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TEXAS IN THE 1950S IS A VERY GOOD PLACE TO BE BORN. The people are big and bold and enthusiastic. They have flags and songs and flowers. Hats and horses. Festivals and rodeos. All around, everyone seems to be very impressed with where they are and what they’re doing.


I enter the state on an unremarkable spring day in April 1956. My mother, being the kind of woman she is, is telling the doctor how to go about his business while he tells her how to go about hers. “Hey, what are you doing down there, Buster?” she snaps.


“Doctor Buster, if you please,” he responds.


I clock in at 10:00 a.m., weighing seven pounds two ounces. I am chubby, red, and have a full head of rather dark hair. I look more like an Eskimo than a Texan.


I have only vague memories before four years old, but I know my father is an Episcopal priest in town and my mother is beautiful and full of magic. My father wears his priest uniform at the church: embroidered capes and dresses. But he still has his shirt and trousers on underneath. I know he’s special because he stands up at the altar in church on Sundays and does all sorts of chanting and magic incantations. “Let us pray” seems to be one of his favorites, and everybody does. Then he gets out the fancy silver dishes and everyone lines up for a dry, tasteless cracker and a sip of wine. For a snack, it seems rather disappointing.


I have a sister Charlotte who is two years older than me. She is fair, blond, and skinny, whereas I am dark, ruddy, and chunky. I follow her around, but I don’t think she likes me. We play prince and princess a lot—me being the prince mostly. We wear outfits created from the dress-up box, hers being some sort of long gown made from our mother’s old skirts and petticoats, while mine are mostly baby blankets pinned around my neck as a cape and an old hat. I am not allowed to have a sword.


Playing prince and princess involves a lot of parading around and giving homage to the princess. She makes me special sun tea in old mayonnaise jars out of leaves and twigs she finds on the ground.


This morning we are on the front porch about to set off on an epic journey to slay a dragon. In my mind the dragon lives in the backyard, and we need to go around the house to the side gate and into the yard to find him. I have stolen a broken yardstick from Mother’s sewing room to use as a sword, which I wear in a belt around my waist in anticipation of the battle. Charlotte decides, in a rather unprincess-like fashion, that I am not supposed to have a sword. “You could put somebody’s eye out,” she chastises and tries to wrestle it away, which escalates to “I’m going to tell Mommy!” There is a struggle over my weapon—she won’t let go and she’s winning—so I bite her. I am four years old. I don’t have many moves, and biting her hand to get her fingers off my sword seems quite logical.


There is a power struggle that underlies all our stories. She’s older and smarter. I’m happy to play along (just to have her to play with)—until I’m not. I ruined her life the day my parents brought me home from the hospital. This resentment gets played out over and over again by the princess seeking revenge on the prince for her very existence.


When Charlotte goes to our mother to tell on me, a scenario that gets repeated time and again, my first line of defense is deny, deny, deny. I stand before my mother, trying desperately to invent in my mind some story to justify my crime. The princess is wailing and crying (far beyond what the injury requires), “She bit me!” The princess snivels.


Magic Mommy is consoling the princess (which is the entire point of this melodrama) and asks the prince, “Did you bite her?”


“Noooooo,” I respond, but there between her thumb and forefinger lies the irrefutable evidence of my crime. Teeth marks like some record on file at the dentist clearly detailing my upper baby teeth.


At five, things get more interesting. We move to Bay City to a basic three-bedroom, two-bath ranch-style house. I am small but strong. I have matching shorts and shirts and my red Buster Brown sandals. My hair is cut in the every-damn-kid-in-the-neighborhood bowl haircut, just under the ears with bangs.


My mother tells me she always knows where I am as there is always a soundtrack to my life. Either I am playing my little RCA record player in my bedroom, singing songs you never heard before, like “I’m As Happy as a Little Clam,” or I am about to go on some adventure and sing the accompanying operatic soundtrack: “I’m the prince and I’m going on my horse to see the princess. I will save her from the monster and we will live happily ever after.”


I play outside every day. Our backyard is unremarkable, with the exception of a swing set made of what seems to me to be very large piping. It’s very tall, so I can swing high, which makes the pipes in the ground lift slightly when I hit the top of my swing. This has the dizzying effect of making me wonder if the whole thing is going to fly right out of the ground, but surely if this were true, they wouldn’t allow kids to swing here. But I worry. Five years old seems too young to worry, but I do.


Texas summers are very hot and humid, but I don’t know anything else. I am covered in a light coating of sweat, like when you get out of the tub and there is no towel. My shirt sticks to my back and my underpants are stuck to my butt. There is water everywhere. Streams to hunt crawdads. A small pond between the houses across the street. The older boys in the neighborhood have made a rope swing tied to a large overhanging branch so they can swing across the pond to the other side. I am very excited to try this, but they tell me, “There are water moccasins that will bite you if you fall in. See the ripples in the surface there? That’s them. Snakes!” Although I am five, I am not prepared to die in a pond where I fall off a rope swing, then am bitten by a deadly snake.


We run in gangs determined by age. No seven-year-old is going to be caught dead with some stupid five-year-old. The admonishment from the older boys is, “You stay here. You’re too small and scared to cross the highway on your bike. You’re too scared to stick your hand in the creek to catch crawdads.” I have actually never seen a crawdad, nor do I know what they look like, but I am told they are there, so this is five-year-old fact.


Everyone has a bike. Mine is a green Huffy with training wheels. Training wheels don’t actually train you to ride a bike. They just encourage you to rock back and forth from training wheel to training wheel. My tires are solid rubber, not the inflated kind, so it’s like pedaling a small tank. The best part of my bike is the playing cards and clothespins attached to the spokes so they make the sound of a deck of cards being shuffled as I ride along.


Nobody locks their door. Dogs run loose and chase cars as they drive down the road past my house, and kids run wild through the neighborhood from dawn to dusk.
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THESE ARE THE DAYS OF POLIO. WE HAVE JUST GOTTEN OUR vaccinations at school. The terror of swimming pools and iron lungs is waning. We have been vaccinated at the doctors against diphtheria, pertussis, and tetanus (DPT). We get whooping cough and smallpox vaccinations.


My mother has a degree in bacteriology, and she’s all over the medical advances of the time. She sometimes takes us to visit families with children we don’t regularly play with. (I learn later she was intentionally exposing us to mumps, measles, and chickenpox, which were considered harmless childhood illnesses and are rampant in the neighborhood kids.) Charlotte and I both come down with measles.


I have itchy red spots all over me and run a high fever. This is my first experience of illness. We are miserable and sleep a lot, but as we get better we are served chicken and rice soup in bed. We get crackers and ginger ale when we want. These are remarkable firsts in my life, but they are eventually tempered with a new, more important first: We get better and suddenly our mother is sick. Very sick. My mother has never had measles as a child, and in the process of making sure we get it, infects herself. Measles in small children is not a big deal. A rite of passage. A box to tick on the list. In adults, it can be deadly.


She is in her bedroom and we are not allowed in. Daddy is home from work. I can see next to her bed a tall silver stand with a clear bottle and a long tube like they have in the hospital. They are afraid she could die (no one tells us this of course), but she can’t go to the hospital because she is too contagious, so we are left to ride it out on our own at home.


My days are the same. I play outside. Someone makes my lunch. I have to take a nap. I don’t really notice her absence or my father’s stress. It’s just the way it is. What is happening today. Everything is new. Nothing is “normal.” What do I know? I’m five for God’s sake.


My mother returns and everything is right again. My peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are made correctly and there are mommy kisses. Daddy goes back to work. No one tells us how close we came to disaster.


Shortly thereafter my mother goes blind in one eye and takes me with her for a long car ride over to the next county to see the doctor. She is wearing a patch on one eye, so I am to sit on her lap and “drive the car.” Okay, no problem, I’ve seen this done. “I will work the pedals and you will help me steer the car,” she tells me. She will steer the car, but I am to help her “see.” I feel very important.


If my mother had known the impact that this illness would have on her, she wouldn’t have exposed herself so cavalierly. But she didn’t know. Nobody knew. For now, it’s just measles and she survives the attack, but her illness plants a seed left to grow that would change her slowly, rob her of all abilities, and leave her gutted.


I start school in the fall. Not real school in my mind, as they call it “kindergarten,” which sounds good but not the same as school. I have a Mickey Mouse lunchbox. Every day I have the same lunch—a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a bag of Fritos, three Oreo cookies, and a Mickey Mouse thermos of milk.


My school is named after the patron saint of kindergarten, Miss Payton. Miss Payton is glamorous in a black and white houndstooth skirt, a wide black belt, and a crisp white shirt, her graying hair pulled starkly back in a tight bun. She wears black loafers and white socks and cuts a striking figure. Miss Payton teaches first grade. My teacher is Miss Yancy. This is my first disappointment but probably the reason I learn my letters and numbers. I am starstruck by Miss Payton, and she is my first crush.


One afternoon after recess, we are given a picture of a bird. We are instructed to get a blue crayon and color our bird blue. I dutifully comply, making a reasonable effort to stay inside the lines. Next, we are instructed to get a yellow crayon and color our bird yellow. I think this is particularly strange as my bird is already blue, but again, I go along. What? The ground shakes. The earth moves. My bird is turning green with every stroke. What hocus pocus is this? This is the day I decide that school might not be so bad. These people know things! There is magic to be learned here.


Like any good kindergarten of the time, we have classes in the morning: recess, band, and something to do with numbers in the afternoon. Band is my favorite. Every day we are assigned to our sections. You either get “tone blocks,” a triangle, tambourine, or some other rhythm instrument you are to hit as Miss Yancy plays the piano. Miss Payton conducts.


About midyear it is determined that we will have a band recital at the high school auditorium. We are all to wear the same outfit (God, I love an “outfit”): gray pleated skirt, white blouse, navy blue blazer, blue knee socks with black shoes, and a blue beret. I am to be the conductor and have to learn an introduction in French. “Bonjour, mes amis. Je m’appelle Emily Smith. Parlez-vous français? Oui? Non? Then I will speak to you in English. My name is Emily Smith and I am the director of the Payton School Rhythm Band. Our first selection tonight will be “March of the Wooden Soldiers.’”


Come the big day we are all seated on the stage, but I am up front at the microphone. I have a baton. Not the twirling kind but the orchestra conductor kind. I give my little speech in French and turn to my classmates. On the downbeat we play along with Miss Yancy on the piano to “March of the Wooden Soldiers.” My mother takes pictures of everything, so for years to come this night will be memorialized. We even have a movie camera, which has to be wound, and God forbid the subject of the film lasts longer than the winding. “Do that again, honey,” encourages my mother, as if my leaping from rock to rock precariously over some fatal gorge can ever be recreated.


Our parents’ big night out in this small Texas town is to go to the high school auditorium and watch a bunch of kindergarteners hit tone blocks and triangles? They were just happy to be alive. Happy to have homes and children. Happy not to be buried in Normandy.


Because of my father’s job we get late-night phone calls and people coming to the house at odd hours. Tonight, after being put to bed as usual, I have wandered down the hall and am lurking along the edges of the kitchen toward the den.


“I can’t sleep,” is my plea when they notice me leaning against the wall, looking as pathetic as I can muster. I want to be allowed to stay up with my parents. When no objection is raised, I patter into the room and deposit myself cross-legged on the rag rug of the den facing the TV. There is a knock at the back door. My mother opens the door and says, “Come in,” to the as-yet-unseen visitor.


“Thank you,” a man’s voice says. An apparition appears in our den. He is tall, dressed head to toe in black leather, zippers all over, black boots, and carrying a white motorcycle helmet. He is offered a chair, and I stare in stunned amazement as he takes an armchair directly facing me. I am dressed in puffy turquoise twopiece pajamas, and I’m suddenly ashamed. He is what is right. He is what I want to be, but I don’t have the words to say so. And I am terrified. As if with some kind of mystical understanding to calm my nerves, he unzips a pocket on his sleeve, pulls out a small carton of milk, and proceeds to down it.


My mother starts a polite conversation. “Where are you from?”


“Nottingham, England,” he replies softly. “I am traveling across the United States on my motorcycle.”


Just the ordinariness of the conversation soothes me. He has an English accent, which I have heard in the movies, and it’s beautiful. He is an ordinary man, but nothing about him is ordinary. He is handsome and so tall his knees come up to his chest as he sits in the low chair. His sandy hair is sweaty and slightly stuck to his head from his helmet. He has removed his gloves and they rest on his knee. I begin to count the zippers on his jacket and pants and wonder what is in each one. If he can produce a carton of milk, what other magic might he produce? He is from a faraway land across the sea. The land of Arthur and princes, yet here he sits in our den exchanging pleasantries with my mother.


My father appears in his coat with the keys to the parish hall and off they go. The gentleman is only seeking shelter. Somewhere to sleep for the night. I want him to stay. Is he here to show me there is more to the world than swing sets and water moccasins? I hear the unfamiliar roar of his motorcycle as he drifts off down the road following my father to the church.
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IN THE LATE SUMMER OF ’61 MY FATHER GOES INTO THE HOSPITAL for a “bad back.” He’d fallen and hurt his back on my parents’ wedding day. There was an ice storm in Houston that day, and he slipped on the ice outside the church and fell onto the curb. He’d lived in constant pain since then. A given in my life was, “Daddy can’t lift that. Daddy can’t sit that long. Daddy has to go lie down.”


When we visit him in the hospital, my father is in a bed tied to pulleys with little black bags of sand hanging from his legs. It is explained to me that this is “traction” designed to alleviate the compression in his lower spine and relieve the pain in his back. To further complicate matters, Hurricane Carla is bearing down on the Gulf of Mexico heading straight for Galveston with Bay City just a short jaunt north. On our next visit to the hospital, we have to stand on wooden tomato boxes outside so we can see in through the taped-up windows as we are not allowed inside. My father’s bed is in the hall outside his room and all we can see are his feet. The hospital is on lockdown. Everything is on lockdown. Carla is coming and we need to get home!


Hurricane Carla hits Bay City with the force of a Category 4 hurricane. The wind howls, the house shakes, it rains sideways, and the glass doors and windows bend. We are in the dark with hurricane lamps and candles. We eat peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for days.


At some point Mr. Arlet, a man from our church, comes to our house to stay the night. I assume this is because my father is in the hospital and we need a man at our house, but I wonder—if he is at our house, who is at his house? He and my mother practice taking the hall door from its hinges and pretending to jam it into one of the glass windows along one side of our house that might be blown in by the hurricane-force winds. I hear them whisper, “If one window gets blown in, all the other windows in the house will blow out from the force of the wind.” I sit cross-legged on the floor and watch the glass doors and windows bend because this is what my mother is doing. I am very focused.


Charlotte and I play “jump the drip.” This is a game where you follow a path around the house and jump over all the pots and pans strewn about the floor that are catching the water leaking from the roof and through the ceiling. There isn’t much light because we have no power and the storm has all but blocked out the sun. We don’t light the lamps and candles in the house until it’s really dark, so I navigate the course with care, timing my jump over each pot between drips. You win if you finish the course without getting dripped on. Charlotte inspects my head.


When the eye of the hurricane passes over us, Mother knows there is a period of calm, so we race to the grocery store. We take the Old Gray Goose, an ancient oxidized gray Buick from the ’30s, but she runs. We drive through flooded streets with trees down all over town. My mother gives a running commentary on her fear of “losing the breaks.” “Pump the breaks,” she says to no one in particular.


We go to the grocery store, and Charlotte and I are instructed to “stay in the car and pump the breaks.” Charlotte explains we have to do this because the streets are flooded all the way to the car floorboards and the brakes are wet and could fail. My mother returns with fresh supplies, and we retrace our path back home. Mr. Arlet returns to his family, assumedly to jamb doors into their windows. The eye passes, and Carla returns again.


Roofs have been blown off, tornadoes have touched down in town, and people are killed. My parents’ friends in Texas City, who we call Aunt Sally and Uncle Amos, have four feet of water in their house and snakes taking refuge on top of the refrigerator, but the storm has passed, the flooding is over, the trees are cleaned up, and my daddy is home from the hospital. God’s in His heaven and all’s right with the world.
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THE SUMMER BETWEEN KINDERGARTEN AND FIRST GRADE WE move to Houston. No one tells us why. We just move. The blue Chevy station wagon is loaded up with the basics of life, and a Bekins Van Lines truck comes to collect all our furniture and boxes of dishes and books. We will spend years thereafter peeling Bekins stickers off all our furniture.


As is typical of road trips, Charlotte and I are taken from our beds by my parents, still asleep in our PJs, and carried out to the car before dawn. We are loaded in the back, the seat folded down so we can sleep on the way. We wake up on some two-lane highway passing fields of cows, horses, cotton, rice, beans, and bluebonnets. Bluebonnets are particular to Texas. My mother says people try to grow them in other states, but bluebonnets aren’t happy if they’re not growing in Texas, a point of great pride for Texans. The flowers are a deep blueish purple and grow in great numbers in any uncultivated field. A single bluebonnet is pretty but unremarkable, but a field of bluebonnets set against the green Texas hills and a warm spring sky will make you gasp in wonder or sigh with delight. They are my mother’s favorite flower, so they are also mine.


These are the days when driving is a skill, not the mindnumbing experience of the multi-lane interstate highway. There is one lane in each direction, and if you get stuck behind a slow car or a pig truck, well, this is your lot in life. Passing is an adventure and not for the meek of heart. You drift over to the left, make sure the road ahead is clear—no hills or curves to obscure your vision—then gun it to get around the pig truck in front of you, which smells like, well, pigs!


Pig trucks are only for pigs, as no other self-respecting animal, be it sheep, cow, or horse, will set foot in a truck used to haul pigs. There is concentrated pig pee and poop soaked into the metal floors that cause a chemical reaction, creating a smell heretofore unknown to the earth. Acrid, pungent, and permanent—a smell that coats your nostrils and gets stuck in your throat. Pig truckers throw down a little dirt or straw on the truck beds to soften the stench, but it only eases their conscience. Theirs is a trail of tears as they drive along the highway. Even just passing a pig truck you know that your eyes will water and you’ll involuntarily stop breathing until you can eventually break out and pass them into fresh air and freedom.


Driving is a family affair. On a trip like this my father usually drives, while colorful commentary and driving suggestions are provided by my mother. “Slow down, Parke.” “Watch this guy. He doesn’t seem to be paying attention.” “Look at the bluebonnets!”


These are the days before seat belts, so my mother sits sideways in the front seat talking to my father. We are in the back, perched precariously on the folded-down back seat and leaning over the front seat for a better view. My father smokes, so he has the little tiny “wing” window open to pull his cigarette smoke out of the car, but then he takes a drag and blows the entire car full of smoke.


At every car or truck passing opportunity, we all participate. Drift left, check the road ahead, curve—can’t see—drift back into our lane. Drift left. Seems clear. No curve, no hills, no cars, gun it! This does not always turn out as planned. Driving is an adventure, a group sport on the road, and some drivers are more competitive than others. Now and again you’ll come up on some guy that doesn’t like being passed. As soon as we get alongside, he guns the motor and races us down the highway. This is scandalous and we are all having fun yelling at him, my mother pointing out the flaws in his moral character, my father shaking his head in disbelief at his irresponsible behavior, my sister Charlotte and I disparaging his family and friends, using the full capacity of our knowledge and vocabulary. I think my father will pull this off—until we hit a hill. Will the guy next to us back off? Will my father have to retreat and pull back behind him, admitting defeat in our pass? We all watch and will the old Chevy down the road until it is finally safe to pull in ahead of the offending car. It is understood that we’re all required to participate and successfully achieve the pass. Not one of us could have been asleep or not paying attention. Everyone has to be on board and pulling for the team. This is what it means to be a family.


We play “I Spy” and “Twenty Questions” and sing “The Eyes of Texas” and various church hymns favored by my parents. My mother peppers the time with, “Look, bluebonnets!” “Look, they’re growing beans,” as we drive the rural highways toward Houston.


My contribution to most car trips is vision and vomit. Mother and Daddy both wear glasses (Charlotte will by third grade), but my vision is sharp. I can read street signs at half a mile. The vomit part is less attractive and not at all useful. I get “car sick” and my mother carries medicine in the glove compartment for this, but invariably she forgets to give it to me until it’s too late. I regularly decorate the side of the car with my half digested breakfast or lunch. One memorable time I chucked up plums and the whole back quarter panel was a lovely shade of purple, reminiscent of flames on a hot rod.


The new house in Houston is on Elm Street in Bellaire with the grade school at the end of my block. We arrive well ahead of the Bekins truck, so we have to camp in the house until the furniture arrives. My mother makes frozen green peas for dinner in the coffee percolator as we have no pots or pans. Daddy grills burgers on the hibachi. We have improvised beds on the floor.


The whys and wherefores of our new life are unknown and not discussed with children. My daddy doesn’t have a new church. He goes to work, but I don’t know where, and it’s not the same somehow. “God, God the Father” are the words we hear in church, and it’s a little confusing. He’s my dad, but he also stands at the altar in church with consecrated fingers so he can touch the “host” and give out communion. He baptizes babies, marries couples, and signs kids up for the big dance with confirmation. It’s a gray area. He’s supposed to be God’s representative or messenger on Earth, but without his own church, he is suddenly just Daddy.


Life in Houston is unremarkable with the exception of it being huge. There are freeways that crisscross each other like a layer cake. Mother drives the Old Gray Goose and we cruise along them. There are more freeways than cars. Charlotte and I rumble around in the back seat. We have discovered a hole in the floorboards where you can take a Kleenex, shove it through the hole, and watch it fly out of the car, surprising and obscuring the vision of the car behind. We think this is big fun and regularly terrorize our fellow travelers on the freeway. Mother says nothing about this game, so she either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care.


After a month or so Daddy gets a church! It isn’t “his” church, but we go every Sunday. We don’t know these people, but we are the preacher’s family and must dutifully attend. I like the beauty of churches—the architecture, the art, the choir, the singing, the pageantry—but I hate my clothes and this ruins the experience. I am required to wear a dress that is itchy and involves some sort of petticoat, invariably organdy or tulle, puffy, fluffy kinds of dresses designed to make you look like a ball of cotton candy.


One of the benefits of Daddy’s new job is that there is a Cuban family that has been adopted by the church. They’re here because of some guy called Castro, and they’re part of the first great migration of Cubans fleeing to the United States. Our president, Mr. Kennedy, doesn’t like Mr. Castro and sent a bunch of pigs on an invasion that doesn’t work out.


Carlos and Aleda Alonso fled Cuba with the clothes on their backs. Carlos owned a garage in Cuba, and they are salt of the earth, hardworking middle class. Aleda would tell the story of officials taking her nail kit at the airport. They weren’t allowed to leave with anything of value, so they showed up on our shores destitute but hopeful.


My mother speaks fluent Spanish, the result of four years of Catholic School in a high school with a very good language department and wants desperately to use it, so we go to visit the Alonsos regularly. I don’t understand a word that is being said, but I understand Coca-Cola when offered. We are invited for Sunday dinner (which is lunch) and all sit down for a feast. There is a large plate of rice and beans and a plate of sliced fried bananas, which Aleda serves proudly. My mother advises Aleda that I need to have my rice with the beans on the side not on top. It’s possible my mother’s Spanish is insufficient to communicate this information, but it’s more likely the case that this way of serving the rice and beans is so foreign to Aleda that my mother has to reach over and prepare my plate herself. I have never seen black beans before, but I know rice.


I ask please for butter and sugar. Aleda is too polite to question me and brings the requested condiments. I proceed to butter my rice, which seems to raise the level of tension at the table, but when, like a good Southern child, I put sugar on my rice, Aleda actually shrieks. I sit in humiliated silence, sugar spoon frozen in midair, not knowing what I have done wrong but sure I have caused some sort of offense. There is much excitement back and forth in Spanish, none of which I understand, but then there are smiles and laughing and much merriment. I get over my humiliation quickly. I am hungry. I am always hungry.


The experience with Carlos and Aleda brings the idea to Mother that she needs to start using her Spanish. At home she starts speaking, sometimes exclusively, to my sister and me in Spanish. At first Charlotte and I are taught simple phrases to use when we visit the Alonsos. “Yo no comprendo,” I say proudly. Later she just speaks to us as if we understand, hoping we do. We do, over time, ferret out a few things. “Te quiero” means I love you. “Vamonos” is “let’s go.” Simple stuff, but when she rattles off an entire sentence in the grocery store pertaining to what kind of cereal we are buying, I’ve had enough. “Speak English!” I yell at the top of my lungs.


Probably the only reason I speak even passable Spanish today is not the two years I studied in high school but the Spanish my mother spoke to me as a child. When a gringa makes an effort to speak to you in your native tongue and not just assume that everyone speaks English, it is generally a moment of note and considered with some affection. Saying “Que es esto?” or “Que esta haciendo?” to a worker using a tool or a technique I have never seen and would like to understand often leads to a conversation—in his bad English and my bad Spanish—but we get there. He explains, I understand, we laugh together knowing we are slaughtering the languages we are attempting, but it’s the effort toward each other that matters . . . the human interaction. He might be a low-level guy in the crew, but somebody bothered to note his existence and interact with him. Your mother is right. Your mother is always right about such things.


Mother is late almost everywhere we go. It invariably has to do with her hair, which she wears up in a French twist. Think Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. I am dressed for church in my scratchy, uncomfortable dress pacing in the hall just outside the bathroom door where she is waging war with her hair. I know the Sunday routine. We get sweet rolls for breakfast and are required to put on “church dresses” with petticoats, white socks, and either white or black patent leather shoes, depending on the season. Gloves, if you can find two that match, and a little purse to carry your quarter for the collection plate completes the outfit.


There is always tension as Mother goes to do her hair. A lot of frustrated cursing as it is brushed and twisted. Hairpins and hair spray. A lot of hair spray. It’s up, it’s done, but then, no, she tears it all down and starts over. Codependent doesn’t properly describe my feelings as I watch her struggle. It’s like watching a boxing or tennis match when she does her hair, where you involuntarily bob and weave with the players, flinch with the punches. “You can do it. Just that little bit there. Another hairpin here. Almost. Almost.” Then she tears it all down and starts over. We are going to be late to church.


The women of this postwar generation have very little left but their looks. Gone is Rosie the Riveter, gone are the jobs they had during the war: transporting planes around the country, building battleships, packing munitions, winning the war, being part of something big and good and important. They have been stuffed back into stylish shirtwaist dresses, into the home with only the drudgery of housework, family, and children. My mother wanted to be an engineer like her father—to build things. Engineering wasn’t considered appropriate for a girl, though, so they made her take bacteriology instead. Her first job out of college, while my father went to seminary in Berkeley, California, was testing mayonnaise for Kraft foods. Not the life she aspires to. Not the kind of job her generation of women is hoping for. Not the career they have in mind. They go insane.


The lucky ones are the nurses. Invaluable during the war, caring for the innumerable injured soldiers. They came home and went back to work in hospitals and doctors’ offices, but their transition is often just as frustrating. A nurse who improvised under battlefield conditions to save limbs and lives and suffered through the trauma of the dead and dying is now working in a hospital under a fresh-out-of-school, half-her-age doctor whose word is gospel. No one asks her what she thinks. She’s just supposed to stand behind the doctor looking pretty.


Because of my mother’s frustration, every house we ever move to or live in is subject to her whim. “That’s not a bearing wall,” she says. “Emily, bring me that hammer.” Walls are removed, fuse boxes rewired, backhoes rented, thermostats repaired, heating systems redesigned and reworked. It seems like my mother can do anything, and she always elicits my help. “Hold this.” “Stand up here and holler if it goes on.” Maybe she isn’t going to be an engineer and build bridges or invent the catalytic converter, but she is going to do her damnedest to try. She is also passing her bravery on to me. She is creating a fearless child.
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ALMOST ALL OUR RELATIVES LIVE IN HOUSTON: MY GRANDPARENTS on my mother’s side, my father’s aunt and uncle, his mother, my mother’s brother and his children. The two sides of our family are decidedly different. My father’s people are from Galveston. Solid, blue-collar, Gulf Coast folks. My mother’s people are East Coast–educated, country club Episcopalians who aspire to money and status. Her parents live in River Oaks, a fancy suburb for wealthy folks in Houston.


My father’s mother, “Grandma Smith,” I do not like. Grandma Smith’s house is dark and smells of mildew. She is needy and cloying. She wears her hair pulled back in a tight bun, is a little chubby, pulls Kleenex of some dubious condition from her cleavage, and smells funny. I met my grandfather at some point, but the only lasting memory I have of him is seeing him sitting on the front porch of their red brick craftsman house in Houston. He was in a bathrobe, smoking and coughing, and I would later recall there was a bottle next to him. No one ever talked about it, but he was an alcoholic. He died almost immediately after we moved to Houston. Grandma Smith, now retired, is a very hard worker and supported my Grandpa and my father, putting him through college and seminary. She sold Mrs. Grass Soup out of the trunk of her car, saved all her money, bought government savings bonds, and landed in Houston. She benefitted from the war years when so many women were working.


We regularly visit my father’s Uncle Frank and Aunty. Grandma Smith has lived with them since my grandfather died and she had pacemaker surgery. Uncle Frank and Aunty have a daughter, Muriel, who is spoken of in hushed tones. “She couldn’t deal with life at an office job. People were all talking about her.” Apparently, she had a beau at one time but they broke up, leaving Muriel forever brokenhearted. All I really know is that Muriel is odd but nice. She plays the organ when we come over—“Yellow Bird” and “Alley Cat”—and Charlotte and I dance around the living room.


Aunty is diabetic but I don’t know what that means. I know it has to do with food and ice cream in particular. She isn’t supposed to eat it but does regularly. She seems to live in the kitchen, and the fruits of her labors are as mysterious as the characters who live in this house. They grow their own food in the back garden—eggplant, okra. Things I have never heard of, much less eaten.


Their dining room table is huge and occupies most of the room. Glass doors separate the space from what used to be a porch but is now enclosed and serves as Uncle Frank’s office. The only air conditioner in the house is a window unit on said porch, but try as it may, it cannot keep up with the Texas humidity or the human heat load.


We’re all seated at the table, Charlotte and me each on two phone books, and Aunty comes through the swinging door that separates the kitchen and dining rooms with a huge caldron of something that smells divine. Gumbo. Shrimp gumbo. I love shrimp. If you live on the Texas Gulf Coast, you better love shrimp—and seafood in general because we have a lot of it.


Everyone is served from a large pot of rice, then from the divine-smelling gumbo. I am one of those unfortunate children who don’t like my foods to touch, though I don’t know why. Did I come by this predilection myself, or is it the product of the ’50s three piles of food mentality—meat, vegetable, starch. At my house, you are very likely to be served a hamburger patty, baked potato, and green peas. I eat each category individually. I like them all, but I am not a food mixer. I am very hungry. I am always hungry.


After all, it is one o’clock and I have spent the last hour or so dancing around the living room to Muriel’s organ playing. The bowl set down in front of me is beautiful. To one side is the mysterious red concoction of shrimp, vegetables, and spices, and the other, a bed of bright white rice. Aunty knows I don’t like my food to touch and serves accordingly. The horror that explodes in my mouth is topped only by the disappointing realization that I will soon starve. There are spices and peppers I have never tasted. They sear my tongue and numb my mouth and lips. Gulps of water wash away the current offense, but the infestation remains.


I have the palette of an infant. I cannot drink a chocolate soda because it burns my mouth. I cannot stand the smell of black pepper, much less have it touch my food. My father’s use of pepper at the dinner table is liberal, so much so that it aerates and drifts around the room. The smell alone is sometimes enough to drive me from the table.


Charlotte has no issue and gobbles up her gumbo and rice. I am encouraged by all to “Try again, Emily. It’s not that hot.” I try, but not really. My mouth is still burning from the first bite. No one notices after my first mouthful that I’m not eating as they are all enjoying the delights of Aunty’s gumbo.


I dig at the center of my rice for a mouthful that has not absorbed any of the gumbo’s juices. I add butter in an attempt to eat something familiar. Eventually, I give up, and those beautiful shrimp swimming in a sea of fire are taken away. My only hope is the ice cream that is sure to follow.


In the fall, I start first grade at the elementary school at the end of the block. This seems more advanced than kindergarten. This is school. Real school. I am six, dressed in my little brown dress with a red rooster on the collar. Charlotte and I walk together down our street to school and then I’m abandoned in the hall to find my own way to class.


My teacher is young and pretty but does not make the same overwhelming impression as Miss Payton. No houndstooth skirt. No black loafers. We read Dick and Jane. We’re introduced to Spot the Dog and learn to read in little circles at the side of the classroom.


The children in my class are strange. There is a girl who eats paste and a boy who is continually in trouble for putting paste on another girl’s chair. Paste seems to be a big thing. These seem to me to be advanced ideas, things to do that I would never have thought of. I am continually hungry but I would never eat paste. I consider putting paste on my sister’s chair, but the consequences are evaluated and the idea rejected. It’s not like biting, where no real harm is done.


One of our extra activities in class is the bomb drill. We line up against the walls of our classroom, then squat down on our haunches with our heads on the floor against the wall. The most important instruction seems to be to cover our necks with our hands. This is all fine and good and I want to play along, but my brown dress with the red rooster on the collar is very short, and when I bend over my underpants show. I spend the entire drill trying to pull my dress down in the back, which of course means exposing my neck, which will surely result in my being killed in the nuclear holocaust.


My parents float through my life as the great mysteries, the providers, the gods of life. They are the center and safety of my world. My father, it is well-known, is beyond special. He is a priest. Not a fireman or an insurance salesman, but a priest. He doesn’t wear regular clothes to work but instead a black suit with a black vest over his shirt and a stiff white collar. He works at church, for goodness’ sake. My mother is stunningly beautiful and knows everything. Not just how to make food but how to fix electrical stuff and how to make clothes. Our home is nice and cozy. I don’t realize that we are poor. My mother does a lot with very little.


[image: ]




My mother’s parents’ big fancy house in River Oaks has a bay window in the front and wall-to-wall carpeting. There are oil paintings of long-dead relatives, antique furniture, and a grandfather clock that strikes the hour with some sort of church-sounding holy chime. There is a front entry hall that has furniture in it and a massive gold-framed mirror that goes from the floor to almost the ceiling. There are beautiful rugs, a large white porcelain elephant by the fireplace, and vases of roses grown in the rose garden outside. There is no yard to play in, just a huge bricked patio with rose beds everywhere. They are rich. We are poor.


These grandparents are called “Granny” and “Pompy.” There is no way my grandmother is going to be called “Grandma.” My parents are nervous every time we go to their house. Daddy gets dressed in his best suit, Mother in her best dress, and Charlotte and I in church clothes, which itch and are uncomfortable. There is a palpable tension from my grandparents when we arrive, but Charlotte and I seem to be the peace offering that smooths the way.


I am excited to visit, as I truly love my Granny and Pompy. There will be candy orange slices from the glass jar in the kitchen, and there is a toy cabinet under the window seat in the living room. The living room is massive, with another bay window looking over the rose garden. There is no real fun to be had here, just quiet playing. We never eat a single meal at their house. Probably because it would be too messy and disturb the magnificence of their home. It is beautiful. It is sterile. It is cold. My grandmother is the magnolia in charge.


Mother and Daddy sit stiffly in the living room. Pompy is there but not. Granny directs Charlotte and me to the toy cabinet under the window seat. There is an old box camera to play with that I love. I mostly love the sound it makes as I open and close the back, turn the wheel that would advance the film, and push the button to click the shutter. I pretend to load film and take pictures, but there is nothing to take pictures of. The adults all sit rigidly upright in their chairs, my parents trying to give the illusion of our life being better than it is and Granny and Pompy judging it all.


Eventually snacks appear: tiny crackers and some cheese. Nothing that will make a mess, but also not enough. I hop up to avail myself of the food provided, but I’m met with a withering glance from Granny. These are grown-up snacks, not for children, but I persevere, gingerly taking one cracker and piece of cheese, carefully putting it all in my mouth so as not to leave any crumbs on the carpet. This is met with approval from Granny’s force field. I return to the floor and my camera knowing I am not to eat any more or risk the mess that comes with children.


Charlotte knows better than to attempt an approach. She stays on the carpet playing tea party with an old china doll with a chipped nose and a tiny little china tea set. She knows how to portray perfection. She has game. Blond, thin, quiet, and careful, deliberate in her aura and demeanor. By contrast, I vibrate unexploded energy like my mother. We are both in control now but known to be dangerous if let loose.


When I was four, I stayed overnight at Granny and Pompy’s house, a special treat. They had come to Bay City to visit and I drove back with them to Houston. During the visit I got angry with Granny for being chastised for running on the patio and falling in the rose garden. Being escorted to the bathroom for first aid for my skinned knee and elbow, I lost my temper that there was no sympathy for my injuries, just scolding for my behavior.


“You are not to run in the garden or in the house,” was Granny’s unspoken law.


“I’m gonna throw you in the alligator water,” I hollered. It was my threat to gain power in this situation, but it backfired horribly as I was yanked up by my wrists and spanked there on the spot. Grannies don’t spank! They fuss over you, compliment your long eyelashes, and give you delicious orange slices. My illusion vanquished on the spot. I was met with a powerful and skilled opponent who is not to be toyed with. I would not win. I would be outmaneuvered at every turn. I began to understand my mother’s frustration. No one is allowed to be who they are if who they are is not exactly what Granny wants them to be.


Our visit is approaching the allotted two hours, and Granny is clearing away the snack. She gives the silent signal that she has had enough and the visit is over. Good, because I can’t pretend to be having fun anymore, and there have been no orange slices. Let’s get out of here and out of this dress. We are escorted to the front door, where everyone hugs and kisses. Pompy shakes my father’s hand, and we walk properly to the car. Once in the car, and having driven out of sight, we all sit in silence for quite some time. It takes a while for Granny’s smothering blanket of civility and etiquette to evaporate; we don’t recover that day. There is a pall of disapproval that follows us and takes a good night’s sleep to dissipate. It lurks; Granny’s magic is strong. Her spells are powerful and meant to last. My mother is slowed and more refined; I don’t run in rose gardens. But eventually it wears off. There is more than one wizard in this family.
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