughters little girls more than they want to keep their sons little boys. It’s just the opposite for mothers,” she said.

How do you get to know all that? I wondered. It wasn’t something taught in any classroom.

“We’ll let him live in his illusion awhile longer, but the first time you get serious about a young man, he’s going to go into a nosedive. You haven’t met anyone yet, have you?” she asked.

“No, Mommy,” I said, laughing.

“What’s so funny or incredible about it, Grace? Look at you,” she said, forcing me to turn to gaze into my vanity mirror. “You’re very attractive, and you already have a perky little figure. Don’t tell me you don’t notice boys looking your way,” she said.

Of course I had, but I had avoided looking back at any of them. At my school in San Diego, I had developed a slight relationship, not worth describing when Autumn had asked. The most we had done was hold hands and kiss. The boy was actually shyer than I was, but I was comfortable with that and didn’t mind.

Now, after what had happened here, I had a suspicion that Wendi and Penny were spreading stories about me. Lately I was growing more and more worried about some of the looks I was getting, the stares, the tiny giggles that followed. Not being privy to the so-called inner circle at school, I wasn’t sure what sort of things were being said, but I had the feeling they weren’t complimentary.

“Okay,” she said, rising. “I just wanted you to be aware of what was going on. I’ll let you know when the wonderful event happens.”

I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until after she had left and I let it out, freeing my chest from the band of tension around it. So often in our lives we were involved in new things, major changes, but the prospect of another child in our home was the biggest and most dramatic.

Daddy didn’t come home until after I had gone to my room to prepare for bed. He knocked on my door.

“Hey, Sailor Girl,” he said when I told him to come in. I was already in my nightgown and had just crawled under my blanket. Even though he did it less and less these days, Daddy often stopped by to say good night to me. I knew most girls my age would think it immature, babyish, for me to like that, but I did.

“Hi,” I said, and he approached the bed. He was still in his flight uniform, and I thought he looked as handsome and exciting as any movie star.

“So,” he said, “Mommy tells me you guys had a good chat today.”

“Yes,” I said.

“We want you aboard on this, you know. It’s a full family decision. I know that I got so used to being the only child in the house that the very thought of sharing even space at the kitchen table bothered me.”

“I don’t feel that way, Daddy.”

“I didn’t think you would.” He gave me a side glance and then perused my shelf of books. “I hope your brother or sister will be as good a reader as you are, Grace. There is so much competition for everyone’s attention these days, especially younger people, but reading is special. It’s really a personal experience, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Daddy.”

“You can live a whole life through the books you read, not that it should be the only thing, of course.”

“No, Daddy.”

He seemed so much more nervous than he had ever been around me. He was working hard at making conversation.

“You know, our decision to have another child now doesn’t guarantee it will happen,” he warned.

“I know, but Mommy said you’ve gone through tests.”

“She told you that, too, huh?”

“Yes, Daddy.”

“Um,” he said. “You understand all that, of course.”

“Yes, Daddy,” I said, smiling.

“I guess I’m going to have to face facts about you whether I like to or not, aren’t I? One of these days you’re going to come around with someone and tell me you’re in love and planning a life of your own.”

“That’s a long way off, Daddy. I want to go to college.”

“Right. You should. Women should be more independent these days. And you should be careful about in whom you think you want to place your confidence. Most of the men I know don’t grow up until they’re almost twice the age I was when I was on my own,” he said sternly. “You ought to see who they are sending around to be in control of a multimillion-dollar piece of equipment these days. However, they grow up fast under my command,” he assured me.

“I bet they do, Daddy.”

“Right,” he said, nodding.

I could just imagine what the man I brought around to meet my father would be feeling. He would probably be trembling at the door. The image brought a smile to my face.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I said.

“C’mon,” he urged.

“I was just thinking about the day I bring someone around to meet you.”

“Is that so? Your mother says the same sort of thing. I’m no ogre, but I can tell you this: Whoever thinks he can take my Sailor Girl on a voyage of his own had better be fully equipped and obey every rule and regulation.”

“Aye, aye, Daddy,” I said, and he laughed.

Other girls my age often made me believe they were annoyed by their fathers’ interest in their comings and goings. They wanted no advice, no supervision, and they resented questions and concern. All I could think of was how protected and secure my father made me feel. He was my personal radar screen, picking up and shooting down anything that was in any way a threat to my health and happiness. Why would I ever resent that? If anything, I would miss it if my husband wasn’t as strong and as competent as he was.

I also wanted a man whom I could never stop loving and a man who could never stop loving me or he would die, absolutely die on the spot. Was that too romantic, too idealistic? Mommy always made me feel that was the love she had.

“Anyway,” Daddy continued, “I wanted to reassure you that nothing will ever diminish my love for you, Grace. You’ll always be my Sailor Girl,” Daddy said.

“I know that, Daddy.”

“Good.” He looked at the door. “Well, if your mother asks, tell her we had a very mature conversation, will you? She’s been driving me mad about it,” he whispered.

I laughed. “Okay, Daddy.”

“’Night, baby,” he said, and leaned over to kiss me. He shook his head. “You sure you’re almost fifteen already? You were just four.”

“I’m sure, Daddy, otherwise I would be very advanced for my age.”

He laughed, saluted with his two fingers, and left.

I pulled my blanket up to my chin and closed my eyes. How happy I felt, how warm and secure.

And then I thought of poor Autumn Sullivan, sleeping in some strange place, never hearing her father or her mother say good night.

She was truly like someone lost at sea.
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