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PRAISE FORImmersion






“Marshall’s latest book is a deeply personal and marvelously authentic narrative told with humor, suspense, humility, and authority. Linda depicts how language is woven into real life, how it instills insights and affections, and what it reveals about others—and oneself. I have spent over seven decades learning, using, describing, and advocating for language abilities, and I only wish I had written a book like this.”


—Dr. Richard D. Brecht, University of Maryland Professor Emeritus, codirector of the American Councils Research Center, cofounder of Jeenie.com, and founding executive director of the University of Maryland Center for Advanced Study of Language (CASL)


“How does a woman transform herself from a bored, midwestern housewife to an international linguist warding off thugs in Tanzania, wading through bomb debris in Kenya, and deciphering code for the FBI in small African nations? Linda Murphy Marshall does it by giving herself over to her one true love: languages around the world, including Portuguese, Swahili, Amharic, and Xhosa. This stunning exploration of the sometimes painful, sometimes exhilarating process of learning to translate both words and her own changing identity is a remarkable tribute to Marshall’s talent and the transformative power of languages.”


—Barbara Hurd, author of The Epilogues


“Immersion is scattered with diamonds, attracting every reader to different, brilliant parts. Elegantly and eloquently, Marshall illuminates a linguist’s experience. For non-interpreters, Immersion is a glimpse into the challenges and gratification of a life spent with foreign languages and policy-makers. For interpreters, this is an affectionate and invigorating dialogue with an exceptionally gifted and gracious colleague.”


—Allison Hong Merrill, author of Ninety-Nine Fire Hoops


“Few people are familiar with the position of ‘linguist’ in intelligence work, but it is one of the most specialized and difficult jobs there is. Immersion draws back the veil on what it takes to fill this essential role: the deep love of language and culture, the determination to constantly challenge yourself, and the need for unfailing attention to detail. If you love languages or know someone who does (particularly a young person considering a career in language), this memoir is a must-read.”


—Alma Katsu, former CIA officer, former government director of the Center for the Advanced Study of Language, and author of Red London


“A talented linguist delves into the ambitious project of translating her past. From small-town America to far-flung corners of the globe, Immersion illuminates one woman’s journey away from the well-trodden expectations of womanhood in favor of forging another path. With every place she travels, every language she learns, and every experience she studies and interprets along the way, the narrator becomes more fully her truest self.”


—Rachel Rueckert, author of East Winds: A Global Quest to Reckon with Marriage














PRAISE FORIvy Lodge






2023 Readers’ Favorite Book Awards Honorable Mention in Nonfiction: Memoir


2022 Best Book Awards Finalist in Nonfiction: Creative


“Thoughtfully conceived, this deeply personal, acutely observed recollection is a captivating voyage to the past. Readers who are mourning parents will particularly relate to the story. A moving, courageously frank, and sharply intuitive account about a manor filled with memories.”


—Kirkus Reviews, starred review


“This book is a masterpiece of social observation and self-scrutiny.”


—Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review


“Ivy Lodge is a brave, beautiful book about the unspoken language of family. Linda Murphy Marshall is unafraid of looking in the dark corners of her childhood home in order to find meaning, peace, and ultimately, light.”


—Dawn Raffel, author of The Secret Life of Objects


“Translation, at its essence, is the rendering of one into another. Murphy Marshall journeys deep into the labyrinth of memory, perception, and the shape-shifting forces of identity. A beautiful debut.”


—Harrison Candelaria Fletcher, author of Presentimiento: A Life in Dreams
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To William P. Marshall











“She opened her curtains, and looked out towards the bit of road that lay in view. . . . She was a part of that involuntary, palpitating life, and could neither look out on it from her luxurious shelter as a mere spectator, nor hide her eyes in selfish complaining.”


—GEORGE ELIOT, Middlemarch


“Your every new journey is your new window opening to new ideas.”


—MEHMET MURAT ILDAN
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FORESHADOWING

Prologue:Who Knew Where It All Would Lead









FORESHADOWING—a literary device in which the writer gives the reader hints of what’s to come later in the story.


EXAMPLE: When I went to Spain in 1970 on my first international trip, this foreshadowed not only a lifetime of trips but also a reenvisioning and restructuring of my life.








I’ve traveled to many places through the years. After each trip, I returned home with hundreds of photos and souvenirs. Journals line my bookshelves, describing those places. These are the trips I tell friends about, often comparing notes as they share tales of their equally memorable trips.


I haven’t written about those trips in this book. It covers a second set. No scrapbooks, journals, or souvenirs exist to commemorate them, except maybe a few mementos from my junior year in college in Spain. All I have are my memories for the rest.


Most people aren’t aware I went on that second set of trips, don’t know that my work as a linguist for the government put me in the midst of a war, a coup attempt, riots. They don’t know I went to Kenya following a deadly terrorist bombing by al-Qaeda, that I accompanied a US president to Tanzania, or worked as an interpreter in Brazil’s outback, as well as in its favelas. That I went to South Africa a few short months after apartheid ended.


Many people would probably be surprised to learn that I traveled to these places in sometimes dangerous circumstances. In many ways, it surprises me too, even now. It all sounds out of character for Linda Murphy-formerly-of-Kirkwood-Missouri. People who knew me back in Kirkwood, where I lived until the age of thirty-five, might have responded the following way if they had learned of my adventures.


“Linda Murphy? The girl who, at twenty-two, woke her little sister up in the middle of the night to remove a daddy longlegs spider from her bedroom? Boy-crazy Linda, who graduated from Kirkwood High School with barely a C+ average? Who wanted nothing more than to root for the football and basketball teams as a cheerleader? Whom classmates unofficially voted ‘sweetest’ in her graduating class? What you’re telling me seems hard to believe, sounds like someone else.”


Truthfully, that’s exactly how I wanted people to think of me back when I lived in Kirkwood. That’s who I was: cute, unthreatening, occasionally sweet. When I left Kirkwood to go to Denver for college, living away from home for the first time at the age of eighteen, my reputation followed me. A friend in my dorm, a fellow freshman, loved to mock me. He acted as though he saw before him a rare species only found in captivity. After finishing dinner, topped off with a long conversation one night in our dorm cafeteria, Steve leaned forward in his metallic chair, his long legs stretched out beneath him, elbows on the table, hands cupping each side of his face. Staring at me as though trying to decipher a puzzle, he shook his head. After a few seconds, he quipped:


“Murph, Murph, Murph. You’re so funny. It’s like you’ve lived in a box your entire life, and your parents just released you from that box to attend college.”


I understood his point. Until I left for Spain two years later, my junior year, that description fit. My emotional and physical worlds remained circumscribed, maybe even stunted. The windows of my life remained largely shuttered. But then certain events occurred. I took new turns on my path: some sharp, some gentle; some gradual, some sudden. I made difficult choices while still other decisions occurred without my consent or control.


I didn’t immediately find a way out of that box my friend referred to, but chinks started appearing in its walls, small at first, then gradually increasing in size, narrow openings that let in light, air, ideas, forcing me to look outside, to look beyond myself in order to find myself.


Those windows materialized as a result of studying various languages, along with subsequent work assignments to various parts of the world, places these languages led me. Each language in its own way introduced me to new ideas, new people, new ways of looking at myself, at my life. First Spanish, then Portuguese, French, German, Russian . . . eventually Xhosa, Amharic, Shona, Swahili, and others, till more than a dozen filled my coffer. These languages became my guides, blowing out holes in that original box in which I’d languished. They introduced me to new ways of thriving, to new ways of seeing myself, of seeing others.


Eventually, I altered my self-concept, looked beyond the environment in which I’d grown up, beyond ideas I’d clung to like lifeboats the first twenty years of my life. Languages and travel exposed me to disparate geographical regions, to the different values people cherish. They enabled me to become friends with all types of people, exposed me to different ways of living. In short, they expanded my once myopic vision. They took me by the hand and over the course of the next almost fifty years instructed me to look at this, and that, and this other thing. To reconsider this, and that, and other things. So I did. In the process I learned, grew, overcame challenges, discovered clues to finding the authentic me, to finding where I personally fit into this marvelous planet.


A paradox exists: in taking me away from English, my first language, these languages led me back home to myself . . . This book reveals those journeys.
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THE PRESENT TENSE

Changing My Mind









THE PRESENT TENSE—a grammatical term used to describe what’s happening in the present, or a current state of mind; what exists in the present.


EXAMPLE: “In order to discover who I am, I am going far away.”








That first journey. Spain. So long ago. How do I remember events from fifty years ago when I barely remember last night’s dinner? But markers I put in place prior to that journey were prescient. There’s the year I dressed up as a Spanish señorita for Halloween in grade school, wearing a costume my mother made. A long red skirt with three rows of white lace at the bottom, a black felt vest. I wore a white blouse with puffy sleeves underneath. She fashioned a gauzy red mantilla, an elaborate Spanish headpiece, to go with it.


My best friend, Michele, who went trick-or-treating with me that year, tried to convince my neighbors that—at nine years old—I’d arrived in the States as an exchange student from Spain. I mumbled some faux Spanish, imitating 1950s comedian Sid Caesar’s stand-up routine I’d watched on TV. He knew a handful of words in a few foreign languages, French and Italian, for instance. Adding a credible accent, he tossed in made-up words that sounded like French, Italian, Spanish, etc. I did the same, though certainly not as well.


Michele began her monologue when neighbors opened the door: “Happy Halloween! As you can see, my friend here is Spanish, just arrived from Spain a few days ago on an exchange program, so I’m introducing her to our American holiday.”


I would then respond, using the few Spanish words I knew, coupled with heavily accented English: “Hola. Mucho gusto. I’m here to study inglés in the escuela. Michele es mi amiga.”


I went on to play the role of baby bear in my fourth grade’s production of The Three Bears, a short play performed entirely in Spanish, requiring minimal speaking on my part, given my role. The inspirational teacher who introduced me to the language took attendance every day in Spanish; we answered aquí or presente when she called our names.


My first Spanish-related memory goes back even further, when friends and relatives told me at the age of four or five that my name meant something in another language—“pretty” in Spanish: linda. They told me this as though sharing a special secret, a code of sorts.


“Do you realize your name means ‘pretty’ in Spanish, Linda?”


This information thrilled me, made me feel special, while simultaneously creating dread about having to live up to such a name; everyone seemed to know its meaning. A few years later, when I reached adolescence, I imagined people looking at me—scrawny, flat-chested, my mouth full of metal braces, poker-straight brown hair and unibrow—perhaps feeling let down, certain my parents had made a mistake when naming me Linda, an exotic word for a not-soexotic person.


Most of all I remember the year I spent in Spain. I don’t remember every detail, each excursion to Toledo, Segovia, San Sebastian, Sevilla, El Escorial, and elsewhere. Nor do I remember each outing to Madrid’s Retiro Park or every afternoon spent in El Rastro flea market. Evenings I strolled through the Plaza de España or had té in the Plaza Mayor fade into a pleasant blur. Afternoons spent at the Prado Museum studying Velazquez, Picasso, Murillo, El Greco, Zurbarán, and others meld together into a satisfying whole. I do remember the sum of these parts, though, how sights, smells, tastes, sounds, and the people of Spain enveloped and held me, how they continue to influence me, teach me, shape me, decades later.


Spain acted as a fallback, not part of my original plan for college. I’d grown tired of the atmosphere at my college. I enjoyed my down-toearth friends who came from middle-class families like mine, friends who lived more “normal” lives, but my overall feeling consisted in being out of place, not “enough” among the many rich kids.


It seemed like everyone hailed from the East or West Coast, specifically from New York, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, or California. Midwesterners often came from affluent Chicago suburbs, not St. Louis, the city closest to my tiny suburb of Kirkwood, Missouri. To most people, I must have seemed like an oddity. Classmates sometimes asked me—as though conversing with a curious foreigner—to explain life on a farm. It happened so often I stopped correcting them, developed a canned story about milking cows at dawn, taking care of chickens, pigs, riding on my father’s tractor, when in reality he had a successful law practice in downtown St. Louis.


When I was walking to class one day, an affluent classmate from Southern California caught up with me to chat. “What’s it like living on a farm, Murph? A lot of work, I imagine?”


“Yes,” I replied. “I have to get up before dawn to milk the cows, feed the chickens, the pigs. You know, all the livestock have to be fed. My brothers and sister all pitch in. I’m not sure how they’re managing without me.”


The more I rambled on, the bigger his eyes became and the more amused I became, although I had no idea what I was talking about. I may have visited a farm once or twice in my life, but I had no idea how farms were run. Fortunately, neither did he.


Many of my classmates reflected the money and private school backgrounds they brought with them, with their Top-Sider shoes, their tales about extended stays in Europe each summer, their fancy homes, their designer clothes, and the girls with their Pappagallo shoes.


I’d never attended private school till college. My father didn’t believe in them. Even if he had, he wasn’t about to waste money on his daughters’ education when his—and my mother’s—goal consisted in marrying us off, not helping prepare us for a future career. He didn’t see the point. The task of selecting where I attended college landed in my lap, with input from very few people.


My piano teacher had urged me to apply to Juilliard, planned to record me playing my Chopin and Beethoven pieces as part of the application process. I’d played on a local public radio station when I was eleven, won a number of awards; it was my small claim to fame. But my parents—mainly my father—said absolutely not. Why, I don’t remember. They may have thought I didn’t have the talent. Or they may have reasoned that the pool of eligible future husbands at Juilliard wasn’t to their liking; I don’t think they ever told me. Not a stellar student, piano playing stood out as one area in which I excelled. By closing that door, my list of options narrowed appreciably.


I knew I didn’t want to follow my high school classmates to the University of Missouri (Mizzou) in Columbia, Missouri, or Kansas University (KU) in Lawrence, Kansas. I didn’t want to attend what I feared would be an extension of high school, the same cliques and jocks, the same popular kids and wannabe popular kids. I’d endured enough of that in high school, forever circling the fringes of the popular group, never quite making the cut. I’d have given anything to wear the red-and-white cheerleading skirt and top, though, to be voted prom queen. I toyed with the idea of applying to Drake University in Des Moines, but my father balked at the higher application fee.


After feeble attempts to find a college (my C+ grade point average severely limited my choices), I applied to only three colleges: the University of Denver, Southern Methodist University in Dallas, and Colorado College in Colorado Springs. My first choice was Colorado College, but I became so anxious during a timed writing sample test at my high school that I froze when writing the blue book essay. They rejected me.


Traveling to Denver as an incoming freshman marked my first time in Colorado, so the geography came as a surprise. All of eastern Colorado (up to and including Denver) spread out before me: flat, extending to the horizon in front of our car. Driving there with my parents, many of my worldly goods crammed into the back of our station wagon, I envisioned mountains instantly springing up from the plains once we crossed the border from Kansas into Colorado, but eastern Colorado seemed like an extension of Kansas. At least I could see mountains from afar once we arrived in Denver. I always knew which direction was west.


By 1970, after two years at the University of Denver, I wanted out. Out of Colorado, out of the University of Denver, away from it all, at least temporarily. I wanted a geographic cure, naively thinking there was one. My father suggested going to Spain when I announced that I did not want to return to the University of Denver for my junior year. Surprisingly, a year in Spain—including travel to and from Madrid—cost my parents less than remaining in the States. I doubt I’d have thought of Spain on my own. If attending a college two states away, where everyone spoke English, where my parents remained a phone call away, overwhelmed me, what would happen to me in Spain, more than seven thousand miles away, cut off from everyone I knew? But somehow I found the courage to explore spending a year abroad.


Finding a program was relatively easy. More pressing became how to handle classes taught exclusively in Spanish, how to navigate life in Spanish when I could barely cope with my English-speaking college classmates stateside. How would I make new Spanish-speaking friends without repeating, “¿Cómo estás?” a hundred times a day? How would I find edible food? Someone told me they served whole shrimp in Spain, not the sterile (frozen), decapitated ones my mother served; they looked like specimens I dissected in my high school biology class. Even worse, people in the know shared that Spaniards ate octopus and squid, which they served “in its own ink” (en su propia tinta). I shuddered at the thought. Maybe I’d return home thinner.


Ultimately, I reasoned that continuing my studies in Spanish might serve as a way to survive my remaining two years in college. I’d tested into advanced Spanish at the University of Denver because of my high school coursework, and had taken a number of classes with two professors in college, handsome men, both originally from Spain. They looked like Spanish movie stars. I hadn’t planned on taking Spanish as an incoming freshman, but during in-person registration they found me wandering through the maze of people, trying to decide which courses to take, brochures fanned out on tables manned by various professors. After introducing themselves, with very little effort these dashing Spanish professors persuaded me to enroll in their classes, based on my test scores from high school. Star struck, I signed up.


I did well in Spanish in college, but not so well in other coursework, barely passing required university science courses: geomorphology, physiography, climatology. Geomorphology had seemed like such a good choice initially. We passed interesting rocks around the classroom, carefully examined each one, even venturing out on enjoyable excursions to the foothills of the Rocky Mountains where we identified more rocks, saw other interesting landforms. By the end of class I could easily identify pyrite, “fool’s gold,” and quartz, but not much else. The names of other rocks began to blur, all looking similar, like everyday rocks at my feet. Added to that, I needed to master a sea of technical terms.


Fortunately, the University of Denver required no math if you fulfilled the science requirement, or my fate would have been sealed. I suspected my high school geometry tutor had probably developed a hair-pulling disorder—trichotillomania—while working with me, his already thinning hair becoming increasingly sparse during our weekly sessions at my parents’ dining room table.


“Do you understand now what a line segment is, Linda? We’ve gone over it a number of times, and it’s one of the most straightforward, basic terms in geometry.”


“Yes, of course. I understand,” I lied.


“Good. Well, let’s move on to the homework problem containing polygons, all right?”


But, of course, I hadn’t understood any of it, just said yes so he and his bad breath would leave my house, leave me alone.


Navigating a minefield of coursework became increasingly demanding, having to avoid science, math, anything remotely technical, so Spanish looked more and more appealing. Using the process of elimination, it seemed the most logical choice, going to Spain an extension of that choice.


Before arriving in Madrid in August of 1970, I had never ventured outside the United States, not even to Mexico or Canada. My travels had consisted of trips to a handful of states. I flew to San Francisco in ninth grade to visit my good friend Betsy, the daughter of my parents’ friends. My family also drove cross-country to visit my grandparents in New York every summer, so my exposure was limited to a handful of states en route to New York. Nor did I have friends outside the US, even at the University of Denver. My high school hosted a Brazilian exchange student my senior year, but I let my chronic anxiety get the best of me and never spoke to her.


In my mind, Spain symbolized romance: castanets, mantillas, lace, flamenco dancing, elegant women strolling through cobblestone streets, cooling themselves with decorative fans. It meant toreadors with their bull-fighting capes, dapper men serenading beautiful señoritas with their guitars. I mistakenly believed that their version of Spanish would resemble my professors’ style of speaking, would be identical to that of my high school teachers: slow, clear, with a vocabulary limited to a few hundred common words, always avoiding the tricky subjunctive mood, those annoying contrary-to-fact statements: “If I were rich, I would buy a castle.”


When I arrived, my preconceived ideas fell apart. Evidence of Generalísimo Francisco Franco presented itself everywhere, a dictator who had ruled Spain with an iron fist since 1939, who supported Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy during World War II. His Guardia Civil soldiers stood on many street corners, armed with their semi-automatic pistols. They watched, on the lookout for possible trouble, wearing their distinctive berets and dark uniforms, somber stares clouding their faces. When I spotted them, I felt alternately safe, yet nervous, about their presence.


Army tanks stood out on the Universidad de Madrid campus (currently known as the Universidad Complutense de Madrid), their warlike, gigantic guns loaded with indelible dye should unruly students (Spanish or international) decide to riot. In case of trouble, the Guardia Civil would spray offending students with the indelible paint, making them easily identifiable, to be picked up later by Franco’s henchmen. Elsewhere, not-so-innocent-looking men wandered around (“hombres verdes”) shouting their catcalls at me—at all young women—as I walked each day to the Ciudad Universitaria campus, to my destination: the Facultad de Filosofía y Letras, the Faculty of Philosophy and Letters.


This reality clashed with the image I’d carried with me for decades, from a postcard my well-traveled aunt and uncle had sent me in first grade. It featured an attractive Andalusian couple dancing the flamenco, dressed in ornate, lavish traditional costumes. But this Spain was not the Spain I read about in tourist brochures. Nor was it the Spain depicted in my grammar books, books with sample dialogues between “typical” Spaniards as they strolled arm in arm on their leisurely paseos. As my new Spanish friends repeatedly told me in heavily accented English when I shared my initial shock: “Spain is different.”


On a positive note, I didn’t see anyone using drugs, at least not openly. Our US-based program director made it clear that if the Spanish police arrested us, no one from the US embassy would rescue us. I hadn’t needed persuading, but, if I had, that warning would have convinced me to stay out of trouble.


The Spanish I heard in Madrid didn’t resemble my professors’ version stateside. This was rapid-fire, with the distinctive Madrileño accent, the lisp-like “theta” sound, along with idioms specific to Madrid, words and phrases I hadn’t learned stateside. I spent the first two weeks exhorting people to, “Por favor, hable usted más despacio,” “Please, speak more slowly.” Despacio became the most important word in my lexicon, the most frequently used. If I could have magically created one of those bubbles to reflect word frequency from those first weeks, a giant font with despacio in the middle would have featured prominently, along with por favor and gracias, followed close behind by lo siento (“I’m sorry”).


Until my listening skills adjusted, my exchanges with Spaniards sounded superficial at best. In addition to asking them to speak slower, saying please, thank you, and apologizing, I could tell them my name, assure them I felt “fine, thank you,” communicate my age, my hometown. Not much more. The survey literature class I’d just taken that summer at Washington University in St. Louis, analyzing Chilean poet Pablo Neruda’s work, though interesting, had not prepared me for this.


The transition presented a challenge. I was an astronaut trying to adjust to a new atmosphere, unable to breathe at first; a scuba diver entering the air lock chamber to equalize pressure. My first week in Madrid, I wrote in my journal, “I don’t think I’ve ever felt as alone or independent before. I can’t think about it or I get the most empty feeling inside.”


I soon became familiar with the linguistic term “false cognate,” where a word sounds like a similar word in another language but has a different meaning. I walked into a farmacia one day shortly after arriving to buy a bar of soap. Quizzical looks greeted me when I asked where I could find the sopa, meaning “the soup.”


“Quisiera comprar sopa, por favor,” I began. “I’d like to buy soup, please.”


“Señorita, no vendemos comida aquí. Lo siento.” “Miss, we don’t sell food here. Sorry.”


I had believed that, when absolutely necessary, if you didn’t know a word you could just add an “a” to the end of the English word. Magic! But not so, since sopa means soup, not soap (which I should have known). I also learned not to use the word embarazada when embarrassed about something I’d done—often, as it happened—since it means pregnant in Spanish. I must have said, “Estoy embarazada!” “I’m pregnant!” half a dozen times before someone finally set me straight.


I needed to get up to speed quickly, because after a monthlong refresher class in Spanish, I would hear only Spanish from regular university faculty in all my courses at the Universidad de Madrid. Nowhere to hide. No one to translate or interpret or slow down for me. No subtitles. No time for mad dashes to a dictionary to look up words. No language app. No American professors doing sabbaticals in Madrid, teaching their courses in English.


I enrolled in what sounded like interesting courses: the Spanish philosophers Unamuno and Ortega y Gasset; art history, painting at the Prado (taught at the museum); poetry, the Spanish novel, history, social problems in contemporary Spanish society; theatre. Thankfully, I slowly learned to adjust, writing in my journal in September, “There’s so much I want to learn. I feel like a sponge, grabbing at every bit of knowledge I can find, trying to achieve lo imposible.”


Many students in my program chose to live with Spanish families, but I knew that wasn’t for me. Too intimate, too much pressure to socialize, to act “sociable,” as my mother would have termed it. (“Come out of your room! Come talk to our guests, Linda!”) My anxiety made that kind of arrangement painful. I wanted to remain anonymous, alone if I felt like it, not on display. Blending in became a plus now, worked to my advantage in Madrid, where, because of my dark hair and complexion, Spaniards sometimes confused me with Spanish women, even asked directions after I’d lived there several months.


My four-story dorm near campus housed international students, our only common denominator speaking Spanish. Young women from Switzerland, France, Chile, Cuba, England, China, Japan, Jamaica, Italy, Trinidad, the Philippines lived in the dorm Colegio Mayor Juan XXIII; nearly thirty countries were represented. Two sisters from Guatemala became close friends, Lily and Jannina. I would visit them at their home in Guatemala City a few years after our year together in Spain.


The year contained many firsts. The first time I viewed the US from afar, shocked to hear Spanish friends criticize my homeland. According to them, Nixon (the president my year in Spain) was corrupt (“un cabrón”—“a dumbass”); the CIA ran the US; the US meddled in other countries’ business, behaved “imperialistically.” I’d never heard such negative comments before, certainly not from my staunch Republican parents, nor from other friends back home.


Although these new Spanish friends spoke fondly of the late John F. Kennedy, they laughed when I initially referred to him as “Juan” Kennedy in our conversation, admonishing me for translating a proper name, one of many Spanish cultural—language—lessons I learned. Most of them—both sexes—regarded American women as “fast,” with loose morals. I met with little success trying to persuade them otherwise. What they based their opinion on, I never knew: American movies? Books? Other American students they’d met?


It marked the first time I’d taken an art appreciation course, visiting the Prado Museum twice a week in addition to classroom time. I learned to look at paintings more closely. I’d probably visited the Saint Louis Art Museum only once or twice before my year in Spain—one of those visits occurring years before with my Girl Scout troop. Nor had I visited many other art museums.


The final for my Prado course proved difficult; professors required us to identify the artist as well as the name of the specific painting from slides featuring only part of an elongated hand in an El Greco painting, for example. The class instilled in me a lifetime love of art: art appreciation, theory. It planted the seed for me to eventually create my own sketches and paintings. Before Spain, other people engaged in these activities, not me. Never me.


It marked the first time I’d lived outside the US, the first time I’d made friends from other countries, those living in my dorm as well as those I met at the Universidad. The first time I attended plays by international playwrights—their plays all performed in Spanish—Bertolt Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle, Seneca’s Medea, Max Frisch’s The Chinese Wall, in addition to numerous lectures, concerts, dance performances. Attending a concert by the visiting Vienna Boys Choir gave me an appreciation of that talented group.


Other firsts: late night serenades at my dorm by La Tuna, a well-known Spanish singing group dating back to the thirteenth century. Traveling throughout Spain, the tiny cafés in the plazas, taking mass transit, learning new customs, for instance, the way older, widowed women dressed all in black. The cathedrals, museums, the deep blue skies of Madrid, managing life on my own.


More firsts: new foods: paella, tortillas, empanadas, tapas—those little appetizers they served at bars—even the Marias were new to me, those animal-cracker-like breakfast biscuits they served for breakfast at the dorm, as well as flavored yogurt—all new. Living in a dictatorship represented a dramatic first for me. Similarly, speaking Spanish all day, no longer just in a controlled classroom setting. Spanish no longer constituted an abstract concept for me but became a tool for survival, for learning as much as possible; it opened up this dramatically new context for me. Most of all, though, I found that I excelled at something other than piano playing, namely a foreign language.


I hitchhiked for the first (and last) time in Spain. Ignoring my father’s pre-Spain warnings, I subscribed to the naive philosophy that, because I was young, I must therefore be immortal. And, because I was in a foreign country, I was immune to harm in certain circumstances, like hitchhiking. It was as though I’d been temporarily lifted from reality. It also represented a rebellious streak on my part; if my father hadn’t mentioned it, in a rare moment of paternal outreach, it might not have occurred to me to do something so clearly out of my comfort zone. Regardless, many of my friends hitchhiked in Spain; why not me, I reasoned. I decided to give it a try with an American friend.


We planned to hitchhike from Madrid to Lisbon for spring break, a distance of nearly four hundred miles. We worked out a code in case someone dangerous looking/acting picked us up. I waited with my friend, a very attractive, buxom blonde, on a busy city corner in Madrid for our first ride, thumbs up, each of us carrying only a small travel bag and purse. A driver soon stopped, a middle-aged businessman, dressed in a suit for work. This somehow made him seem safer in our naivete.


He drove a fire-engine-red compact car, a four-door Spanishmade SEAT (Sociedad Española de Automóviles de Turismo), small and noisy. My friend sat in back with a pair of scissors in her bag, in case of danger. This was part of our plan. She promised me she’d have no problem using the scissors to defend us, whereas I knew I would never muster the courage. I sat in front next to the driver, scrutinizing him as he headed toward the carretera—the highway—traveling southwest to Lisbon. He assured us he planned to go that direction.


If the driver began to show signs of aggressive behavior, from my spot in front I would turn to ask her, “¿Qué hora es?” “What time is it?” Translation: We need to get out of the car at the next sign of civilization. If he became more hostile, I would ask her (ready in back with her scissors), “¿Qué hora es ahora?” “What time is it now?” meaning we would make him stop immediately, regardless of proximity to civilization. If he began behaving threateningly, I would shout, “¡Salta!” “Jump!” at which point we would (carefully) leap from the still-moving car, safe from harm.


One problem with our plan involved the car’s noisiness; my friend couldn’t hear the conversation in front. Already nervous, I wore a long—reaching my ankles—khaki-colored trench coat on a warm spring day in a car with no air-conditioning. Far too warm for a coat, I used it as my armor. I tightly belted it, hugged the door; a chastity belt would have completed the picture. But when the driver suggested taking a “detour,” un desvío, up into the mountains, I grew alarmed, craning my neck to look back at my friend. “¿Qué hora es?” I asked her, per our plan. Glancing at his watch, the driver responded, “Three fifteen.”


Still looking back at my friend, I realized she hadn’t heard a word I’d said. She stared out the window, daydreaming or looking at passing scenery. We hadn’t factored her possible inattentiveness into the plan, nor the potential noisiness of the car, nor the participation of the driver.


At this point he began to inch his hand toward my khaki-draped leg, even though that required reaching several feet to do so since I had wedged myself against the door. Genuinely worried now, I repeated my sentence with our additional word cue, louder this time, trying to get my friend’s attention: “¿Qué hora es ahora?” “What time is it now?” I put the stress on the important word in our code: ahora. My friend still didn’t hear my words. It occurred to me that her scissors were probably buried deep inside her overnight bag.


Becoming impatient, the driver looked over at me, chastising me in Spanish, “You just asked me what time it was, and I told you! Now it’s three twenty! Five minutes later!” He then motioned to an exit up ahead that led up into the mountains, mentioning something about stopping at a rustic cabin he knew of along the way, so he could “show us the view.” Panic rose up inside me. Why hadn’t I listened to my father? This man would attack us because we’d acted foolishly. Practically screaming, I turned around in my seat to shout at my friend, using the final part of our code: “¡Salta!” “Jump!”


Finally, she heard me, but she froze, as though she’d forgotten the code’s key. The startled driver, probably confused by my behavior, braked his car to a sudden stop. We jumped out, running away, shrieking as though a mass murderer had us in his sights.


Circling back a few minutes later, but barely slowing down, one by one he tossed both our overnight bags out through an open window (we’d forgotten to factor retrieving luggage into our escape plan), then sped off. Initially, we thought he was returning to kidnap us, so when we saw his car circling back, we began to scream again. He looked more frightened than we were. People living in the small village also looked alarmed, refusing to speak to us at first, even after the driver had sped off.


We ended up taking a train to Lisbon. Never again did I foolishly believe myself to be immortal, suspended in a safe bubble overseas, believe that nothing bad could happen to me—in Madrid, Spain, or Denver, Colorado, or Kirkwood, Missouri, or anywhere else. I knew better. I knew I’d been lucky. Foolish, but ultimately lucky.


My sense of self shifted that year in Spain. Before, I always put my parents on a pedestal; they knew best in all things, even though I fought them on many of their decisions. Smarter, with better judgment, they had my best interests at heart, I believed. But when they visited me in Spain that year, I realized they were experiencing a fraction of life in this Spanish-speaking country. Not speaking the language, they couldn’t really understand the culture. It also marked the first time they depended on me, at least temporarily: depended on my language skills, my knowledge of navigating life in Spain. They relied on me to interpret for them, to act as their mouthpiece.


When they tried to go it alone—primarily my father—a humorous outcome often resulted since, at least back then in tightly controlled Spain, not many Spaniards spoke English. For example, when we were taking a cab together one day, my father, probably tired of his daughter being in charge, thought he’d try out his high school Spanish. Impatient, he asked our cab driver to turn around, to go another way to reach our destination. Instead of saying that, though, he announced, “¡Huevos revueltos!” meaning “scrambled eggs.”


The cab driver lifted his hands off the wheel in frustration, shook his head, then looked back at me as if to say, “What?! Help me!” at which point I took over.


Another time, I took advantage of my parents’ rudimentary language skills. On our way to San Sebastian in northern Spain, we stopped at a tiny restaurant for dinner. I counseled my father against ordering steak, a favorite meal, in such a remote area, but he insisted. Not surprisingly, his steak failed to meet his expectations. As we waited for the check he became increasingly agitated, his voice raised, even his body language telegraphing his anger. Other diners started to take notice of us in the small restaurant, apparently not a frequent tourist attraction. When our waiter appeared with the check, my father instructed me to convey his displeasure, to tell the waiter just how unsatisfactory he found his meal. “You tell him I’m outraged! I don’t know where he got this beef, but it’s not a good cut. Besides, the chef cooked it far too long. I asked for medium rare, not well-done!”


Normally, to make himself understood in Spanish he spoke English louder, slower, assuming this would break the language barrier, but not this time; he didn’t want to risk not being understood. Our young waiter stood next to our table, looking from my father to me, then back again, eager to please, smiling at all of us. After pausing a minute, deciding how best to proceed, I told him in my best Spanish that we’d enjoyed the meal very much, thanking him profusely.


“Muchísimas gracias, señor. ¡La comida fué deliciosa!”


He nodded, pleased at hearing my comments, slightly bowing at my father, who squinted at the young man, then asked if I’d conveyed his displeasure, if I’d communicated his words exactly. “Yes,” I lied, careful not to make eye contact with him as he interrogated me.


“Well, he’s taking it awfully well,” he replied, puzzled. Years later I confessed everything, which prompted his laughter. Too late to go back, though. He wouldn’t have laughed that night. Back home, when we went out to dinner as a family, my father routinely voiced his dissatisfaction to restaurant staff about not having enough croutons in his soup, for example, or about the quality of the food, or service, embarrassing us all, so in Spain I anticipated he might not like his meal, might be vocal about it.


Sometimes my attempts backfired when I failed to accurately read my environment. The time friends came to visit, for example. We headed to a mesón one evening, a traditional Spanish bar. I wanted to impress them. When they ordered sangria, I avoided the wine but absentmindedly picked at fruit at the bottom of the pitcher all evening, nervous about impressing them. I didn’t realize the fruit had soaked up alcohol from sitting at the bottom of the sangria pitcher. Even though I hadn’t taken a single sip, by evening’s end I could barely walk, much to their amusement. I zigzagged all over the street. Not an impression I wanted to leave them with.


My time in Spain became a time of discoveries. By the end of the academic year, I realized I wanted to continue doing this: studying languages, foreign cultures, meeting people from diverse countries, traveling. I didn’t know how I planned to use Spanish, how I’d make a living, but I knew my future lay with Spanish, with foreign languages, that somehow I’d find a way.


The whole is greater than the sum of its parts, according to Aristotle. When isolated, some experiences that year in Spain don’t stand out. I could have replicated many at home: sampling Spanish food, using mass transit, cultivating international friendships, attending multicultural events, etc. The year in its entirety, though, lifting me out of all I’d known the first twenty years of my life, ultimately set me on a new course. It set in motion a new way of seeing myself, of seeing others.


Before going to Spain, I considered myself a mediocre student, albeit someone with “potential.” Piano playing proved an exception to my lackluster record, an optimistic counterpoint. Maybe like one of those people with a touch of the savant syndrome, I somehow channeled my existing abilities and emotions into those performances. But that lasted only until my parents’ decision vetoing my desire to apply to Juilliard, thereby convincing me I didn’t have enough talent, possessed no future in piano performance, at which point I abandoned that pipe dream.


My year in Spain, then, made me hopeful that I wasn’t a lost cause, that I did have talent in something: Spanish. Languages became stepping stones to a universe of possibilities, the key to unlocking any potential I did have. I found my niche, gradually throwing off shackles from the previous unflattering self-concept I’d dragged around like an anchor.


After returning to the University of Denver my senior year, I began taking classes in French, then in graduate school branched out into Portuguese, German, Russian. In so doing I learned about other people, about art, literature, customs, cultures, in short, about life in far-flung places. Eventually, I would travel extensively, even to places off the grid, would witness firsthand what I’d only read about in books until then.


In 1956, at six years old, I wandered around our small yard in Kirkwood, Missouri, humming the theme song from a popular movie, Around the World in Eighty Days, wondering about such an expedition, traveling to so many places in a balloon, seeing the world. Little did I realize that, one day, knowing other languages would be my ticket into that life and out of my circumscribed existence. Like that balloon, languages would lift me out of my tiny world, carry me far beyond it, but not without getting past numerous challenges, many of them self-inflicted. Like branches of a beautiful tree, that original tree began with Spanish. The year I spent in Spain planted a tree. I began to go on the journey of a lifetime, a journey to myself, a journey home.
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THE CONDITIONAL TENSE

Possible Paths Forward









THE CONDITIONAL TENSE—a grammatical term used to indicate what might happen, could or would happen, or what might still happen.


EXAMPLE: “Following my assignment in Brazil, I knew I would never know what would happen unless I took this leap of faith.”
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