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For Rebecca

Gentlemen of Space



Prologue


S ometimes I wonder: Who’s there, floating above the brick stars of the apartment complex? Who is it, always breathing, listening so carefully to his breath? Who loves his breath so much?

Perhaps you’re old enough to have followed that momentous summer on TV, or maybe you’ve since read about the Apollo 19 launch and the brief carnival of Americana that was to flourish around the apartment building my family called home. You might have seen newspaper photos of Magnolia Court during the weeks surrounding the moon landing; and you may even have flipped through Mr. Robert Nightly’s hagiography of my father’s days, in which case you will likely recognize from those pages, so dim and refracted as to seem almost submarine, my mother, Uncle Lyle, Mr. Nightly himself—all those people without whom this story wouldn’t have been possible—including my father, Jerry Finch. Of course, Jerry Finch, for this is, after all, his story.

It is, though, the occasion of my father’s return to earth that people seem most to recall. The still frames from those last hours are nearly as common to seventies iconography as photos of an embattled Richard Nixon, Kent State, or the airlifts from Hanoi. I suppose that’s the danger of modern media: how it boils a long chain of events, an entire lifetime, down to snapshots—pictures both more and less true. When I see images of the burning police barricades and fountains of tear gas that would have greeted my father’s homecoming, it is tempting to forget that the court wasn’t always this way, but it’s also a forcible reminder of what must have surrounded me as I ran through the deepening spiral of that night, aware now that I was being followed.

Illuminated by flares and searchlights, Magnolia Court seemed a place between advancing and retreating armies, the police laying into the flank of the crowd like gentle threshers as men and women hurriedly collected the last of their belongings from abandoned tents. It was, I recall, while we retreated with these straggling patriots from the strenuous call of the state trooper and the National Guard serviceman that my young friend and companion Fauna indicated the astronaut in the doorway of a building. We watched as he came outside, skirting the dark hedges behind us. In his soiled suit, he looked like a homeless person.

I’ve often marveled that we decided to flee from this sad and lonely man. In any grade school primer from this era, we should have discovered pictures of such a figure, grouped scenically with the police officer and fireman, as a member of that select social body in which little boys or girls seek refuge on dark and stormy nights; but it’s also true that by now it was clear to me that the ruin of the Apollo team was in no small part my doing. Inasmuch as my silence regarding my father’s plans had destroyed their hopes for both this world and the one they’d left behind, I shuddered to reflect—or reflect twenty-some years later—that such creatures are drawn to their destroyers nearly as a child to its mother. Grasping Fauna’s hand, I ducked back into the lobby of the central apartment building.

Due to the construction of these high-rises, we couldn’t see whether the astronaut had followed us, though after a moment we heard his shoes crunching across the linoleum and shattered glass. Even this late, it’s possible we might have evaded him, but when I eased against the back door, it squealed, and as we entered the placidity and darkness of South Court, his long strides rang through the building in pursuit.

The instant the door closed behind us, the sirens and amplified voices in the North Court receded to nothing, just the greenhouse awake amongst the looming and undisturbed magnolias. Bubbling above the dark shapes of bushes, the structure seemed like an organism, green shell pulsing with the silent seethings of some transparent and microscopic life. I don’t believe either of us even considered another destination, and we stumbled toward its shelter, little thinking that we must have been silhouetted against those glowing walls for the astronaut to see. When I heard the muffled report of my name, I was already following Fauna through the window beneath the exhaust vent. As I clutched her hand again, saying, “How do we get out of here? He’s seen us—” the girl’s answer could only crush me with its simplicity: “There is no way out. You need a key for the doors.”

And so, I thought, it was to be as I’d always envisioned my demise in nightmare, where I’d climb into a tall house or tower, the body of a rocket ship, and find—my pursuer’s footsteps upon me like the beating of my own heart—that there was no place to go but forward, into diminishing space. It was, I realize now, probably not unlike my father’s dreams. Barely catching my breath, holding tight to her hand, I fled with her inward, through flowers and leaves, blundering into trees, the lash of fronds and branches only exaggerating our confusion.

All I could conceive of doing was hurrying toward the inner, desert room and, once there, hurrying through the final door to crawl beneath the tables of seedling trays, behind sacks of earth and stacks of green plastic pots. Even if I realized by then that we’d reached that ultimate cul-desac of nightmares, I could only reflect ruefully upon this, enfolded in shadow and cut off from my companion where I waited, scarcely breathing, until with a start I heard the door to the desert room slam open, then a grave, expansive silence.

The astronaut’s first impressions upon entering that starlit plateau of sands, so fertile, if only to the mind, aren’t difficult to imagine. No doubt he recognized in this place the fragile allure of space. The glossy black night beyond the glass walls must have seemed the moon’s dark cradle—a shore that vends on a night so solid it hardly appears an effect of light. I know that in these first moments he’d also have noted any footprints, trained as the Apollo team had become to seek evidence of the passage of life on the lunar face; and so we may imagine him pausing there, drawn to an astronomical oddity: the footsteps of children.

It was in this way, I believe, that he came to open the door at the end of the moon and find the room in which we’d concealed ourselves, with its rows of seedlings, the long table at its center, glittering with vermiculite.



I heard in my bunker the twist of a knob, the creak of a hinge, feeling all over the cold formication of sweat as the tread of those great, silver shoes across gravel began. The footsteps drifted up and down the aisles, stopping sometimes, but always accompanied by deep drawn breaths; and though after ten minutes he seemed little closer to discovering me, I found myself more and more alive to a fear familiar to anyone who’s ever hidden in earnest—whether in earnest play or earnest fear—that a body cannot possibly keep silent; that, beyond my control, my pursuer would hear me where I lived.

There was, however, something else I’d begun worrying where I crouched, inhaling earth and bark and imagining destruction. For bowed down as I was, watching these Mylar legs toil among table trestles and upended wheelbarrows, the thought had dawned upon me: what if this was my father?

Yes—my father. Certainly, if such a thing was ever possible, it was possible tonight. I’d just wandered through a place still echoing with his passage, like a fairground in the wake of a comet. I had seen those faces alight with rage and glory; I’d heard the air teem with his name.

Hadn’t more than a hundred people watched him waver, on the verge of rejoining the world? And afterward, if he had walked as Fauna and I in the milling crowd, unremarked among his brethren, wouldn’t he have awaited just this moment—the moment he might have spoken to me alone—when our reunion would be not an entertainment on the nightly news but the relenting of a deep silence, a light switched on by a bed, when we wipe a dream from our eyes?

[image: Image]

Yet I see I’m forgetting myself: there will be those of you who don’t remember this night, who are perhaps too young to recall the Apollo 19 mission at all. You’ve got to care for things, my father once told me. You’ve got to care for everything—and I see I haven’t been careful.

I promise that we will return to the greenhouse, but first we must look in on other rooms, and other nights. It was an age of moonlight, I remind you, when we saw ourselves, each of us, briefly reflected in that great, calm eye. Even today, I hear, sometimes, in those deep summer skies like the world holding all the light of the sun in its lungs, the breath of a man, and I look for the moon then, laid gently in the blue—a flower on the wallpaper in the kitchen hall, when I was just a boy. 
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About the Author 

M emory passes below, like cloudsover the earth, the winking lights of cities. Florida slipping into the color of oceans; the little figure eight near the shore of the green peninsula, double loop of seven asterisks, like stars drawn by some childish hand. Small stars full of lives, lives full of those small stars that make up a life: the taste of wallpaper, cornflower blue, patterned like a woman’s dress in the slender hall between kitchen and living room; the iron crust of water beneath a sink; oily linoleum slipping and burning against my knees—a playland for trucks without the endless snagging and unsnagging of wheels from shiny loops of nylon carpet.

A world of carpet—or so I imagined the moon, mirror of earthly lands: beige, woolly, resilient.

One day my father would inform me, voice full of space and static, of how the moon is in fact stony, dusty, brilliant bright—but that lay in the future. This particular morning arrived with the bleary sound of the radio above the stove instead of his voice. My father had landed, we were told, and was taking turns with his fellow traveler, looking out the window of the lunar module.

I was kneeling, rolling a silver moon buggy from the hall onto the linoleum, looking up at my mother. She wore a long white nurse’s coat, as she did every day. Behind her, the sky out the kitchen window had the bloodless look of full-on July. She yanked at her gloves, beckoned, and stooped to pick my shoes out from under the chair by the front door. She was going to be late. My father was placing his foot upon an astronomical body, like a god mounting a tiny silver throne, but she would be late for work, because the baby-sitter was sick and wouldn’t be coming this morning.

Taking my hand, she led me down the tobacco-stained hall of the fourth floor to the elevator, where an elderly couple by the name of Stern, tiny American flag pins rippling upon their Hawaiian lapels, had taken up residence several weeks ago, graciously pushing the buttons for passengers even though the elevator was fully automated. They were the tip of a great iceberg of fans and enthusiasts who’d traveled from near and far to be near us during my father’s odyssey, and had erected lawn chairs around a small table set with a red Thermos and two plastic cups of lemonade. “It’s a scorcher out there,” Mr. Stern said, clasping his paper to his chest so we might squeeze inside.

My mother adjusted her sunglasses.

“You’re looking especially glamorous this morning, Mrs. Finch,” he added, and his wife, reaching into her purse, said, “You must be so excited, Georgie,” handing me a worn scrap of candy.

I’d met the Sterns before, but today their eyes burned as if in each of us they recognized a secret grandchild. The candy had the metallic taste of fear, and when the old woman plucked at my sleeve, muttering, “Can you keep a secret, Georgie?” I hid in the folds of my mother’s coat, trying to focus all my attention on the shiny moon buggy I still held in one hand. I knew that outside there would be cameras, an atmosphere of carnival and balloons, where my name would be repeated until it lost all meaning.

My mother, for her part, only smiled. “Thank you,” she said, her thank-yous generous, conscious of their public like queens, though at this moment she felt only beleaguered. If she considered asking these people to watch me for the afternoon—there was no doubt they’d have agreed—she did so only as one revolves any number of familiar and flawed endgame options: the Sterns belonged to that broad category we loosely term fanatics; it would be like giving her child to gypsies. Pursing her lips, she recalled Doris Fitzpatrick’s voice on the phone this morning—the voice that had begun this series of revolutions, even as it elaborated her daughter’s illness.



“Again?” my mother had broken in, noting that this would be the third day running.

“She was fine last night—we thought she was fixed,” the woman chirped into the frustrated pause. “Have you heard your husband’s landed? On the moon, I mean. I do hope they’re OK with everything.”

My mother shuddered once more, now, at the thought of these men paddling around in their space suits, playing golf—the ridiculous pretenses of normalcy they would set up in their oxygenless world; and then we emerged from the elevator, and saw the crowd beyond the smoked glass doors of the lobby. Just inside, Lyle Barnes, Uncle Lyle, as I called him, handsome as a cereal-box hero, was lounging in a suit, chatting with a security guard.

He turned his boyish eyes—blue with the slightest tremble—upon us, saying, “It’s great, great, bringing the spud with you to work—bravo, Barb. We’ve got NBC, ABC, CBS, PBS, the Post, the Times”—he counted them back to himself, glanced toward the doors, where the crowd, catching sight of us, pressed forward like a wet nose against the glass. “It’s a rodeo out there.”

“Lyle,” my mother said quietly, “I don’t want to talk to anyone now, do you understand? I cannot talk to anyone.”

He paused a moment, moving his square jaw from side to side, realigning himself behind this proposition.

“Sure—absolutely”—he nodded—“I understand completely.” But, pushing through the doors, he seemed to rethink matters. Glancing around, he said, “We have to give them something, Barb. Should I say this evening? Should I offer CBS the exclusive?” until he saw the firm set of her mouth and turned sadly back.

The guard squeezed outside. Police were there already, shaping the mass of people, and the effect of the crowd, seeing not ourselves but my father as they gazed through the glass, was ferocious, like an animal snapping at a reflection; years later I would recognize a perhaps truer likeness in the desperate clinging of a newborn chimp to a terry cloth-wrapped mannequin.

As the doors hinged open all the way, and the light and heat and noise poured over us, I was sick on the worn, pink tiles of the lobby, in the smiling eye of the crowd. The moon buggy slipped from my hand and careened across the floor to come to rest against one of my mother’s heels. I watched myself as if from above as Lyle bent to retrieve the fallen vehicle, the crowd made its distant roar, and my mother, giving me a handkerchief from her pocket, hauled me out by the arm into the light.

[image: Image]

In the safety of her car, Barbara Finch took off her sunglasses. Beneath the brown bob of the day, she had, you might remember from newspapers or television, one of those angular faces that wear sunglasses well. Perhaps, if you recall her at all, you’ve confused her with Jackie Onassis in your shoe box of memories; but perhaps you also remember, from those few public photos of my mother without sunglasses, that she had a wandering right eye. She was quite vain about it, and the gesture of removing her dark glasses and revealing that pale face with its single defect always had the quality of an admission.

“I suppose you have what Angie has,” she said, pulling out of the parking lot.

My mother probably had little conception of the state into which I’d been plunged, only moments ago, confronted with that wild, unseeing crowd; she was—and is—a fearless person, much more so than her husband the astronaut. Noticing, however, that I was still turned, staring back behind us for signs of pursuit, she added, “They love this, don’t they? There’s really nothing they’d rather do.” At the corner traffic light she gazed in the rearview, pressing her lips tight before she said, “But then again, if your father didn’t exist, Georgie, someone would have to invent him.”

People make such pronouncements all the time, on subjects ranging from hairpins to divinity. I recognized in these words, nonetheless, a parody of my father’s own, and suspected that she, too, was thinking now of the night of the parent-teacher conference, one week before Jerry Finch wrote his entry for the astronaut contest, months before his name would be announced in the newspapers, nearly a year before this day, the day the lunar module touched down in a cloud of pulverized glass and rock.

You’ve probably forgotten Jerry Finch. He wasn’t among the famous astronauts, and really, in every respect except the one, crucial point of traveling above and beyond the earth’s atmosphere, of walking the surface of the moon, my father wasn’t an astronaut at all. Until that summer he left the world behind he was an earth science teacher in central Florida for the Ashtrakan Normal School. If you lived in Ashtrakan or the Greater Titusville area, you might have seen him: a deliberator at the register at McDonald’s, a collector of National Geographics at yard sales, a passable swimmer at the local YMCA, and, what is less known, an amateur bird-watcher, populating my earliest memories with impressions of tall grass, ourselves crouching within the still heart of the world, binoculars in hand, following with infinite voyeuristic care the distant domestic scene of a creature the size of a heart.

But you do at least remember the year—1975, nearly twelve months before his voyage—when our elected officials gathered in our televisions to concede that the space program was errant, had forgotten its roots. My mother, seated between my father and me that evening, was putting on her shoes for parent-teacher night, paying little attention, but her brows arched perceptibly, as if what had been implied by this concession was that the astronauts had departed forgetting their lunch. She didn’t realize at what future cost to herself these pronouncements were being made, and the nation’s trusted representatives, for their part, were as yet blind to my mother, even as she rose, terrifying, to turn off the television.

My father, on this occasion, stayed her hand, and for a moment we listened together to the sentiments of our president, that great man of words. His logic was deductive, potent: after all, he reminded us, strip away from the Apollo space program the glamour, the secrecy; strip away the military-scientific complex; yes, strip away even the spaceships—and what is space travel about?

People, surely. People, like you and me.

The president hesitated, mouth modest, eyes dreamy, because for this one moment of his brief term, the representatives of our nation had laid aside partisanship and tendered to him their loyalty and trust. They may have tendered these things as children do, or perhaps, as my mother pointed out, as devious men of politics tender all wares—this was immaterial. I do not claim that the following actually occurred, but it was as if each senator, as the curtain went down on the Vietnam Era, as the oil crisis hovered in the wings of the decade, took advantage of this caesura to kindle a butane lighter to a single cause.

And even if there was no such stadium drama, and the decision arose through a simple counting of votes, a weary shaking of hands, the outcome was the same: the thing to do, clearly, was send an ordinary man to the moon.

I think by “ordinary,” our representatives imagined someone a lot like my father but made of some solid, wholesome fiber, like flame-retardant pajamas. A write-in contest appeared in major magazines, and I remember him reading his entry aloud to us one night—the scorn with which my mother received his suggestion that the moon might have something to teach us. “The moon,” she said, “is a veritable palace of idiots.”

My father, drawing his onion-shaped head further into his collar, persevered in his monologue. It was well for him that he did. His essay was entitled “Gentlemen of Space” and would be reprinted in every major paper in the country.

“Gentlemen of Space,” in its quiet way, has become a modern classic of the middle school civics class, no doubt because whatever my father wanted for himself, this man who wrote in “Gentlemen” of the beautiful things he’d bring back from the moon, it’s clear he’d grasped, even seated there amidst his family, in the comfort of his Florida living room, that people prefer to love their fugitives. They crave human astronauts, not hard, hairless men with weathered faces, those faces with weathers so strange and distant only other astronauts can understand. In the closing remarks of his essay, my father vowed to humanize space; and in retrospect, arguably, he did. My father, with his small chin and broad hips—he would appear as incongruous on the moon as any ordinary man. Visitors to our home who’d never met him exclaimed over the framed photos in the kitchen hall of his face frozen behind the curved glass of his visor. They sat in his yellow chair, worn in the seat from years of service; they noted the deposit of gray hairs on the fabric; and the visitors, understanding only so much, knew my father, then, as a fellow traveler. If they grew strident and indignant when they next spoke, if the country as a whole would forget at times that space had been not imposed on him but chosen, it was because they felt for him not as an astronaut but as a human being.

Glancing back with my mother to that distant parent-teacher night, however, I see this was all just beginning. The October dark smelled of gasoline as we drove across suburban Ashtrakan’s palm-lined avenues in our Country Squire, the yellow butt of the car hanging low above the ground, a rash of fumes condensing behind us beneath the streetlamps. My father was driving, one hand on the wheel, the other sifting slowly through the woolly shadow of his hair, massed against the sweeping headlights of passing cars. He’d been preoccupied ever since the announcement of the astronaut contest a few hours ago, but his brown eyes, until then loitering upon the road, suddenly reflected back at me.

“Do you know where we’re going?” he asked, a slyness in his voice.

“The secret night school,” I replied.

He winked. “That’s right. Your mother doesn’t know that yet—”

“Oh, I’ve heard all about it, thank you—”

“Or at least she doesn’t really know,” my father added, speaking in his “old cowboy” voice culled from Westerns. “Barbara, I don’t recall seeing you at the secret night school before.”

“I was too busy making the secret night dinner for the secret night husband.”

He gave my mother a crestfallen glance, and she reached and took his hand out of his hair. Stealing a look in the mirror again, he winked at me.

The secret night school was something I’d inherited from my father’s own childhood mythology. I didn’t believe in it, the way he once truly had, but I don’t think he wanted me to—he wanted us to laugh with him, at himself and this invention of his earliest years. For he’d believed for a long time that there really was a secret school the other kids went to after dark, when he was in bed. It was here that everyone learned the answers not to the ordinary questions that could be handled in a multiple-choice fashion—state capitals, spelling, arithmetic—but to the true questions: who to pick for your team, which movies were destined for popularity, how to address girls—all those impossible distinctions everyone else seemed to divine automatically.

He was, I see now, the kind of man who often impressed his students as a well-meaning crank. His hair, despite my mother’s best efforts, rose in a peppery fountain as if from some youthful trauma. He had the bad habit of beginning stories in the middle. He had a blue felt-tip drawing of a watch on his wrist at the moment, left over from some classroom science demonstration.

Twiddling with the dial on the car radio, from which the word moon gently and periodically lowed, my mother said, “Why this fuss all of a sudden about the moon? We’ve been to the moon, and there was nothing there.”

It was a question my father was frequently forced to counter over the next months, and to which he never grew accustomed. He could only marvel that anyone, given the same chance as himself, wouldn’t do the same. “Barbara, it’s not like a trip to Dallas. It’s—well, it’s hardly a place at all. It’s like being allowed to speak with the dead.”

She looked at him with distaste, and he stuttered, “Just think of it. Any person who’s ever walked the earth—if you could talk to anyone, who would it be?”

My mother, as my father seemed momentarily to have forgotten, was a hospice care nurse and from her slender stock of romantic notions had long since excised anything related to death or dying. She said, “I don’t want to meet any dead people, Jerry.”

With a baroque rattling, the car turned a corner at this point, and ahead, limp above the avenue, trembling in the fronds of the palms, was the controversial satellite.

“But just look at it,” he said, brown eyes flickering between the moon and the road. “It nourishes us, I think. It’s as necessary as mother’s milk”—intercepting my mother’s protest—“because if the moon didn’t exist,” my father insisted, a satisfaction entering his eye now, “we would have to invent it.”

There was a palpable silence in the car, ruminative or dismissive, as you will.



“Can you imagine the night sky without the moon, day after day? We’d go mad, not even realizing what was missing—” He held his hand over it so we’d see what he meant. “And it’s just sitting there. It’s a whole continent, waiting for us.

“Do you know—do you know,” he continued, noticing he was speeding up, “when Jim and Kay—Jay and Kim—came back from their vacation—”

My mother’s gaze focused for a moment. She smiled. “Georgie,” she asked in the mirror, “when was the last time we went on a vacation?”

It’s the look I associate with her—this pained amusement. If one could lay claim to such a thing, she could certainly be said to own it. It washed in and out of her face, gone the next moment as she turned around in her seat, wet her thumb, and adjusted my hair. Behind her, the school loomed like a toy prison, and then we were pulling into the parking lot.

Parents milled on the front steps, smoking or loitering in the evening heat. A large woman in a red sarong—I recognized her as a classmate’s mother, Kitty Shank—touched my mother’s shoulder at the door, and for a moment the two women confabulated. There weren’t many other children around, but Mr. Rectin had especially asked my parents to bring me, which didn’t bode well—like the crowd. Whenever there was a crowd outside in warm weather, it meant the air-conditioning was down; and, sure enough, inside it was a greenhouse.

Adults in the halls said hello because my father taught middle sections here—his parent-teacher night would be next week. He ambled from friendly face to friendly face, stopping to pick a crumpled piece of paper off the floor, as if he were in his own home.

Mr. Rectin, two damp patches under the arms of his shirt, was standing at the darkened windows when we came into my classroom. He was middle-aged and fond of sweater-vests, and with his wife, Kim, would sometimes go bowling with my folks on weekday nights.

“Jerry, Barb,” he said, coming forward, “sorry about the heat.”

Everyone shook hands. My mother gazed around the room with its party-colored pictures and letters spelling out things like “Congratulations” and “Welcome Back,” and then my father sat down, patting the knees of his pants. “Before we start, Jay, I want to know what you think about something.”

Probably sensing the turn the conversation was about to take, Barbara wandered toward the back of the room and the drawings the students had made during the first weeks of class. Mr. Rectin fussed with his papers and nodded. He had a small mustache with which he dusted his lower lip.

“If you had the chance to go to the moon—” my father began.

“We were just talking about that in the lounge.” Mr. Rectin smiled, sitting down on a desk as my mother rolled her eyes.

“Yes, yes—but what did you think?” my father asked, sitting forward a bit and rolling up his plaid sleeves. “Would you go?”

Jay Rectin picked up a pencil and was about to draw a parallel between lunar exploration and some famous historical moment, the way he would in class, bobbing the pencil up and down between thumb and forefinger. But he looked from my father to my mother, pressed too attentively toward the pictures on the back wall, and saw there was a disparity of views. He put the pencil behind his ear. His mustache nibbled. “Well, it doesn’t really matter—it’s not like they’re going to pick one of us.”

“There,” my father said, turning to his wife.

“He didn’t say anything,” she protested.

“But the point is you would go,” my father pressed as the man looked at my mother apologetically.

“Thank you, Jay,” she said, her eyes trailing over the drawings on the wall. “Though I admit it would be a real kindness to me—when you two finish filling out your applications, of course—if we might talk for a few minutes about Georgie. I presume there’s some reason you asked us to bring him here tonight?”

It’s true that the request for my presence there was remarkable: I was quiet, not given to raising trouble or even my voice. “Barbara,” Mr. Rectin remonstrated.

She shot a glance across the room at the two men, slumped on the tiny children’s desks. “Georgie,” she said, “come show Mother your pictures.”

The mustache lifted delicately and brought itself down. “Georgie’s pictures aren’t up.” Clearing his throat he added, “I have them over here, Barb. I think you should have a look.”

Mr. Rectin removed from his yellow briefcase a blue vinyl folder in which he kept his attendance rolls, and from this he extracted a handful of papers. He laid the drawings out on the desk, and it’s true there was something immediately striking to them. There were four in all, and I was pleased, primarily, with my mastery of the conventions of realism: specific details, such as the upturned head of a dinosaur, its great eye rolled toward the sky as if staring at the viewer; a whorl of hair upon my father’s own head, his binoculars like a capital H before his face; the seven asterisks of the Magnolia complex scattered in their figure eight on a green field; a blue and green sheet of water, with a man inside, silhouetted like a chalk outline as he swam or slept amongst aquarium fishes.

My parents drew back before bending forward to inspect them more carefully, the silence in the room palpable.

“They’re quite well done,” Mr. Rectin suggested, to which no one seemed willing to add anything until my mother said, “Georgie—why are they all drawn this way?”

Every image, you see, was drawn as if viewed from above, from a greater or lesser height—I didn’t know why. I didn’t remember, even then, making any of these pictures. Not that I doubted they were mine—I know they were.

The adults waited briefly for a reply and then turned to one another.

I remember the conversation falling around me, above me, like gray rain; Mr. Rectin asking, “Does he have many friends outside of school? Does he show affection?” I felt myself fading into a set of abstract and anomalous behaviors, fixed to some impulse or action whose origin I didn’t even recall. When I looked at my mother, I saw she thought my father was somehow to blame.

We all, I think, saw that these were pictures drawn from a point of view that orbited, rather than rested upon, the earth. That my father had only on this very day voiced more than a passing fascination with things lunar didn’t matter: we’d sensed in him for months now a nascent fantasy life, a dreaminess that my mother recalled from his previous forays into crop circles and the language of whales, but of which I, like an animal living above a fault line, had registered the larger significance far in advance of human auditors.

It was, she must have felt, as if I were channeling his manias—things invisible to us before tonight; and it could only have seemed frightful and irrational that, before my father’s desires were even articulated, they would loom up here, inside me.

“I think he spends too much time alone,” Mr. Rectin said. Someone murmured the word psychologist, and for a moment it bubbled around, my father following the whole thing with the habitual expression of panic he wore for practical situations.

When my mother brought the conversation up short, at last, she placed her hand on my head, grown warm and perspiring brightly. “But it’s probably nothing,” she murmured. “Isn’t it? We can talk about psychology until we’re blue in the face, but it’s much simpler, I think—”

Jay’s mustache quivered. “I didn’t mean to alarm you—”

“No, no, thank you,” my mother said, standing. “You did the right thing.” She couldn’t explain to this man that the root of the problem was in fact quite clear. Or perhaps she didn’t have to. We all glanced at my father.

He had the pictures in his hands still, marveling at the accuracy with which his own sparse yet electric hair was depicted; and my mother was walking toward the door, turning and reaching back her hand to say something to him. She would explain to him that he was setting a poor example with his spongy, inarticulate fantasy life—that it could affect his students in the science classes; that it was the kind of thing that acted subliminally, without anyone meaning anything. If he would just put away the idea, for a little while, of some cowboyish escapade in space—But she slipped just then and skidded on her feet. Looking down, thinking one of her heels had given out, she let out a short scream.

We followed her eyes between the desks, and there on the tiles was a brown starfish the size of a hand, one of its appendages—probably the one just trod on—curling slowly back.

“Damn it,” Mr. Rectin said, blushing as he stooped to retrieve the animal. “They do this whenever the air-conditioning fails. We have an aquarium full of stuff for the kids, and they just crawl out when it gets too hot …”

I came over and stared at the little creature, of whom I’d never taken much notice in its tank beside the geraniums. It was harmless, blind with a vegetal life; but my mother looked as if she’d seen a ghost.
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I know there are those amongst you who might wonder at a grown man remembering so much of his early childhood, presuming at all to know the minds of his parents at so tender an age; but imagine for a moment the story that overwhelmed my family, and you will understand that these events were part of the great central myth of our lives that we told amongst ourselves again and again.

All the same, perhaps this isn’t the place to begin. There are lives, like shoelaces, which require only a single strand to work themselves into complex, mathematical knots; but my father’s is not such a life. There are strands here I cannot touch yet—I don’t want to touch.

So let’s start anew. Let us leap forward, out of the dark of that parent-teacher evening. And while we could return to the side of my mother, driving silently through the bright Ashtrakan morning—and we will again, soon; I promise we will make good on all our false beginnings—let us now begin anew entirely:

“—I can still perfectly picture North Court, like a mirage of light cast against the wall of my study: the sunburnt grass between the brick towers, the brightly colored lawn chairs; the huffing, red faces with their white plastic visors, tipped up toward our window.

“I would be there, looking out, chin crooked against my hand, and the phone would ring—”

Let us begin, then, on this day, between the parents’ night and the morning of the moon landing. My father had risen long before us to go to the NASA training camp, and my mother would have gone to work. We were driving together with her a moment ago, and we will leave her in her car, alone now, as she goes to visit the dying. From the window, I’d watched her depart, reflecting that every place she worked had the name of a person, or of people—the Roberts’, Mrs. Morris’s, Mr. Osseau’s, the Ludens’—and when at that age I imagined her in these places with people’s names, I saw the name ghostly in a blue glass, like a set of teeth, bubbles striving over the enamel letters, the name growing deeper, more luminous, most perfect.

It was already summer, and I was out of school, but this was during the infancy of my father’s fame, and the court contained just two or three local reporters and a handful of elderly, heatstroke-prone gentlemen hoping to point my father or a member of his family out to their grandchildren. Let us begin here, then, safely on earth, where we can breathe.
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The Astronaut


I ’d lift the phone on the kitchen wall to my ear, and there’d be a noise: a trembling, crackling heat, like fur rising along a dog’s back; or a different sound, like the sound—that delicate, incredible sound, a field of flowers opening—of just-poured cereal popping in milk. And then my father’s voice: “Do you know what that is?” he’d say, the phone flooding with the crackle of coral growing through its own bones, elaborating the reef.

“It’s cereal,” I’d tell him. “It’s that rice cereal.”

I could hear, through the phone, the yawn of his smile. Long since he’d given up actually trying to fool me.

“That’s right,” he’d say. “That’s it, exactly.”

In these months prior to takeoff he was learning so much to prepare him for the rigors and pleasures of space: not just the protocols of NASA manuals but the stock of oral experience, the personal folklore of Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin, his experienced mission companions. Of all things scientific or anecdotal, it was sound, more than anything, that captured my father’s imagination.

Space, as he conceived it, hissed with the pressure of underwater, like the soft scratch of sand against itself in a current, or the sound—rarity in Florida—of snow and ice polishing a window at night. It pulsed and hushed like dry leaves stirring at the approach of winter; or like our own heartbeats, amplified between our ears and pillows, soft and endless as the slow tread of feet through autumnal groves.



“Georgie”—my father’s voice would flare through this static of earthly things—“what does that sound like to you?”

I hesitated. A fine spray danced above the receiver, a noise prickly with stars, but I knew it didn’t originate in space—there was too much rushing and striving. Space, I felt, would be an effortless place, full of the milk of dissolving suns, without friction, only atoms waking and sleeping, winking gently in their clouds.

“It’s soda,” I said at last. “It’s a can of soda.”

“Well, OK, Mr. Know-It-All. Are we talking Coke, Pepsi?”

Now it was my turn to smile. “Neither. It’s too carbonated. It’s tonic.”

“Good enough for government work,” he said, and I heard a harsh, rasping laugh near the phone—the laugh a large bird would make if it could do such things.

“When are you coming home?” I asked.

“We’re just catching some lunch, here. Armstrong said he’d give me a lift after training.”

[image: Image]

I remember hanging up the phone and gazing down at the court, a little patch of green between the four brick buildings at this end of the complex. The only window of my family’s apartment that faced the picturesque North Court was the kitchen window, while the living room and bedrooms stared abruptly, if obliquely, through curtains at other living rooms and bedrooms on the adjacent arm of the asterisk-shaped building. I’d been sitting there for more than an hour now, as I did each morning after my mother went to work, when I accompanied Angie, my baby-sitter, to the kitchen, and we waved down to the loose crowd of patriots and cameramen gathered among the scrappy magnolias. A parched cheer would rise as they spotted us, and then my mother would emerge from the lobby, dividing the crowd like a starlet.

We watched them beat excitedly around her cold glow, Angie’s gaze sticky with jealousy as she followed the flash of my mother’s heels down the walk toward the front gate, the rush and recession of this sea of faces—Angie, with her pouting mouth, herself suddenly a faint star, as all of us were now, by association. For a moment, she lingered, then she retired sleepily down the hall, toward the television.

We were in the season of summer thunder, the sky bellied blue-black over the rooftops. A boy not much younger than myself waved up at me, his other hand clutched in that of an aged guardian. The wind from the encroaching storm tugged at their hair, and then the first rain streaked the glass. I waved back and stood away from the window, watching the drops multiply and swim before I went to tell Angie what my father had said.

Like those of most sixteen-year-olds, Angie Fitzpatrick’s place in the world—her individuality and its locus in the honeycomb of life—vacillated wildly between the poles of the macro- and microscopic; but she lay very close to the center of my world this year. I had the sort of heart-racing-fourth-grade-teacher infatuation in which, as I would hide each morning when she came to the house, I would understand once again why the word crush was applied to such situations. She would walk through the apartment calling my name as my mother, savaging her handbag for the car keys, followed her muttering, “The brains of a lamb … No brains at all in that child …”

I loved her with a vague, warm tenderness residing mostly in her hair, which was, of course, long and blond, and her breath, which smelled of the liquor she filched from our liquor cabinet and of cigarettes—acrid, burned, and golden. Her breath reminded me of movies. I loved even the freckles on her nose, those poor, earthbound constellations she despised.

When I came into the living room, she was watching the TV with astonishment on her face. It was a program about the Apollo 11 mission.

“Is that where they’re sending him?” she asked. There was an astronaut on a pure, white ground bounding slowly into the distance as if he’d lost his mind.

“He thinks the moon sounds like soda,” I told her, and she turned to me with the benign look of incomprehension adults so often bestow upon children.



“What? Jerry? Walter Cronkite said the moon’s totally silent.” She looked at the barren territory on the television. “Cronkite said it’s empty, actually. It would probably be really boring—if it wasn’t so cool.”

I should point out here that astronauts and things astronautical permeated our lives, lived, as they were, so close to Cape Canaveral, in a way different than they did the rest of the country. My father’s adventures would become, in a handful of weeks, a national drama, but in the shadow of the launchpad, so to speak, we’d always followed the exploits of the Apollo teams as if they were local football stars. High school kids would drive dates the twenty minutes to the causeway on a Friday night to watch the molten light pour out over the earth as the rockets rose. It was of these men we dreamed at night: pale, nocturnal scars of the men we’d see around town or, more often, on the beach, where you might discover one or two of these sharp, athletic-looking lads held in a crescent of faces, talking to a girl on a blanket.

Angie glanced over my shoulder as lightning illuminated the white drapes in the living room. The sound of rain nuzzled the building, like the fuzz of an old record, surging and delicately surging. She picked up a pillow from the couch and hugged it to her chest.

“You know, when he was my earth science teacher in junior high, everyone thought he was kind of a dork. I didn’t think so,” she hastened to say. “I didn’t, you know. I always thought he was sort of brave, not to say cool—he wasn’t cool, then—but brave, saying all those things about the earth, and the moon and stuff. But who would have thought that he’d become, you know, an astronaut.”

She might as well have said rock star or lifeguard. She turned to the TV again, and I thought of Jerry Finch, suddenly risen phoenixlike from his inglorious life. This sloughed-off, discarded man—my father, actually, as he’d always been to me—was a different animal to Angie than the man she knew now, and her recollections of him brought me back to a time I’d come with my mother to his classroom.

We’d watched through a window in the hall door, unseen, as my father, in a red plaid shirt, held a model of the Saturn V rocket out to the restless room. He was waiting on the results of the NASA contest, and his hands became sweaty whenever he held the tantalizing object. His face, too, was bathed in the glow of perspiration as he pointed the black nose of the craft to a map of the moon he’d pulled down over the chalkboard and said, “It is those things we love most that are most changeable, most fleeting. And so, perhaps because the moon is always changing, revealing and concealing herself from our eyes, we find her beautiful.” He shook the model in his hand till some plastic part clacked gently inside.

“Beautiful, but also deceptive.

“Mare Imbrium, the Sea of Rains, for example—a misnomer, as are the names of all of the various sinuses—Latin, for bays—and canals, those lines we see here”—he pointed—“and here, extending like their earthly counterparts from what we once believed were oceans and lakes.

“It’s true—men have walked the moon now, and found her dry, fruitless, and lonely. And yet,” he said above the gentle snicker of the girls, turning their heads from side to side to display their hair, “and yet, just these names are capable of breathing life again into a world of cold stone and dust.”

Outside in the schoolyard, someone was laughing, a blunt sound like two books banged together that carried through the open window, causing everyone to look.

My father waited until the class gave him its attention again.

“Perhaps this seems sentimental to you,” he acknowledged, catching the eye of a chestnut-haired girl who’d inadvertently fallen into the droning chasm of his voice. She looked away, perhaps fearing she might find something wonderful, enchanting even, in this least auspicious place—my father’s eyes—but he was undeterred. Jerry Finch was an indefatigable man who could work for hours with the weariest spark of interest; in fact, this atmosphere of semiprivate musings was the only one in which he seemed truly at home.

“What, then, of this—this unsentimental affair of steel and ceramic—this vessel of our modern explorers?” he asked, holding against the silvery map of the moon the model of the Saturn V rocket tipped with its space capsule. The model was white, twice as large as his hand, and inside the plastic windows at the top a tiny astronaut was visible clutching a steering wheel. He opened the doors of the lunar module.

“Normally, of course, there would be equipment in here,” he said.

“What kind of equipment?” the class asked, startling him.

“Scientific equipment,” he returned.

“What is the equipment to be used for?” they asked in that unstable, middle school voice. A boy in a baseball cap spoke up from the back row: “Are astronauts still, by and large, homosexuals?”

My father turned his face stoically away as the girls leaned eagerly forward with their ill-conceived cleavages. The class turned its acne-scarred head to the boy.

“What is the equipment to be used for?” the class repeated; and the boy, encouraged, said, “Is it homosexual equipment?”

I felt a rush of pity for my father, just as he glanced up into the door at us, his features suddenly becoming unfathomably happy; and sitting in my own living room that day with Angie, I wondered if such an image of Jerry Finch persisted at all in her mind, or if it had long since been overwhelmed by the splendor of his new identity.

On TV, on the moon, the astronauts were bounding in the gentle, breathing sound of rain. Angie got up and changed the channel. With her head tipped to one side, her hair scintillated before the images on the screen. I wonder if she sensed any of the tenderness I felt for her; that while she was, in her quasi-maternal role as baby-sitter, a surrogate-mother figure to me, she was also a first departure into that deeper ocean of more mature longings. She twisted the dial to local weather, and we watched gray and white clouds swirling above Florida, a man’s voice cheerfully explaining the shapes and patterns of the storm. Lightning flashed again. There was a distant, shifting sound as the plates of the sky ground together, then a startling knock at the door.

When your father is planning a trip to the moon, people make a point of dropping by. We received care packages, requests for things to be said on television or personally endorsed while standing on the earth’s only natural satellite, and, not least of all, we were shadowed, even at this early date, by a cunning trickle of journalists masquerading as fire marshals, house cleaners, or exterminators. Rather than answer the door every time such an enterprising individual knocked, Angie would sneak into the vestibule and put her eye to the peephole.

After she’d looked for a moment, I tugged at her denim dress, awkwardly aware of wanting to protect this woman who was, technically, my baby-sitter. Shrugging my hand off, she whispered, “It’s a guy in a suit,” applying her eye to the door again. “I think he’s a cop.”

“Does he have a badge?” I asked.

“Of course not—he doesn’t look like a cop.”

“What does he look like?”

“He’s wearing a light blue suit … with white stitching. He looks … like a bible salesman. And”—catching her breath—“he has something behind his back—”

The knock was repeated. For a tense moment we waited. Perhaps it was a gun. Or a bible. My mind slued with scenarios as Angie pressed against the door, and I, beside her, pressed into her dress.

“Georgie,” she whispered.

“Yes?”

“I want you to go to the kitchen and get a knife”—the thought shooting through me with a thrill—“I don’t like the look of this guy”

Slipping down the hall, I discovered a very large, incidentally dull, serrated knife laying on the counter by the sink. Admittedly, my choice of weapons might have been more inspired, but we’d just used it to make peanut butter sandwiches and, dirty as it was, I reflected, it would leave a nasty, septic wound.

Angie received the weapon with a mixture of curiosity and concern.

“What’s he doing?” she murmured, pressing her eye to the door again.

It seemed that the man outside kept looking up and down the hall. He was, as they say, casing things out. Anyone who’s ever watched a police movie from this era, however, will recognize in this brief sketch not so much the sleuthful cautiousness of the cop as the furtive depravity of the cat burglar: this methodical site checking, followed by a sudden burst of criminality.

The handle of the door twisted and strained against the lock. Angie’s hand gripped my shoulder. Adrenaline sloshed back and forth, leaving my mouth dry, my hands damp and cold.



“Let’s call 911,” she whispered; and I, surging with young chemicals, thought, What would my father do now? What would Jerry Finch do?

The answer leapt to mind almost instantly, and more: I think in my discovery I captured the very essence of my father’s mode of being. Never particularly good at solving the problems that life handed him—one might even say constitutionally crippled in that part of the brain where the reality principle and its functional minions dwell—my father survived by reimagining problems in forms that they themselves hadn’t thought to take but that he might meet with more success. While my mother had somewhat narrowly labeled this as avoidant behavior, it enabled me, in a single, decisive stroke, to reinterpret the scenario.

After all, if Angie and I decided to assume the role of predator, rather than that of prey, all other circumstances favored us: (1) surprise: because the stranger didn’t know that we were there, behind the door; (2) boundary control: the locks all being, of course, on this side of the partition; and, finally, (3) armaments: in that whatever the stranger concealed behind his back, I was confident we could use the preceding points, above, to bring our weapon more quickly into play.
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