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“I looked around at the rooms that I did not see as rooms but more as a landscape for my emotions, a biography of memory.”

—Anne Spollen, The Shape of Water

“No, rather, he felt suspended between two worlds, never to truly belong to either.”

—Dominique Wilson, The Yellow Papers


Dedicated to the memory of Dale M. Titler

1926–2014


Riding through Katrina with the Red Baron’s Ghost

(1970–2015)

New Orleans

September 19, 2005

“Who you looking for again?” firefighter Roy Howard asks me.

“A friend.”

“What’s his name?”

“Titler. Dale M. Titler.”

I’m a reporter riding in the back of a pickup with Howard, hanging on to the tailgate as we bounce and crunch over fallen tree limbs and piles of debris. We’re looking for survivors of Hurricane Katrina. Since just after Labor Day, Howard and about fifty other Georgia Search and Rescue firefighters have trudged house to house in St. Bernard Parish, just east of New Orleans and one of the neighborhoods hardest hit by Katrina. They have knocked on doors and, more often than not, broken them down as they searched for survivors. We have found six people. Many stayed because they had no other place or families to go to. Others wouldn’t leave because it was their home, had been for years, and that was reason enough.

None of them knew what they would face by remaining. Katrina’s winds slammed the parish, but a storm surge of more than thirty feet inflicted the deadliest damage. It swept over levees, tossing boats on top of houses as if they were toys, and devastated much of the low-lying parish of about seventy thousand people.

Among the missing is my friend Titler. Our long correspondence inspired me to ask questions, the first step down a road that would lead to a journalism career and into this pickup.

“The level of how everything was destroyed gets to you,” says Howard, a tall, broad-shouldered thirty-seven-year-old from Garden City, Georgia. “As a firefighter I’ve seen a lot of damage, but not to this degree. You known this Titler a long time?”

“Thirty-plus years.”

“When’d you last see him?”

“I’ve never met him.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean we’ve never met.”

Howard shoots me an arched eyebrow, but before he can get off another question, we stop at a bright yellow house on Angela Avenue. I follow six firefighters out of the truck. Dead quiet. Our footsteps are the only sounds. The avenue and the yards around us are caked with drying mud. A metal plate on the door indicates the owner has a medical condition, but nobody’s home.

“I hear something,” Howard says. “Dog, maybe.”

Another firefighter presses his ear against the door.

“Sounds little.”

I look through a window at a large shadow expanding and shrinking, moving through the gray light. I step back.

“It’s definitely not little,” I say.

Howard raises a maul, hesitates. He runs the tips of his fingers against the looping, curved designs of the wooden door. Old, 1930s or thereabouts, he says. But he knows that if something is alive inside, he has no choice but to break it down. As Howard examines the door, another firefighter, Ned Dixon of Byron, Georgia, jimmies the back door with a crowbar. A bandana sporting the American flag is dark from his sweating forehead.

“Let’s bust this door,” Howard says.

He lifts the maul again and swings.

The door cracks off its hinges, sags inward, and gives way. The claustrophobic stench of rot and mildew washes over us like foul breath, followed by some kind of pit bull or Rottweiler.

“Back up! Back up! Back up!”

We jump away as the dog shoots through the door and looks at us, whimpering. It feints toward one firefighter and then another and another. He’s hungry and thirsty. I have a bottle of water. I squat down, cup my hand, and pour water into it, but the dog ignores me. A firefighter helps me back up. I wipe my face with my wet hand. I’m forty-eight, a good twenty years older than these firefighters, and about the same age Titler was when I first wrote to him in 1970. I was thirteen and had just finished reading his book, The Day the Red Baron Died. Before then, I’d thought the Red Baron was nothing more than Snoopy’s imaginary enemy in the Peanuts comic strip. I didn’t know he was the most famous World War I German fighter pilot. I didn’t know his death was a mystery.

The book filled me with questions. Encouraged by a determined and curious mother, I wrote to Titler. To my great surprise, Titler answered. I wrote him another letter, and another. His letters prompted more from me, and a correspondence was born that lasted decades.

I was one of hundreds of journalists sent to the Gulf Coast when Hurricane Katrina struck on August 29, 2005. That night, in the living room of my girlfriend’s Overland Park, Kansas, home, I watched television images of submerged houses in New Orleans that recalled scenes of World War I portrayed in Titler’s book. In the first chapter, he described Cappy, a desolate French town near the bank of the Somme River: A wall. It belonged to a house that now spilled on the cobblestone street. Everywhere were ruined and demolished structures, remnants of houses, and jagged tree trunks.

I searched the Internet, found Titler’s phone number and called his house, but the line was dead. I found an online Katrina message board and listed his name, but no one, not the police, firefighters or the Red Cross, responded with any information.

More than two weeks later, a message appeared on the board: “9/14/05. Re: Looking for Dale Titler in Gulfport. Did you get in contact with him? Haven’t seen him in a while. I think he is still with the MS Gaming Commission.”

I called the commission but no one answered. The next day, my editor at the Kansas City Star called me into her office. Pack up for Louisiana, she said. I didn’t tell her I was going to use the opportunity to find Titler.

Now, four days later, I’m in St. Bernard Parish looking for dead and missing people.

Howard and his colleagues have found ten bodies since they arrived in New Orleans. The dead were discovered in bedrooms and kitchens. Sometimes they were in attics surrounded by bottles of water, a final refuge before trying to break through the roof. It was hard to tell precisely where they had died because the water may have carried them through the house like flotsam before it receded.

“The dead ones I saw, I couldn’t tell their age except they were adults,” firefighter Eric Ashburn of Chattanooga, Tennessee, tells me. “I imagine they had something, an illness maybe, that prevented them from getting out.”

Glenn Dorner, task force leader for Georgia Search and Rescue, nods in agreement. “When you see an entire world shaken up, your personal security is threatened,” he says. “We’ve been trained on critical stress management, but there’s no coping measures to get through this.”

Among other things, he adds, no one advised him on how to handle distressed pets.

“Be careful of the dog!” Howard shouts.

The dog barks at us, won’t stop moving. It seeks an exit from our loose-knit circle. The firefighters step back and the dog dashes through a gap between two of us. It finally stops on the sidewalk, tongue lolling, watching us.

“He’s scared.”

“The other day one came out like a bullet.”

“This one wasn’t exactly slow.”

“It’s starving to death.”

“Got food?”

“Crackers. All’s I got is crackers.”

I follow two firefighters into the house. The soggy brown carpet sucks at our boots; water bubbles underfoot and absorbs the imprints of our every move. We pass through a pink-wallpapered hall where framed family photos hang aslant over an empty fireplace and enter another room lined with more pictures of smiling men, women, and children. Floodwater has stained their silent faces, paling them to ghosts. No wonder: A dark line on the wall marks the storm’s high-water level just below the ceiling.

Glasses are standing on a bar that is still stocked with booze. I pick up an overturned chair, the one blemish in the otherwise oddly undisturbed room. The scene here is nothing like a house we had entered earlier in the morning that had been turned upside down from flooding. Sofas were piled against back doors, the ceilings dripped mud, and mold covered the walls like thick green fur. One of the firefighters vomited from the rank, throat-closing funk.

We climb stairs into the attic. I brace myself for what we might see. Is there a way to prepare for discovering the dead?

“That’s a first,” Dixon says.

“What?” Ashburn asks.

“There’s a closet in the attic. Never saw that before.”

“Nobody inside?”

“Nobody inside.”

Back out on the street the dog has vanished. Howard spray-paints a zero on the wall next to the broken front door.

“Place across the street had antiques and stuff,” Howard says.

“I saw a TV wider than my arms.”

“House over there still had some good paint. Must’ve bought the mold-free kind,” Dorner says.

Inside empty parked cars, rotted bags of spoiled groceries spill onto the seats. There is no sound on the street except for the creak of a rocking chair listing slowly in the wind next to a truck that floodwaters deposited on a front porch. Kitchen curtains hang like poor posture from broken rods. A wet wind carries the stillness far beyond us.

Is Titler still alive? Did he make it through the storm? Maybe he’s in one of the hospitals that flooded. Maybe he’s one of the dead patients they found days after the hurricane hit. I’ve got all these questions and I’m stuck in New Orleans because the roads leading to his Mississippi home remain flooded and impassable.

“Hey.”

A man in a blue T-shirt and blue jeans looks at us from the porch of the frayed white house next door. A yellow fence wrapped around the front yard shines in the sun. Music from a radio interrupts the silence and carries loudly into the street from an open window. The man raises a hand and we wave back. A suitcase stands beside him. One of the firefighters talks to him for a minute and then walks back to the rest of us gathered around the pickup. He says the man has just returned to his house for the first time since Katrina struck. His neighbors left before he did. He hasn’t seen them. He is still standing in the street as we drive off.

“Nice,” Howard says to me. “A survivor.”

* * *

I had my first taste of war at home, in the many adventure books that lined my bedroom shelves. War was also in the television coverage of Vietnam that my father watched every weeknight if he wasn’t helping me and my two older brothers, Butch and Michael, with our math homework—something we dreaded because he had no patience when we didn’t understand an equation—while my mother cooked dinner listening to Arthur Godfrey on the radio. Ours was a typical 1960s suburban clan in the Barry Goldwater mold. We lived in the posh suburb of Winnetka, Illinois, sixteen miles north of downtown Chicago in Cook County.

Butch was seven years and Michael two and a half years older than me. Butch’s real name was Charles Jr. but my father had nicknamed him Butch from day one. Butch envisioned himself working beside our father someday. Pop, as we called him, was vice president of Perfecto Garcia Cigars, a company founded by his father and uncles. His brother Manuel, in Tampa, was president. Pop drove into Chicago to his South Wells Street office Monday through Friday while my brothers and I attended school. Our mother stayed home, cleaning and cooking and making it her job, when we were around, to fill in the gaps left by public education by stressing elocution, reading, and writing.

She was born in Puerto Rico. In 1929, when she was twelve, her mother died of influenza. A Barbados-born nanny, Amy Clairmonte, helped raise her and her two older siblings. Amy had learned English working for British families in Bridgetown, and passed on her precise diction to my mother. Her influence never waned. My mother corrected my brothers and me whenever we slipped into vernacular.

“Gonna? What’s gonna?” she’d say. “It’s going to. Now, sit up straight, elbows off the table.”

“Haveta? What’s haveta? It’s have to. Don’t slouch.”

“Gotta? What’s gotta? It’s got to. Tuck in your shirt.”

She also required us to read a book a week and then write a report. If I didn’t understand a word, she handed me a dictionary. If I had other questions, she pointed me toward our collection of red World Book volumes or drove me to the Winnetka Public Library. She expected me to find answers to my questions.

Every day after school, she had a sentence for us. I recall one: The fireman parked his truck in front of a burning house. We then had to compose a story around that sentence. She was checking for spelling, grammar and handwriting, yes, but she wanted more.

“Where are the people?” she would ask. “Who are they? What do they look like? What’s the story?”

By the time I was thirteen, I was ready to buy my own books. I had read nearly everything handed down to me by Butch and Michael, advancing from Doctor Dolittle to Tarzan of the Apes to the Hardy Boys to biographies of Henry Stanley, Richard Burton, and other explorers. I walked into Winnetka, my pockets filled with an accumulation of my ten-cents-a-week allowance money, and stopped at The Booksmith.

The Booksmith has long since closed, and now the old white brick building on Chestnut Street houses Denim & Soul, a women’s clothing store. E. B. Taylor & Company, a hardware store across the street, has been converted into Neapolitan Collection, another high-end women’s apparel outlet. When I visit these days, however, I am still taken back to the way it was when I was a child and an A&P grocery store stood a few blocks away. Bells rang as I pushed open the doors of The Booksmith. Slats of gray light shone through the shades of its windows and spools of dust turned above my head. It smelled of books, a kind of closed-in attic odor that made me feel I had entered another time. A pleasant, gray-haired woman with black-rimmed glasses asked if she could help me.

“No, thank you. I’m just looking,” I said, mimicking how my mother always answered that question when she shopped.

I browsed a shelf of biographies and noticed The Day the Red Baron Died. A photograph of a young man peered out at me from an oval frame on the glossy black cover. His deep eyes held me. The raised collar of his coat wrapped around his neck contributed to his stern look, as did his military cap slanted to one side. His name was Baron Manfred von Richthofen, a renowned German fighter pilot of World War I. He shot down eighty Allied planes—more planes than any other fighter pilot at the time. He was killed in action at the age of twenty-five while chasing a British plane far behind Allied lines, something he had warned his fellow pilots against. No one knew who shot him down. Was it a Canadian fighter pilot? Or could it have been Australian and British antiaircraft gunners? The book promised an answer.

I saw no photo of the author, Dale M. Titler, but a blurb on the back cover said that Titler had learned to fly in Pennsylvania on an airfield named after an associate of Amelia Earhart. He had piloted open-cockpit airplanes and liked to skydive on Sunday afternoons. He had served in the Army Air Forces during World War II. He lived in Gulfport, Mississippi.

To be perfectly candid, what happened on that crisp spring morning in 1918 was a rather simple act of war, I read at the end of the preface. An experienced—and tired—fighter pilot violated his own tactical concept, and paid the price.

That sounded terribly romantic to me. I bought the book for $1.25 and walked home. My mother thought The Day the Red Baron Died would be too detailed and dry to hold my interest and scolded me for wasting my money, but I began reading it that afternoon, sprawled on my bed, a pillow propping up my head. I read for hours, until my mother called me for dinner. By the time I put the book down, I’d come to realize that Richthofen was once a boy like me who also had a desire for adventure.

He was born in 1892 in Breslau, Germany. His father was a reserve major in the army. The boy harbored a quiet dislike for discipline. He never questioned the decisions of his parents nor complained to them.

He enjoyed playing in the woods, spending happy, carefree hours stalking prey in the shadows of dense forests. He was a strong, wiry lad who was absolutely honest; he was determined to excel in whatever he chose to do.

Richthofen was my age when he climbed a water tower by way of a lightning rod and tied his handkerchief to the top. I remember exactly how difficult it was to balance on the gutters, the author quoted from Richthofen’s autobiography. Ten years later, I saw the handkerchief still tied high in the air. I tried to emulate his feat by climbing a tree to reach the top of my junior high school. I had no handkerchief, however, and before I got very far, Mr. Monroe, an eighth-grade teacher, told me to come down.

At the beginning of World War I, Richthofen joined a cavalry unit. Bored by the slow pace of trench warfare, he joined the “flying service” in 1915.

Like other restless fighting men his eyes turned skyward to the German and Allied air machines that droned idly over the battlefield, Titler wrote. He envied them; at least they could see the tide of combat.

Every time he shot down a plane, Richthofen bought a two-inch-high silver trophy cup to commemorate the event. His squadron with its tents and equipment moved from base to base to be on the front lines. The pilots painted their planes bright colors. Richthofen himself flew a red Fokker triplane, hence the name Red Baron. The squadron became known as “The Flying Circus.”

Fame was his, Titler wrote about Richthofen. He could have had gaiety and the attentions of any admirer he chose, yet he preferred to hunt alone in the shadowy forest, enjoy the companionship of his dog, Moritz—and practice the art of soldiering. What made him tick? Why was he so deadly? How is it, someone will ponder, that his name still grips the attention of all manner of people?

Back in my room after dinner, I imagined what it would be like to have someone speak of me as Lt. Karl August von Schoenbeck spoke of Richthofen: He had a noble way of speech and never swore or used foul language of any kind…. He shone with calm in the most critical moments.

It would be something to be Richthofen, I thought. To be called the Red Baron. To be that famous. To be bigger than life. To live in a way that was exciting and so different from everyone else. Sports defined boys my age and I was not good at any of them. I had asthma. I was not a fast runner and often struck out when playing baseball. My friends rarely asked me to play football and soccer. However, alone in my bedroom, I could see myself flying and being the Red Baron. Soaring aloft, shooting down my enemies, leading a squadron I’d call the Bald Eagles. I decided that if the Vietnam War lasted long enough, I would become a fighter pilot.

About a week after I finished The Day the Red Baron Died, my mother showed me a story in the Chicago Tribune headlined “The Red Baron’s Granddaughter.” It was about a German model who claimed that Richthofen was her grandfather. Yet Titler had written that Richthofen had never married. My mother suggested that I ask him about the story. How? I wanted to know. She told me to write to him in care of the publisher. That night, with her help, I drafted a letter.

October 22, 1970

Dear Mr. Titler,

In reading your book, The Day the Red Baron Died, which was a very good book from which I learned many things, I understand the Red Baron never married.

I reconsidered and wrote above the first sentence, I am 13 years old. I then continued, describing the Tribune article and the woman who claimed to be Richthofen’s granddaughter. I think the woman is a fake, I wrote, and then crossed out the sentence and began again: I would like to know from you if this woman is pretending to be the Red Baron’s granddaughter. After some additional thought, I added or not.

About a month later, I received a reply. Butch snatched the letter from me and held it above his head, and I chased him around the house until he relented and gave it to me. I hurried to my room and ripped open the envelope, tearing a “Victory Over Communism” sticker Titler had used to seal it.

November 25, 1970

Dear Malcolm,

Many thanks for your letter. I much appreciate your kind words and am pleased to know you enjoyed The Day the Red Baron Died.

Titler assured me that the woman in the article was not the Red Baron’s granddaughter. Richthofen, he explained, was a common German name, and he thought the reporter had incorrectly assumed the model was related to the von Richthofen of Red Baron fame.

I read the letter several times, especially the end, where he thanked me again for writing. He said he appreciated my interest and confidence in his work. I taped it to the draft version of my letter and put it in my desk.

* * *

September 16, 2005

Dear Mr. Titler: I arrived in Baton Rouge late this afternoon. I rented an SUV and drove to my editor’s office not far from the airport. He said he had an assignment for me and pointed to a desk. I sat down and waited. He appeared flustered. He was trying to get answers about the condition of patients in New Orleans hospitals. He answered two phones at once, holding the receivers against both of his ears. He’d hang up, the phones would ring again and he’d answer them two at a time. He soon forgot about me. After an hour, I wrote a note telling him I was going to New Orleans. I gave it to him and left. He barely noticed. He was still shouting into the phones as I walked out of the door.

I got on Interstate 10 and drove south. Before I left Kansas City, I had arranged to live in an RV. It belongs to a couple in Gramercy, Louisiana, a town about sixty miles outside of New Orleans. The RV has room for three people. A Star photographer, Norman Ng, and a reporter with the Fort Worth Star-Telegram are already there. My bunk will cost one hundred dollars a night, meals included. A disaster can be a money-making proposition for those who know how to cash in. I’ll have access to the couple’s kitchen. I’ll be able to connect with the Internet through a phone jack. No wireless yet because of damage from the storm. Evacuees and aid workers occupy all the hotels and motels for miles around. I was lucky to find the RV.

“I’m on my way,” I told Norman.

The drive to Gramercy took forever. Convoys of military trucks and Jeeps hauling Porta-Potties took up all lanes; ambulances and police cars followed. Helicopters hovered overhead. The day was overcast and hot. A wet, clingy kind of heat. Families sat outside motels in T-shirts and underwear, the humidity settling over them like another layer of clothing. They glanced up at the choppers, hands cupped over their eyes, squinting against the glare. Seeing nothing, they turned to look at the line of aid vehicles inching past.

Through my open window I could hear the static of battery-powered radios, the scratchy volume like the buzz of insects. Boys dragged twigs on the pavement and played as if they were on a family outing, while their exhausted parents held bottles of water against their foreheads and watched them chase one another without really seeing them, their empty stares never wavering from whatever they were really thinking about.

I stopped at a McDonald’s for coffee. It was packed with people who had fled New Orleans. They shouted into their cell phones, pleading with someone on the other end to rent them apartments sight unseen. They offered one thousand, two thousand, three thousand dollars a month and higher. Pacing. Back and forth, back and forth, spilling their drinks, phones pressed against an ear and a shoulder, working off their frustration with sharp jabs and flustered waves of their hands. They paid for their meals while still talking in a line that stretched out the door, their pleadings as a whole rising in one undecipherable and desperate clamor. A line stretched out the door. I was reminded of refugee camps in Afghanistan, the long wait families endured for food, the confused faces of their children and the sense of defeat in the faces of everyone. In December 2001, I decided to play social worker in Kabul and brought rice to a family I’d seen living in an empty, mortared building downtown. Other homeless families mobbed me, and the rice was ripped from my hands. I remember the dank smell of the place, of fingers clutching at me and of distorted faces shouting in a language I did not understand. My driver and I fled to his car, chased by a despairing mob. I don’t recall ever having felt so scared and helpless.

At the McDonald’s, I decided a cup of coffee wasn’t worth the kind of wait facing me. I left and rejoined the slow procession south, passing more motels with more half-naked families sitting outside in the putrid heat. An hour later I took the turnoff for Gramercy.

My new home, the RV, stood at the end of Magnolia Street not far from a Winn-Dixie supermarket. Norman was outside taking photos, his lean body heavy with camera gear. I parked, got out and we slapped our palms in a high five. We were both exultant about being out of Kansas City and working the biggest story of our lives since 9/11 and the start of the second Iraq war.

In Gramercy, Norman told me, Katrina was like a bad thunderstorm. It rained hard and the power went out for a while but that was it. Some trees fell and branches blocked a few driveways, but not a whole lot more. As Norman spoke, I heard the cough of a lawn mower and noticed the flicker of a TV through the open curtain of a house. Nothing out of the ordinary. The only complaint Norman heard from neighbors: mail had not been delivered in days. He warned me that cell phone usage was erratic at best: sometimes you’ll get a signal, most of the time you won’t.

Borrowing Norman’s satellite phone, I called your house, Mr. Titler, but no one answered. I unpacked my sleeping bag and spread it on a cot in the rear of the RV. It’s been a long day. I’ll try you again tomorrow.

* * *

Although Titler had settled the matter of Richthofen’s granddaughter to my satisfaction, I still had more questions. In my next letter, I asked him if he knew where I could buy a copy of The Red Knight of Germany, one of the first English biographies of Richthofen published in 1930. Titler had listed the book in the bibliography of The Day the Red Baron Died. He compared The Red Knight of Germany to a cheap dime novel. I liked the title, however, and, mindful of my limited budget, I told him I wanted a paperback edition.

December 18, 1970

Dear Malcolm,

It’s good to hear from you again. Getting a paperback edition of The Red Knight of Germany might be something of a problem. It was quite a few years ago that I saw it in the paperback edition and I hope it’s still available.

Titler suggested I contact five used bookstores, including Bohemia Bookshop in Sussex, England, where I found a first edition, red clothbound copy for six dollars. It arrived wrapped in brown paper bearing blue stamps with the image of Queen Elizabeth II. The bookshop owner, Frank Letchford, called me “Master Malcolm.” I liked that. Opening the package, I inhaled aromas of long ago. I liked that too.

He killed one hundred men in individual combat, the author, Floyd Gibbons, wrote, shot them, burned them, crushed them, hurled their bodies down to earth.

Richthofen, I knew, did not kill one hundred men, but I didn’t care. I enjoyed the mythic suggestiveness of the overwrought sentences and finished the short book in hours.

I didn’t write to Titler again until March 1971, after I’d spent a day with my friend Tom. He enjoyed reading history too, and I showed him my copy of The Day the Red Baron Died. We leafed through it examining photographs arranged together in the center of the book. One picture, of Alfred G. Franklyn of the 110th Section of F Anti-Aircraft Battery, Royal Garrison Artillery, caught our attention. He stood beside his gun with his head tipped back, helmet pushed off his forehead, mouth open, squinting into the sky. He claimed to have killed Richthofen. According to Titler, however, Richthofen was too far from Franklyn’s position for him to have fired the fatal shot.

Studying the photograph, Tom said Franklyn should have been a conscientious objector instead of a soldier. Tom’s parents opposed the Vietnam War. I disagreed, arguing from the point of view of my parents: The United States fights wars to spread democracy. Allied soldiers during World War I were on the side of freedom. Tom and I argued until we couldn’t remember any more of our parents’ opinions.

Looking back on that afternoon, I understand that we were two boys mimicking the adults in our lives who had been confronted by a war they didn’t understand. The TV images of dead and dying American soldiers in Vietnam defied the patriotic, even mawkish, depiction of conflict they’d grown to believe in their youth during World War II. For some of them, the shock of Vietnam led them to protest the war. Others, like my parents, dug deeper into their belief that every war involving the United States was just and good and deserved their support. Children like Tom and I inherited our parents’ ideas without thought; without a clue. In all likelihood we would pass on our no-gray-areas beliefs to our own children. So it goes from one generation to the next.

After Tom and I parted, I walked home and wrote to Titler about Franklyn. I wanted to know why he persisted in thinking he had killed Richthofen when the evidence showed he had not. Titler responded two weeks later with Franklyn’s address. I understood his unwritten suggestion: I should ask him. Titler also enclosed some of the white-and-blue “Defeat Communism” stickers he affixed to his letters. I had told him my parents appreciated his politics.

March 30, 1971

Dear Malcolm,

Here is Sergeant-Major Franklyn’s U.K. address. When you write to him please give him my warmest regards. As to your other question, I’m afraid I don’t really know why the Germans were called “Jerries” in World War One, but I imagine Mr. Franklyn could tell you. If you find out let me know, I’ve often wondered about it myself. Warm regards, Malcolm, and all best wishes, Dale M. Titler.

I folded his letter and put it back in the envelope. Then I took a piece of notebook paper and drafted a note to Franklyn. I used stationery to write the final copy. I told Franklyn my age and that I was very interested in the “controversial death” of the Red Baron. I understood, I continued, that he thought he had killed Richthofen. In a postscript I added, “I got your address from Dale M. Titler who asked me to give you his warm regards, so, warm regards from Dale M. Titler!” I sealed the envelope and walked to the Winnetka post office.

* * *

September 19, 2005

Dear Mr. Titler,

This morning I made my first trip into New Orleans. I’d not gone far when I stopped at a National Guard checkpoint on eastbound I-10. The guard turned away drivers ahead of me. Only the military, aid workers, reconstruction teams, police, and reporters can enter the city. A young guard member checked my press ID. He grinned in a self-conscious way, still getting used to his role, his authority.

“Thank you, sir,” he said and waved me through.

The incident triggered a memory: Afghan soldiers used rope stretched across a road to stop traffic. The commanding officer would demand ID from my driver, Khalid, and then ask for money, usually just a few dollars. His handful of men, meanwhile, requested baksheesh, a tip, from me. I ignored them and waited for Khalid to pay the bribe. When the commander waved us through, I reimbursed Khalid and counted what money I had left to be sure we had enough to pay the bribe at the next checkpoint.

I didn’t bother to share this memory with the National Guardsman, although it crossed my mind that he may have served in Afghanistan. Certainly I met quite a few guardsmen over there, but I was well past him when this occurred to me. I drove onto I-10, its flat expanse snaking ahead of me gray and vacant. A damp wind whipped around my SUV and across what looked to me like flattened swamps. Fallen trees formed rails across the ground as if someone had deliberately placed them in rows so many feet apart, their broken trunks splintered like rotted mouths of teeth mere inches above grassy floodwaters filled with debris.

I was alone except for the few military jeeps racing past me. Vacant buildings ripped to shreds, entire floors gone, stood exposed on both sides of the interstate, their empty windows like eyes staring at nothing. Miles and miles of these ruins stretched past me as far as I could see until they became tiny blurred squares merging into the horizon.

I continued driving for what felt like miles and saw no one. Even the jeeps had stopped passing me. I felt I had fallen under a spell, the emptiness and overcast skies hypnotic, and I missed my exit. I made a U–turn and drove back the way I had come. A police car passed me, and the officer waved and I waved back; old laws suspended in a deserted city. I experienced a little boy’s joy as I drove in a manner I would never get away with anywhere else. Piles of chairs and discarded clothing had collected beside the interstate, the remains of what people had taken with them when they fled New Orleans on foot. An old man slept in a cardboard box. Was he homeless or a Katrina refugee? Homeless now.

I turned onto Franklin Avenue. The stoplights didn’t work, and I raced through empty intersections into a world organized by a cubist sculptor. Boats sat on top of houses. Cars stood upright on their bumpers against trees. Dogs barked from the roofs of pickups stranded on traffic islands. Receding water formed moats around houses.

Back in Kansas City, I had listened to newscasters describing New Orleans as a war zone. Today I thought that was a poor description. The quiet struck me as that of a ghost town, the smashed windows and entryways open in dark, silent screams. I could imagine how it had been before the hurricane. People moving about, traffic. I could feel them on the sidewalks and in their cars. Yet I saw no one.

On St. Claude Avenue, in the Ninth Ward, I noticed the open front door of Mike’s Food Store. A shovel leaned against the building. I stopped to speak to a man carrying stuffed garbage bags to the curb. His name was Hai Pham, and he was a Korean immigrant. His clothes hung off him heavy from the sweat of his labor. Pham told me he didn’t understand the senseless, willful destruction of his store, and he never would. Yes, he knew why people would steal food and water, even beer and liquor. But to overturn shelves, demolish a freezer and steal his money? No. He could not understand that.
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