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Chapter 1 - Detour
As the car sped south, the industrial wasteland advertisers call “Chicagoland” gave way to the green farmland of rural Indiana. Connie Rydell felt herself begin to relax for the first time in several days. She felt emotionally bruised, not to mention physically sore from lugging boxes up the stairs to her daughter's new apartment in Chicago. It occurred to her that launching an adult child was a lot like giving birth in the first place. It left her with a jumble of contradictory feelings: exhausted, joyful, and afraid. She suspected that something like postpartum blues would follow shortly.
Connie was certain that her daughter would be happy in Chicago. Jessica had worked for the most prestigious law firm in Indianapolis, but Connie knew Jessie had always dreamed of moving away from her home town and practicing law in with a national firm in a major city. When the Chicago firm, Pickering & Hart, came calling, Jessica seized the opportunity. Connie was very proud of and happy for her daughter, but she was sorry to see her move so far away.
Connie smiled to herself. She knew it was selfish, but she hoped Jessie would visit Indy often, so Connie would not have to make the trek to Chicago with any frequency. Connie did not care for big cities or long car trips, for that matter. Right now, she wanted to go home, take a bath and stretch out on the couch with the dog and a book. It was no wonder Jessie and Rick both thought she was a boring old poop!
“A penny for your thoughts.”
The sound of his voice brought Connie out of her reverie. Even after thirty years of marriage, when he spoke her heart still skipped a beat. She turned to look at him and smiled, “I was thinking about how happy Jess will be in Chicago and how terrified and miserable I would be if I were in her shoes.”
He laughed out loud. There it was! That face- splitting smile and the laugh that came from the bottom of his soul. When she heard him laugCCh, Connie usually found herself verging on happily weepy. This time, she joined in the laughter, “Well, I'm just being honest.”
He nodded, “I know. The problem is, I have a hard time getting my mind around the thought of you being terrified of anything.”
Connie noticed that he was concentrating on the road, much more than was strictly necessary, given that it was ruler-straight, perfectly dry and there was not another car in sight. Connie could tell there was something on his mind that he didn't think she was going to like. She started to make a smart remark in response to his comment, but decided to respond to what he didn't say instead, “Spill it.”
He looked startled, “Huh?”
“I said 'spill it.' Something's on your mind. Something I'm probably going to hate. Go ahead and lay it on me.”
He laughed again, and retorted, “I wish you wouldn't read my mind like that.”
She pursed her lips and shook her head, “I can't read your mind or I'd know what you have to tell me. I read your face, which is so transparent you might as well carry a sign. It's a good thing you don't play poker. You'd suck at it.
“Don't try to change the subject on me. What's up?”
He grinned, and cleared his throat a couple of times. Finally, he said, “Okay. Here's the deal. Now that Jess is gone, I'm afraid that I am going to have a bad case of Empty Nest syndrome. You're still working – harder than ever, I might add. I'm retired. I'm afraid I'll be lost.
“I know Jess has had her own place for the last two years, but I managed to come up with a reason to go over to her apartment almost every day, either to fix something, deliver something or otherwise just make a pest of myself. I can't tell you how grateful I am that the kid humored me with such patience. Now that she isn't there anymore, I'm afraid I might get depressed and become one of those miserable, bitter old men I've always loathed. ”
Connie shared her husband's feelings. She certainly shared his heavy heart at Jessie's departure , but she knew that the loss was worse for him. She and Jessie would probably continue to talk on the phone every day and they would certainly continue to e-mail each other several times a day. They would continue to share both girl-talk and lawyer-talk. Connie would still have both her Darling Daughter and her Legal Colleague. He, on the other hand, was losing his irreplaceable Little Girl. Connie's heart ached for him.
Connie knew her husband well enough to know that he would not take his fears lying down. She knew he had a plan. She suspected that plan included her (they were a team in every possible way), and she could tell that he was pretty sure she wouldn't like it.
“So what do you have planned to combat the onset of Old Codger-dom?”
He pulled a face. “Long-term, I don't know. I guess we'll have to work together on that. Short-term, I have a request, but, I don't think you're going to like it.”
“I've already figured that out. Spit it out and get it over with. I want to know exactly how bad it's going to be.”
“First of all, instead of going straight back to Indianapolis, I'd like to take a detour. Maybe I've already become an Old Codger, as you so kindly and delicately put it, but I want to go to a reunion of my Marine unit in Columbus, Ohio, this weekend. The WWII and some of the Korean vets at the VFW positively live for their reunions. I've never been to one.”
He was animated and excited, and the words tumbled out, one on top of the other, “I recently learned that several of my old Buddies are going to attend this one. In fact, I've been emailing and catching up with a couple of them, in particular Pete Raudebush who was my radio operator for almost one whole tour....”
“You're babbling.” She smiled at him.
He stopped talking and concentrated on his driving for a minute, then he went on, “Well, anyway. The reunion is this weekend in Columbus. I made reservations but I haven't paid anything yet. We've got plenty of clothes with us. Instead of going home, I propose we go to Ohio. What do you say?” He looked at her with a combination of nervousness, pleading and expectation that made her almost laugh. He was a very young 64, but at that moment he reminded her of a little kid begging his mom for a huge favor. She stifled the laugh that threatened to bubbled up, in order to avoid hurting his feelings.
Connie leaned back against the headrest, closed her eyes and considered his proposal. She couldn't decide whether she wanted to laugh or to cry. For one thing, his idea wasn't as bad as she had feared, but the prospect of going to a Vietnam Veterans reunion was about on a par with root canal work as far as she was concerned. Rick was an active member of the VVA and the VFW. She attended their functions as infrequently as possible.
Connie would have preferred to put Vietnam in the past. She didn't understand why her husband and his friends had such an obsessive need to dredge it up. But, then, she hadn't been in combat for 36 months under conditions so appalling he still couldn't discuss them nor had she spent months in a hospital recovering from physical wounds that left horrible scars on both his body and soul. The invisible emotional wounds still festered and occasionally still gave him nightmares, that caused him to wake screaming and crying.
Perhaps the most important reason she wanted to put his Vietnam experience in the past was that she had not been his wife at the time. That probably had more to do with her aversion to dealing with his Vietnam years than everything else.
She imagined for a moment what the coming weekend would be like. She would be thrown together with a bunch of women she didn't know while their husbands swapped stories, got drunk, and laughed until they all ended up hanging all over each other and crying in their beer. She looked at his profile as he stared at the road. She recalled how close her dad had been with his Buddies from WWII and Korea and how much he had enjoyed his unit reunions over the years. The bond of soldiers was something that wives and daughters could never understand. For the most part, soldiers did not talk about their combat experiences with their wives. Connie believed that was a blessing for the wives. She believed that the soldiers needed to talk about their experiences with the only people who could truly understand: other soldiers.
Even though she personally did not look forward to it, she thought this weekend could be a very healing experience for her husband. She believed wives should encourage and support their veteran-husbands' healing process whenever possible. She smiled inwardly because she knew she got that attitude from her mother, whom she always thought of as the 'Ultimate Officer's Wife'. She knew in her heart that this was an opportunity which was long overdue for Rick. It seemed a small enough sacrifice for her to make, but she knew she wasn't going to enjoy it.
She reached out and patted his leg. “OK. Let's go.”
“Okay?” He exhaled sharply and relaxed. Then he shook his head as if he couldn't believe it, “Just OK? You're not going to argue and bitch about changing plans at the last minute and worry about who's going to put out the dog?”
“No. I'm not going to give you a hard time about this. We can call Rosemary and ask her to take care of Bitsy for a few more days. If this is something you need to do, fine. I'm in. Let's do it.”
“I know how you hate big crowds and social events. I guess I thought you'd fight me on this.”
She kissed her fingers and patted his cheek, “I know you know how much I hate crowds and social events, and I also know that you don't ask me to attend them very often. When you do ask me it's usually something very important to you. On those occasions, I feel as though I owe it to you to suck it up and go. You go to League of Women Voters events that always make you want to break something. I guess I can sit through a weekend of watching a bunch of old farts make fools of themselves.”
He reached out, took her hand and kissed her palm. “Thank you, for all but the last part of that.”
He smiled again. For that smile, she would go anywhere or do anything, including spending a weekend in Ohio with a bunch of strangers. She could tough this out. Maybe. She hoped. She grinned at him and said, “Tell me I'm wrong about the last part.”
He grinned, but did not respond.
Chapter 2 – Reunion / Friday
They arrived at the hotel late in the afternoon. While Rick checked in, Connie wandered around the lobby. She saw a sign for the Marine reunion and headed down the hall to locate the room where the evening's events would be held. In front of the doorway was a huge banner with the logo of the 9th Marine Regiment, The Striking Ninth. Along the hall were battalion banners, ranging from the inspiring to the macabre. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply.
She could get through this! She was a Marine brat herself. It occurred to her that maybe that made it worse. She knew enough about Marine reunions from her parents' stories to have a very good idea of what this weekend was going to be like. She sighed. Nothing she had ever heard about those reunions made her look forward to it with any pleasure at all. However, she also knew how important the reunions were to the men.
From somewhere deep in her memory, she could hear her mother's voice telling her story after story about the joys and pains of being an officer's wife. Rick had been out of the Corps by the time she married him, so she had never considered herself technically an officer's wife. She decided this weekend would be a good time to dredge up every sermon she could remember that her mother had preached to her about being married to a Marine. If he was going to revert to being Captain Rydell for the weekend, she would have to play her role as well. The thought made her uncomfortable, but also somewhat excited.
She wandered back to the lobby where the concierge had just handed Rick the room keys. They found their room and changed clothes for the cocktail hour. She wore a simple pants suit. Rick wore what Connie always called his “Republican candidate” navy blue suit, with his campaign cap. She studied him from across the room and, when he had obviously satisfied himself that he was as squared away as he was going to get, she said, “You look right spiffy there, Cap'n.”
He grinned, snapped to attention and saluted, and then they headed down the hall, hand in hand.
Rick had reserved a table with Pete, his radio man, and two other guys with whom he had served in Vietnam, along with their wives. The cocktail hour was held in the anteroom of the ballroom where the dinner was to take place. There were approximately 200 people in attendance. The minute they walked into the room, Rick was gone from her side, lost to her sight as he was drawn into the center of the pack of Buddies, all laughing, hugging and talking at once. Connie stood back and watched them. Her eyes saw them as middle-aged-to-old men, many with paunchy bellies and little hair. Her heart, however, saw them as young, handsome, combat-hardened Marines. She battled back the first tears of the weekend, and feared that this was going to be a very long three days indeed.
She scanned the room and the first thing she noticed was that, while the men all appeared to range in age from mid-fifties to late-sixties, most of the women seemed to be unusually young. Connie was ten years younger than her husband, but she estimated she was nearly the oldest woman in the room. She found that curious.
The second thing she noticed was the prominence of the 1st Battalion at the reunion. In Vietnam they were known as The Walking Dead. The battalion banner prominently featured a skeleton, cloaked in a poncho that looked like the Grim Reaper's cape, carrying a rifle. She had forgotten about that bit of Marine-style black humor. She remembered how she hated the tee-shirt Rick used to wear with that horrible picture on the back. Sitting down to eat a meal under that banner purported to be more difficult than she had anticipated. She felt a bit nauseous, in fact.
Fortunately, she did not have time to dwell on her discomfort. Soon, Rick was back at her side, surrounded by a bevy of his buddies. Introductions and background stories poured out of a half dozen mouths, all at once. She managed to ascertain that the tall rather intellectual-looking man was Pete, the radio man. At first she couldn't figure out if Billy, the clerk from Athens, Ohio, was the quiet, handsome man who shook her hand and met her gaze or the rather-worse-for-the-wear person who kept his hands in his pockets and sort of mumbled hello. Whichever one of those wasn't Billy, would be Greg, the chopper pilot to whom the rest of them all said they owed their lives many times over.
Next the Buddies herded their wives together, and more introductions followed. None of the wives appeared to be over 40. Greg's wife (Greg turned out to be the worse-for-the-wear person who apparently had a hard time handling the transition from hot-shot Vietnam chopper pilot to civilian life) appeared to be still in her twenties. Connie suddenly felt very old. That feeling got worse as they sat down to dinner and she learned that none of the other couples had been married more than five years. Greg and Sharon were newlyweds. She was his fourth wife. Watching Sharon's negative attitude to this entire proceeding made Connie suspect that this marriage probably would not last either.
Dinner came and went. Connie noticed that none of the guys paid much attention to the food, as long as the beers kept coming. That was probably just as well because the food was awful. During dessert, the organizers of the reunion made their speeches. They recognized the people who put the event together, those who traveled the farthest to attend (Pete got kudos for coming all the way from Australia), and those attending for the first time.
Rick got a huge cheer when they mentioned his name among the latter group. He had been a lieutenant, and later, a captain, serving two tours of duty in Vietnam. Quite a few of the attendees had served under his command. Before the speeches ended, they read the names of those who had died since the last reunion. The list was longer than Connie would have expected for such relatively young men. The program ended with everyone standing to sing the Marine Corps Hymn. Connie was embarrassed to notice that none of the other women at the table knew the words. How on earth could they be married to Marines and not know the words to the Hymn? Then she realized she learned the words from her dad, not her husband.
As they sat down Rick looked at her with something like awe. “You know all three verses by heart?”
She lifted her chin in a parody of a Marine at attention and looked at him through the bottom of her glasses. “You think Colonel Bernard Archer's only child would not know all the words to the Hymn?”
He slapped the side of his head. “Oh, God, how stupid of me! That gonzo old bird probably filled your head with all kinds of Marine lore, both true and untrue.”
She nodded, “I suspect that most of it is probably untrue. I learned early in life that Marines have a huge blind spot where the Corps is concerned. My mother always cautioned me to listen respectfully to a Marine's stories and then discount them by about 2/3. My experience bears that out. I would say that most Marine-talk I've ever heard is at the very least 2/3 bullshit, including yours.” She looked around the table at the other wives, raised her eyebrows, and announced, “We should all consider wearing waders for the rest of the weekend!”
The women looked at her as though she had sprouted a second head. The Buddies chuckled. Rick reared back his head and laughed, long and loud.
Connie feigned indignation, “Tell me I'm mistaken.”
Rick wiped his eyes and said, “Darlin', if anything, I'd say you are being very generous.”
They locked eyes and smiled at each other as only the long-married can: smiles full of love, laughter and decades of inside-jokes. The men at the table laughed. The other wives mostly looked bored. Connie suddenly had the strange feeling that she might possibly enjoy this weekend after all.
After dinner there was dancing. Actually, there was music. Very few people danced. The men huddled in groups at a few of the tables near the bar and in the corners of the room. The women mostly remained seated where they were, looking bored or getting drunk, or both.
Connie tried to engage the women at her table in conversation by asking how they met their husbands.
Sharon was the youngest at 29; she was a hairdresser with three children who had recently married Greg and was still trying to figure out why. They lived in Toledo, Ohio, where he drove a Pepsi delivery truck.
Monica was Billy's wife. They had been married five years. His first wife had been killed in a car accident some years before. They met at Monica's church where Billy volunteered as a bookkeeper. He was a recently-retired CPA. She was a school-teacher who was many years his junior. They both seemed very nice, but this whole veteran experience was totally alien to Monica. She wanted to be supportive of her husband, but was not sure how to go about it.
Pete's wife, Toni, was in her late 30's, a gorgeous blond from Australia. They had been married only three years. Pete was a scientist who worked for an oil exploration company. She was a geologist. He met her at a convention in Las Vegas, and followed her back to Australia, where they lived in Sydney. They had timed their annual visit to Pete's family in Cleveland to coincide with the reunion. Toni was clearly eager to get the weekend behind her and return to Australia. She did not even try to conceal her distaste for the entire business, although she did seem to be very much in love with Pete -- presumably the scientist who was willing to live with her in Australia, not the American ex-GI.
As the women shared snippets of their stories, Connie's attention shifted back and forth between the women and the men. She learned that she was the only woman at the table who had even been born when their husbands were in Vietnam. It was no wonder the other women seemed so out of synch with the experience. Connie felt positively ancient.
The men, on the other hand, seemed to be growing younger by the minute. As the beer took effect and the stories poured out, their post-Vietnam experiences retreated into the mist and, for a brief while, they were once again the warriors who went off to southeast Asia believing they were serving their country. Connie rather wished that she could join them. Conversation among the women was languishing. The men were much more animated. On the other had, she had heard enough Marine-talk in her life to know that she most definitely did not want to hear those stories.
As the band began to play songs from earlier and earlier in the Sixties, and the crowd progressed from boozily happy to drunkenly maudlin, Connie decided it was time to make her exit. She found Rick in the middle of the largest cluster of guys, narrating a detailed and complicated story of some engagement near Da Nang that happened 40 years ago but which he recalled in perfect detail. She shouldered her way through the crowd and whispered, “I'm going to bed. Stay as long as you like. I love you.”
She kissed him on the cheek. He winked at her, patted her bottom, and never stopped talking. She smiled all the way back to the room, where she closed the door and melted into the silence and a hot shower.
Chapter 3 – Reunion / Saturday
The next day was set aside for outings. Most of the men intended to play golf. Most of the women planned to go shopping.
Connie woke early and drank all the coffee in the hospitality basket. She read quietly until Rick sat up and moaned. She laughed, “Well, well, and how are we feeling this morning, Cap?”
He collapsed back onto the pillow and groaned, “Oh, Jesus. Now I remember why I quit drinking when I came back from Nam.”
“I thought it odd. I've been married to you for 30 years and I've seen you drink maybe three beers in that entire time. I think you doubled that total last night.”
“Don't remind me.”
“Take a shower. I'll get us some coffee.”
When she returned with the coffee, he was coming out of the shower, still damp, with a towel around his waist. She noticed that his hair was thinner than it had been in his youth and it was almost completely gray. He had not shaved, and his whiskers were grizzled. His neck sagged a little, but the rest of him was still in great shape. He worked out every single day, ran four times a week and played hand-ball. She suspected that he could still get into his Marine dress uniform, and even breathe after buttoning it. She wondered if he had brought it with him. She hoped he had. 'God, how gorgeous he was in that uniform,' she thought, 'but then Elmer Fudd would be gorgeous in Marine blues.'
He took the coffee and sat across from her at the small table. He rubbed the back of her hand, “Hey, I'm sorry I abandoned you last night. I feel really bad...”
She tossed her head and waved her hand at him in a dismissive gesture, “Don't even mention it! There was never any doubt in my mind that I'd spend the weekend either sitting with a bunch of women being bored out of my mind or sneaking off to the room to read in peace. Last night was the former. Plan on tonight being the latter. This is your weekend. You hang with your Buddies and have fun. This is not about me.”
He got up and took her in his arms. “What did I do to deserve you?”
“You don't.” She snuggled closer. For a moment they paused, aware that he was naked and they were alone in a hotel room. The temperature rose for a second, and then they both realized that he was very hung-over and the coffee would get cold if they went back to bed. She kissed him on the nose and whispered, “How 'bout a rain-check?”
He kissed her on the neck and whispered, “You got it! Thanks.”
They sipped their coffee and looked over the program for the day. He didn't like to play golf. She was not about to spend the day shopping with a bunch of strangers. What to do?
He stretched, scratched his chin and said, “Here's an idea. Since you seem to be destined to spend your evening alone, how's about we spend the day together before I abandon you again tonight.”
“That sounds like a good idea. Let's find a lake somewhere or go to the pool and soak up some sun. You can sweat off that beer before you start over again tonight. There's one thing I would like to do: I want to hit a bookstore to buy something to read tonight. I intend to leave the banquet as early as possible without being rude.”
“Darlin' on your worst day and in your worst mood, you will never be as rude as two thirds of the bitches in that room last night.”
For a moment, that remark shocked her. He was usually extremely respectful of women. He swore like a true Marine, but he rarely used the “B” word. Upon second thought, it occurred to her that he was right. Many of the women did seem to resent their husbands' enjoyment of the reunion. Connie couldn't say she personally was enjoying it, but she was happy to see her husband enjoying the experience of catching up with his Buddies.
She remarked, “They should not invite the wives to these things.”
He rolled his eyes, “Oh, you naive thing, you. We bring our wives along for our own protection. You saw how we all behaved last night. Every man in that room regressed almost all the way back to adolescence. I fear that but for the 100 pairs of disapproving eyes boring holes in our backs, the place would have been overrun with strippers and prostitutes.”
She almost spit out her coffee. Laughing, she quipped, “At least they might have been more interesting than the women at our table! God, those women are boring! If I didn't know that I was not welcome in the all-boy story-circles, I'd have joined you. Besides, somehow I can't see you fraternizing with strippers and prostitutes, then or now.”
He shrugged. “I was married then and I'm married now. I guess I'm sort of Semper Fi in more ways than one. Still, I was a commanding officer. One of my jobs was to haul my men out of bad situations. I think I was inside of every whorehouse in Saigon and Tokyo at one time or another for the purpose of dragging somebody's ass back to the base before he got put up for court-marshal.”
She shuddered and busied herself straightening up the newspaper. They were venturing into very dangerous waters. The person to whom he was being faithful while he was in Vietnam was not her. She didn't like to discuss his first marriage. She brightened, “So then. Our plan is to spend the day together before you leave me high and dry again tonight. Let's go.”
He cocked his head and said, “You sure you want to spend the day with an Old Codger instead of going shopping with the all those young girls?”
She lowered her head and gave him an appraising look. It was clear she appreciated what she saw, “Absolutely. Positively.”
She paused. “Hey, I have a question. Did you by chance smuggle your Blues into the suitcase after you made these reservations that you didn't tell me about?”
His eyebrows went up. “As a matter of fact, I did. Since I've never been to one of these shin-digs before, I didn't know whether or not I'd need it, so I packed my dress uniform just in case. I'm not going to wear it, though. The banquet isn't formal. I'll settle for a suit and my campaign cap.”
She went to the closet where his dress uniform hung in a dry cleaner bag. She turned around and said, “I don't care if nobody else wears their uniform. To be honest, I think you are one of the very few in the crowd who could even get into their uniform. I want you to wear it.”
He started to shake his head and refuse, but then seemed to recall something he'd forgotten. He said, “I never took you to a Marine Ball.”
“I know.”
“I'll wear my uniform if you'll let me take you shopping for a something special to wear with it.”
“Deal. I'd rather shop with you than those women.” She paused and grinned, “You pay for my purchases.”
He threw a pillow at her head and then ducked back into the bathroom to shave.
Since the banquet wasn't formal, they had a difficult time finding an outfit that Connie thought would be elegant enough to go with his blues without being totally over-the-top. They settled on a dark rose-colored silk pantsuit, which cost considerably more than anything she had ever owned before. It was plain but very elegant. Connie felt a little guilty about the price, but she would have paid even more when she got a glimpse of the look on Rick's face when he first saw her in the outfit.
Next they stopped at a bookstore where Connie picked up what she called a “pool book” and then returned to the hotel. They spent the rest of the day lying in the sun by the pool, alternately talking about nothing in particular and napping.
Late in the afternoon the golfers and shoppers began to trickle in. The men picked up where they had left off the night before. The women dozed on the chaises; they appeared to be saving whatever conversation they might be able to manage for the banquet.
When they returned to their room, Connie suggested that Rick get dressed first and go down to the bar while she showered and dressed. “I promise I'll be there in time for dinner.”
She curled up on the bed with her book while he dressed. She purposely did not look up while he was dressing. She wanted to see him fully decked out; she did not want to watch the process of his transformation from civilian to Marine. At last she heard him close the closet door, and snap his hat under his arm. Only then did she look up.
She didn't even attempt to fight back the tears. Her heart saw him not as an almost-old retiree, but as the handsome young man she married. In her eyes, he was once again the proud-bordering-on-arrogant high school star quarterback who had survived two tours of duty as a Marine in Vietnam -- barely. He looked fantastic, and he knew it.
She let out a long, low wolf whistle, “Not too bad for an Old Codger.” Then she crossed the room without touching the floor and was in his arms. They embraced for a long time.
Finally, she pushed him away, “Get out of here, so I can get beautiful, too.” She narrowed her eyes and looked him up and down, “Not that I could ever be that gorgeous, of course.”
Forty-five minutes later, when she walked into the bar, he looked at her across the room and she knew that in his eyes she was the eighteen-year-old virgin he married and not a fifty-something matron with gray in her hair and bags under her eyes.
He lifted his glass and motioned for her to join him. She was at his side in a second. It may not have been a Marine Ball, but they were together and still in love, and that was good enough for her. The fact that there were so many men and women staring at Rick with naked envy was purely gravy -- luscious, wonderful gravy!
Connie slipped her arm around Rick's waist and settled herself comfortably against his shoulder as he continued to regale the group with a detailed story about a long-ago patrol through a far-away jungle... She didn't listen to the details of the story; she was totally focused on the sound, smell and feel of the man telling it.
The cast of characters at the dinner table that evening was the same as the night before. It was obvious to Connie that at least two of the couples had been fighting. The initial table-talk was mostly rather uncomfortable chit-chat. The men bragged about their golf scores. The women made vague references to bargains found at nearby malls.
Connie had a hard time not staring at her husband. She kept reminding herself how undignified she always found Nancy Reagan's “adoring gaze.” She kept trying not to look at Rick in that way, but she could not help herself. She noticed with satisfaction that, while she may have been one of the oldest wives in the room, it was her husband, the tall, elegant, erect and very proud Marine, who was drawing most of the stares. She thought she should feel a little jealous, but she actually found it exciting. They could look all they wanted, but she knew he was hers. She sat up straighter and held her head high. She wanted to project the image of an officer's wife the way her mother had done.
She was thrilled to discover that there was a professional photographer in the crowd, taking pictures for Leatherneck magazine. She slipped him $20 and her business card and asked him to take a picture of her and her husband at some point during the evening and to send her an 8x10” print with a bill.
He laughed, “Ma'am, I'll make you a print for free. I served in the Marines, too, in Desert Storm. I'm inspired by a Marine who still looks that fantastic and can button up his blues and still breathe after decades of civilian life. I'm going on a diet. I'll send you a free picture by way of thanks You tell the Cap'n the picture comes from an appreciative Grunt.”
After the small-talk wound down, Pete lifted his glass of wine and offered a toast to the Captain and his lady. “Captain, you're the ranking officer at this reunion and you do us all proud. It sure is good to see you.”
Everybody drank that toast. The tension seemed to lessen ever so slightly, but it did not abate entirely. Connie looked around at the wives and decided that if one of them so much as made a remark that could possibly ruin the evening for any man at the table, she would drag the wench out of the room by the hair and thrash her in the hall. Connie suspected with amusement that the idea probably came to here from her long-dead father.
Monica leaned across to Connie and asked, “How did you and your husband meet, Connie? You didn't tell your story last night when we were getting acquainted.” Monica looked genuinely interested; Connie liked her a lot. She liked Billy, too. He was quiet and steady. Toni rolled her eyes. It was obvious he didn't care to hear the story; but, then her body language made it clear she did not want to be there at all. Pete, however, leaned forward with obvious interest. Greg and Sharon, who were barely speaking to each other, signaled their willingness to listen, if only to avoid having to talk to each other. Connie looked at Rick, letting her eyes rest on him long enough for everyone to see how proud she was of him and how much she still loved him.
Rick smiled back at her, and then turned to Monica and said, “Connie couldn't possibly remember when she met me. I was her brother's best friend from childhood. (He and I are still good friends.) I was there the day her parents brought her home from the hospital. I remember her as a little kid running around being a pain in the ass. She's known me all her life.”
Connie cocked her head and fixed him with a long stare, “You might be surprised about what I remember, Captain Rydell.” She scanned the table and raised her eyebrows. “Would you like to hear the story?” There were a couple of nods and a few blank stares. She took that for a green light. Connie smiled at Rick and said, “I hope this doesn't embarrass you. I'm in the mood to elaborate.
Chapter 4 – Connie's Story
Rick's right about the fact that I don't remember a time when I didn't know him. But, I do remember the very instant when I fell in love with him.
I have to give you a little background. Rick and I are from the same small town near Indianapolis. My brother, David, was ten years older than me and Rick was (and, as he mentioned, still is) David's best friend. David was a sort of math-nerd who was also a sports fanatic, a common sickness in our little corner of the world. Rick was the quarterback of the football team and he played varsity basketball, which means he was pretty close to a god in our sports-obsessed town. He also happened to be good-looking and had a great personality. He was a regular chick magnet but he was cool enough that guys liked him, too.
David was the equipment manager for the football team and the statistician for the basketball team. Most people thought that he and Rick were friends so David could help Rick with his homework. The fact is that Rick was always something of a closet nerd. He got very good grades, and would have done better except he purposely kept his grades just beneath the honor roll level so as not to screw up his jock image. He and David didn't socialize much in public because David didn't move in Rick's jock circles. I think Rick loved to come to our house where he could relax and just be a kid instead of always having to play the role of the Big Man around town. He was such a fixture in our house that we all treated him like a member of the family.
Generally, I behaved like a typical little sister to both of them. In other words, as I am sure my husband would love to tell you in excruciating detail, I was as much of a pain in the ass as possible. They would tolerate me for a while, and then they would do something to make me mad so I would leave them alone. The quickest way for them to get rid of me was for Rick to call me Sweet Cheeks and patronize me. If we were inside, I would run off to my room and cry. If we were outside, I would throw rocks at him first and then go home and cry.
Until I was six, Rick was sort of like another brother. He hung out with David. They both treated me like a pesky bug. I sort of semi-idolized and semi-resented both of them. In a way I think that up until that time they were more or less interchangeable as far as I was concerned.
One day Rick and David came into the house while I was helping my mom set the table for dinner. It was just before my seventh birthday. Rick walked into the kitchen behind David. They had come from summer football practice and Rick still had on his pads over a tee shirt. He was dirty, sweaty and his hair was a mess. I guess I must have said something rude about how dirty he was or how bad he smelled. He looked at me strangely and walked up to me, put his face right up against mine, smiled his glorious grin and said, “You know what your problem is, Bright Eyes? You're cranky because of that thing in your ear.” He reached out and pretended to pull a quarter out of my ear. He handed me the quarter, patted me on the head and said, “Here ya go, maybe now you won't be so crabby. Smile once in a while!”
Then he chucked me under the chin, and marched through the house and into my brother's bedroom like he owned the joint. Any other day, I would have been mad as hell at being so patronized. I probably would have followed him down the hall yelling at him and calling him an asshole. (I had a bad potty mouth even as a little kid, which my mother tried to beat out of me and my father thought was very funny.)
But that was not just any day. That was the day the sun rose in my life. That was the first time I looked into Rick's eyes and saw them smiling back at me. It was the day I fell madly, crazily and stupid-in-love with him. After all these years, I still am.
She paused for a long moment to let that sink in. She took a sip of water and looked around the table with satisfaction. She had her audience right where she wanted them. She did not look at Rick. She had never told this story before and she didn't want him to put up a stop sign. She plunged ahead before he could stop her.
It was a “long and winding road,” as they say, from that moment in September 1964 until our marriage in June 1975. I would like to tell you about it.
Nobody moved. She continued.
Rick graduated from high school in the top third of his class. He wasn't ranked high enough to be considered a nerd, but he did well enough to get into college, which I thought was great because even though I was just a kid I knew about the Vietnam War and I preferred him to be safe in college than headed off to war, like practically all of the guys who didn't go to college. Rick got a football scholarship to Indiana University. It turned out he was too skinny for college football and he was not tall enough to play varsity b-ball at basketball-obsessed IU.
After he lost his football scholarship he joined ROTC to help with tuition. Even to my kid's mind that seemed like a pretty damned bone-headed thing to do given what we were seeing on the nightly news, but I knew it was the only way for him to pay for his education.
After he graduated from college Rick went directly to active duty. He was in naval ROTC, but by the time he got through basic training and OCS, he ended up in the Marines. My dad, who was a retired Marine Colonel, was thrilled. David had taken a draft deferment and gone to architecture school after college. As much as he loved David, I think Dad always felt that David was little better than a draft dodger. Dad respected Rick because he got his education and then volunteered for the service. The fact that he ended up a Marine was a huge bonus. My guess is that was a major factor in my dad's decision to let him marry me ... but that is getting way ahead of my story.
Anyway, as some of you know, Rick went to Vietnam in 1969. I was twelve at the time. My family was not religious, but I made something like a shrine in the top drawer of the desk in my bedroom. I had a picture of Rick, a cross I had found somewhere, a birthday card he sent me from OCS and one of his socks I found in David's room. Every day while he was in Vietnam, I spent a half hour in the morning and a half hour before I went to bed praying passionately for his safe return.
When I was little, my family knew I had a crush on Rick. Initially, that was sort of no big deal. Every girl in our town under the age of 40 had a crush on him, and my guess is there were a few would-be Mrs. Robinson's around who wouldn't have kicked him out of bed, either. By the time he went to Vietnam, however, I had learned to hide my feelings. I was tired of my family teasing me about the torch I was carrying. It infuriated me when David teased me about my feelings for Rick. So, by the time I was twelve I had developed the ability to hide them very well. I don't think anyone in my family knew how obsessed I was with Rick while he was overseas. I carried my fear for his safety alone and in silence.
He came back home on leave in early 1970, but he didn't come alone. He brought with him a Vietnamese wife, Li. She was very tiny and quiet and heartbreakingly beautiful. I hated her. It was nothing personal, but she stood between me and the man I loved. Never mind that I was only teenager and he was a married combat veteran.
He went back to Vietnam for his second tour and Li went to stay with relatives in San Francisco. I redoubled my prayers. This time I prayed for an hour a day for his safety with some additional prayer-time begging for God to find some way he could come back without Li. I didn't wish her ill and I didn't want her to hurt him, but I just wanted her to disappear.
I was overjoyed when Rick came home for good a couple of years later. I was not so happy that the reason he was out of the service was because of a serious injury which had put him in the hospital for months. During the time he was in the hospital, I prayed more than an hour a day, let me tell you. I think every spare thought I had was for his recovery. The worst part was that I did not really know what had happened to him. I knew his injuries were serious because David and my parents spoke about it in hushed voices and they would stop talking when I was around. As you can guess,my imagination ran wild, and everything I imagined was grotesque. I think I breathed deeply for the first time in months when I heard the news that he was home with all major body parts more or less intact.
I was not so happy that he brought Li with him. I went out of my way to be nice to her, however, perhaps because I hated her so. I felt guilty about that. She was a nice person and she appeared to love him, so I felt guilty about the fact that my guts positively twisted every time I saw her.
Rick and other vets have told me I couldn't possibly understand the kind of feelings soldiers have for the Enemy. I beg to differ. I know exactly what it's like to hate irrationally. My animosity for Li made me feel really bad about myself. It was my first introduction to my dark side, I guess. It wasn't a pleasant discovery, but I guess it's a good thing to know about yourself.
Rick got a job working at the Indianapolis Motor Speedway in the marketing department and he and Li moved to Indianapolis. I didn't see much of them. After a few months, I learned from David that Li had returned to San Francisco. There were virtually no Vietnamese people in Indianapolis at that time. Her English was good, but culturally she was adrift. Moreover, while the people of Midwestern America have a lot of good qualities, racial broad-mindedness is not one of them. I guess somebody called her a Gook to her face once too often. Once she got her Green Card, she left for San Francisco. To my knowledge Rick never heard from her again. I never really understood why he didn't go after her. I never asked. I have to confess, I was grateful as hell that he didn't.
You would think I would have been happy about Li's departure, and I was, but I knew that Rick was hurting and I can't stand for him to be in pain. I probably cried more over the breakup of his marriage than he did. He was still in the habit of being a tough-guy ex-Marine. I was a girl, so I could cry on his behalf. And I did. For days and days and days.
I didn't see much of him for a while because he lived and worked in Indianapolis. I heard he was sort of the man-about-town. Between his jock background and his recently-returned-from-combat-wounded-veteran status, I doubt he ever paid for a drink and I am pretty sure he never wanted for female companionship. Fortunately I was a kid who had led a very sheltered life, so my imagination could not go very far down that road. If it had, I probably would have been furious.
I, on the other hand, was facing a sort of family crisis. I was sixteen and showed absolutely no interest in boys. It was not enough that I was a straight-A student and a varsity basketball player. My parents thought I should have a well-rounded social life as well. They put a lot of pressure on me to go out on dates. I was willing to be the perfect daughter in every other respect. I drew the line at dating when my heart was elsewhere. Eventually, my parents figured out that I had what they considered to be a crush on Rick. My entire family kept an eagle eye on me whenever Rick was around. I think they thought that I would throw myself at him or something.
I probably would have done just that, too, except that I had absolutely no idea how a sixteen year-old virgin could go about seducing a 26 year old man who had been married and who had probably experienced a thing or two in the fleshpots of southeast Asia.
Everybody at the table laughed, except Rick.
She looked around the table with a sheepish grin, and said,
Oh, did I mention that I was terribly, terribly naive?
Anyway, for the next year or so, I saw Rick only from a distance and always with lots of people around. I still worshiped him from afar, but I feared he had totally forgotten I existed.
One day in the late summer of 1974, I went to the library to get a jump on a current events research paper I knew I would have to write for my senior government class. I had decided to do my report on the Vietnam War which by then had devolved into total disaster over there after it had ripped America apart at home. I dragged out every book the library had on Southeast Asia and proceeded to attempt to figure out what the war was all about.
At one point, Rick walked up to my table – to this day I have no idea what brought him to the local library that day – and asked me what I was doing in the library on such a beautiful summer day. When he noticed what I was reading, he made a face and asked me why the hell I was wasting my time on that shit. I told him I wanted to understand what the conflict was about. He laughed hoarsely with a bitter look on his face and told me that I wouldn't find the answer to that in any of those books. I asked him if he couldn't tell me what the war was about, could he at least tell me what it was like.
He seemed to want to talk about it. He suggested we go outside where he could smoke. We sat outside in the library's interior courtyard and he talked non-stop for about three hours. It was clear that it was the first time he'd spoken about many of his experiences. I'm sure that he censored what he told me. It's clear from watching you guys that you share a bond of experience that we who love you will never be able to understand. I was honored to be the one he opened up to that day. In many ways I think laid a foundation for our future relationship.
When the library closed, they kicked us out and we walked out into the parking lot. He patted me on the head (God, I hated him for that!) and said, “Thanks, Connie. I appreciate your listening to me. I guess I didn't realize how much I needed to talk about it.” That was the first time in my life he had ever called me by my name!
I did not eat or sleep – at least not very much – for days. I felt that somehow I had been raised from the level of David's-pain-in-the-ass-baby-sister to a Person with a Name. I considered that a bit of progress in my campaign to snag the man, and I was ecstatic.
We ran into each other occasionally over the next few weeks and always stopped to chat. Whenever I found out he was going to be visiting David, I would come up with any kind of lame excuse to drop by. I felt as though we were becoming friends in a way I could never have imagined.
For my 18th birthday, my parents planned a cookout for friends and family. My birthday is at the end of September which is usually a beautiful time of year in Indiana. It was a great time for one last picnic before the cold weather set in. Besides, my parents were the kind of people who would use any excuse to throw a party.
I was looking forward to it, but I wanted Rick to be there. Despite all my parents preaching about how good girls should never, ever under any circumstances “throw themselves” at a guy, I wanted him to be there for my birthday bad enough that I did what was supposed to be the unthinkable: I called him on the phone and invited him. I told him that it was very important to me that he be there. I let him draw his own conclusions about why. I didn't care how he interpreted the invitation as long a he showed up. He promised to be there, and I was in Heaven.
My plan was pretty straightforward. Since I would be 18, and therefore “legal”, I intended to openly flirt with him if I could figure out how to do that. I guess I did flirt with him a bit, but I didn't know what I was doing, and it turned out to be a total disaster. He didn't react at all, and I didn't know what else to do, so I ended up spending most of the afternoon watching my family and friends playing volleyball in the back yard, feeling utterly miserable, not to mention completely frustrated, if you know what I mean. She smiled and winked.
Between then and the holidays, it seemed I ran into Rick more than usual. A few times I almost thought that the encounter was not completely accidental, but that was probably my imagination. We only exchanged pleasantries, but he did continue to call me by my name which never failed to give me a thrill. He spent Christmas with David's family, and we saw quite a lot of each other. We were the only “unattached” people in our circle, so we ended up being paired with one another at several holiday dinner parties. It was probably the only holiday season in my life I lost weight. I couldn't eat. I couldn't sleep. I was more love-sick than ever. It was so pathetic, I'm embarrassed even now to talk about it.
On New Year's Eve that year my parents had reservations to attend the party at the VFW. Everyone in town went to the VFW for New Year's Eve, mainly because it was the only big New Year's Eve party there was. I didn't want to go, but my parents refused to let me stay home alone. They dragged me with them. I felt that, as a dateless seventeen year old, sitting home alone would be a hell of a lot less humiliating than going to a public dance with my parents, for God's sake. I felt I had no choice because, up until that point in time, nobody had ever won an argument with the Colonel, and I was such a goody-two shoes, It had never occurred to me to try.
I went to the party and spent the entire evening sitting alone at the table watching my parents and their friends dancing and having a great time. I don't think I ever felt more miserable in my life, before or since. It was a BYOB affair, and Mom and Dad had a bottle of Crown Royal in a valise under the table. I kept sloshing whiskey in my pop when nobody was looking. By 11:45 I was about three-fourths in the bag.
For a minute I thought I was hallucinating because I suddenly found myself being lifted up bodily and dragged out onto the dance floor. Rick, who had materialized from nowhere, had me by the arm and whispered in my ear, “C'mon, darlin'. Since you and I are the only unattached folks here, let's say good by to this shitty 1974 together and hope for a better year in 1975.”
By the time we got to the dance floor my ears were roaring and I was dizzy. It was probably the liquor, but I thought it had more to do with my being in Rick's arms. When midnight struck and they started playing Aulde Lang Syne, we kissed. It was sort of your basic she-who-has-never-been-kissed-at-all-meets-he-who-hasn't-had-sex-in-way-too-long kind of kiss. Mixed with liquor and the romance of the dawning New Year, it was what you might call a special moment -- sort of like you might call Chernobyl a little incident. She chuckled and paused for a few minutes savoring the memory.
We danced the first dance of 1975 together. I clung to him like a drowning person, which was what I felt myself to be. As the dance ended, he put his arm around my waist and led me to the table. Then he leaned over and whispered in my ear, “I have to go now, Connie, before your dad sees us together. Don't worry. I'll figure something out. It'll be okay. I promise. I swear to you, somehow it will be okay.” He kissed me quickly on the temple and whispered, “Happy New Year, Darlin'.” Then he was gone.
He might as well have punched me in the stomach.
I went to the bathroom and threw up. Nobody seemed to think much of that. Actually there were a couple of other novice-drinkers puking, too. To this day, I don't think it was the liquor that made me sick. Rick had picked me up and taken me to a place I had only dreamed of and then rather unceremoniously dumped me back down on Earth. Immediately thereafter, he deserted me. I was totally in love with him, but at that moment I sort of wanted to strangle him.
I didn't see him or hear from him again for a couple of weeks. I wrote him a letter every day. I managed to try to call him a few times from my friends' homes, but I never seemed to find him home. I was a wreck. My grades even started to fall, but I quickly managed to suck it up and get that back on track. I was not going to let even love-sickness get between me and a law degree. My parents were worried about me, but I insisted that nothing was wrong.
The good part was that I was so frustrated and angry and I had lost so much weight during the holiday season that my basketball skills soared. I had always been a solid varsity player. During my senior year, I became a Star. Looking back, I think that I must have become a sort of the female version of Rick: The Golden Girl athlete in our town. Our team won the regional championship that year and came in third in the state finals. Sadly, I took almost no pleasure in any of that. In fact, at the time, I was more or less oblivious to it.
One day in late January, I came home from basketball practice -- sweaty, dirty and a mess -- and found Rick sitting in the living room with my mom and dad. Dad was wearing his most intimidating I-am-a-full-bird-Marine-colonel-and-I-am-not-going-to-put-up-with-any-bullshit-from-you look. My mom looked like she was going to explode from trying not to laugh. Rick looked like a recruit who just fucked up, and the DI was headed his way. The men shifted in their seats and chuckled uncomfortably. They had each had that feeling at one time or another.
My dad motioned for me to sit down on the couch next to Rick, which I did, trying not to get close enough for him to get a whiff of me. Dad stared at us for a long time. I was familiar with, and usually unaffected by, that particular intimidation tactic. I could tell that it was working on Rick. I felt bad for him, but there was nothing I could do.
When my dad reached back and put his hands behind his head, I relaxed completely. When Dad was mad he leaned forward and bored holes in you with his Paul Newman blue eyes. When he had made a decision that was going to fix a bad situation, he put his hands behind his head, leaned back and looked at you through the bottom of his glasses. Then he cleared his throat and paused. That was another good sign: he never hesitated when he was going on the attack. Conciliation was much more difficult for him. I held my breath, even though I didn't really know what the conversation was about. Rick appeared to be about to turn blue from holding his breath.
With some difficulty, Daddy basically told us that he and Mom had decided that since I was so god-damned stubborn and pig-headed and had been single-mindedly determined to have this man for years and since the man in question had been gentleman enough to leave me alone until I was of legal age and then to honestly and directly approach my parents to discuss his intentions, they felt that they owed it to us to give us the opportunity to see if our feelings for one another were real or just the attraction of “forbidden fruit”. They would permit us to date, provided that I proceeded on course to graduate at the top of my class and I continued to play basketball at my present level through the end of the season.
It had always been my intention to go to Northwestern University and then, hopefully, to the University of Chicago law school. My dad made it clear that he expected me to follow through with my education, or else. He told Rick that he was welcome in our house so long as he behaved like a gentleman, but if he hurt me in any way there would be serious consequences (which didn't need to be described for Rick to go pale). By the time Dad was finished Rick looked like someone who had been run over by a truck. My mom and I were both almost dizzy from trying not to laugh.
The second the door closed behind Rick, my mom fell into hysterics.
I whirled on my dad and said, “You should be ashamed of yourself scaring that nice young man like that.”
My dad stood up and looked me in the eyes and said, “My dear, there is no such thing as a 'nice young man' when it comes to your daughter.” (Now that I have an adult daughter, I think he was right.)
Anyway, I joined in my mom's laughter, more out of relief than anything else. That pissed Daddy off and he went to bed mad. Mom and I were the only two people in the world who weren't afraid of him. Most of the time he respected us for that, but it often irritated him as well. That night was one of those times.
Rick and I went on our first real date the last weekend in January. He gave me an engagement ring for Valentine's Day and we were married the weekend after I graduated from high school. I didn't go to Northwestern or the University of Chicago Law School, but I did go to college locally and I earned a law degree from the University of Indiana Law School in Indianapolis. Jessica was born the year after I graduated from law school.
From my perspective, my life with Rick has been totally wonderful.
She stole a quick glance at Rick. His face was in a shadow so she could not see his expression.
There is one thing I always wanted to do but never had the chance, which makes tonight feel so special to me.
I never went to a prom or a high school dance. I never wanted to because I could not attend with Rick. The one event I did want to attend was a Marine Corps Birthday Ball.
The Marine Ball was the high point of the year in my parents' lives. My mother's most treasured possession was a gorgeous photo of her and Dad at the Marine Ball at the base in San Diego in 1950. They looked positively regal and they were surrounded by gorgeous men and beautiful women. The Ball was about Marines in their dress blues, romantic music and champagne. My mother basically raised me to believe that a Marine Ball represented the apotheosis of romance. She convinced me that it was the real-world equivalent of Cinderella's ball.
The Marine reserve unit in Indy always held a Birthday Ball and my parents went nearly every year. For weeks before the event, my Mom would bustle around like a prom-queen, shopping and making appointments for perms, haircuts, manicures and what-not. Every year she took the buttons off Dad's Blues and sent the uniform to the cleaners. While the uniform was at the cleaners, she would polish the buttons and then sew them back on again when she got the uniform back.
The night of the Ball was always magical. Dad would come downstairs with his hat under his arm and David would hand him his saber. I would stand in the doorway adoring him. Then my mom would float down the stairs in a cloud of chiffon and Estee Lauder parfum and they would disappear into the night, laughing.
From the moment I first found out that Rick was going to be a Marine officer, I dreamed of going to the Marine Ball on his arm. Even if it meant going to the ball at a VFW hall in Indy instead of a huge ballroom on some military base, I imagined it would be the most special and wonderful night of my life.
When the Corps' birthday rolled around the year we were married, I dragged out Rick's dress uniform and proceeded to take off the buttons. He asked me what the hell I was doing and I told him I was getting his gear squared away for the Ball. I had simply assumed we would go with Mom and Dad. Rick growled at me and said he wasn't a Marine any more and he wasn't going to any damned fancy dress-up affair at some crummy VFW hall.
My dad was right: I am stubborn and bull-headed. I got pissed off, and I sort of cut off my nose to spite my face. Instead of calmly explaining to him why it was important to me to go to the Ball with him and my parents, in which case I am sure I could have talked him into humoring me, I simply dropped the subject and never brought it up again. I have to confess I sort unfairly of harbored a grudge about it for all these years.
I did subsequently find where Rick stashed his Blues after he took them away from me. I have had them cleaned and polished the buttons annually ever since, just on the off chance he ever changed his mind.
Until tonight, he never wore his uniform again except for my dad's funeral, and he only wore it then because I threw the biggest fit of my life and then called in the really heavy artillery: my Mom, who added her own little hissy fit. Even Rick couldn't resist her request that he escort her to the funeral in his uniform.
Being here tonight with Rick looking so fabulous in his dress uniform and surrounded by his Marine buddies is about as close as I've ever been to a Marine Ball. It feels very special.
She looked around the table. The men were smiling broadly. Two of the women had tears in their eyes. She looked at Rick who still sat in the shadow. She was unnerved by his silence.
Chapter 5 – Rick's story
Rick waved at the waiter and ordered a bottle of champagne. Then he leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. He didn't look at Connie nor did he look at the others at the table. He stared at his hands and pursed his lips for a long moment. For a minute, Connie feared that he was angry. Then she noticed the redness around the rims of his eyes and the two tear-streaks down his cheeks. He raised his eyebrows and looked around the table. Then he drew in a long breath and smiled crookedly.
Well, folks, you might as well get comfortable because after that spiel, I feel entitled to tell you my side of the story.
First of all, just for the record, I heard almost all of that for the first time sitting here tonight. I am truly shaken by all the things about my wife I didn't know. I guess she thinks David told me about her early struggles, but David has never once discussed his sister with me. Quite honestly, I think most of that would come as a surprise to him, too. David loves Connie but she is his much-younger baby sister and I don't think he paid very much attention to her when she was a kid. Connie's story came as a complete surprise to me. Forgive me if it takes me a minute to regain my composure.
He paused and took a drink of his beer. He looked at Toni's cigarettes for a few seconds, obviously considering and then rejecting the notion of bumming one. He continued,
I became friends with David when we were in elementary school. We have been fast friends ever since. David was like a brother to me long before I married his sister. His family always treated me as one of them. I will never cease to be grateful for that.
The Archers were very different from my own . My dad was an employee in my mother's father's company. I don't think a day passed in his life that someone in her family did not remind him of that fact. Even my mother treated him like the hired help. He was a nice man, but he was almost completely without backbone.
My mother was a society girl whose only real loves in life were clothes and social clubs. I swear my dad was there only for stud-service. He was a good-looking man. Mom had three children with him, but I don't think they ever cared about one another. My brother, who was the oldest, left home the day after he graduated from high school. We never heard from him again; to this day I don't know if he is alive or dead. My sister got married after high school and moved to Wisconsin. She sends birthday and Christmas cards. I haven't seen her in person in more than 40 years. Dad died when I was a sophomore in high school. Supposedly he had a heart attack. Given the life he led, the closed casket and the quick and quiet funeral, I have always suspected he committed suicide.
Ironically, my mother didn't outlive him by long. She died of ovarian cancer in the fall of my senior year in high school. For some reason I have never understood, mom's extended family didn't have anything to do with us. After Mom died, I was totally on my own.
I spent the last few months of high school bouncing around between the homes of the Archers and a couple of teachers who had taken an interest in me, including the football coach and basketball coach, both of whom had vested interests in keeping me on an even keel.
I considered the Archers' home a haven from my otherwise rather dysfunctional life. Mrs. Archer was a sort of stereotypical housewife in the June Cleaver mold. She was a great cook. She was pretty. She loved nothing better than having David's friends hanging around her house to sample her cooking. Connie was right about the parties. It seemed that Mrs. Archer was always either planning a party, throwing a party or cleaning up after one. I spent as much time at David's house as I could manage because there was usually something interesting going on there, and there was always some thing good to eat.
Colonel Archer was intimidating as hell, but I adored him. He was everything my dad wasn't: opinionated, tough, strong and he didn't take any shit off of anybody. He became my role model. I adored him as much as Connie and David did. When I went to OCS I requested to be posted to the Marine Corps because I hoped that the Old Man would be pleased by that.
As I mentioned earlier, I remember the day her parents brought Connie home from the hospital. In fact, David stayed at my house while Mrs. Archer was in the hospital delivering Connie. As a little boy, of course, babies did nothing for me. Basically Connie initially struck me as a sort of noisy, smelly, squally thing not worth paying much attention to.
As she got older, she became harder to ignore. For one thing, she was like the little girl in the story To Kill a Mockingbird. She was full of questions: what is it; how does it work; what does it do; why, why, why. Dear God in Heaven, she was a pain in the ass!
David and I would take it as long as we could stand it and then we would decide to get rid of her. Typically I was the one who had to do that. David adored her and never wanted to hurt her feelings. Since the only way to get rid of her was to do just that, that became my job. All I needed to do was insult her. She would get mad, cuss me out and storm off in a huff. David and I both thought that was a hoot.
The girl could curse like a Marine before she went to kindergarten, much to her mother's consternation. Her mother frequently washed her mouth out with soap, but it did no good. To this day I think she could embarrass a sailor when she gets mad.
Anyway, she would call me names and throw rocks at me. I never once saw her cry until the night I proposed to her. I can't tell you how awful it makes me feel sitting here today to know how often I made her cry.
He paused for a long moment, and took a sip of water.
I don't remember the incident with the quarter, although I do remember when a barker in a traveling carnival taught me to do that trick. I used it on a lot of little kids, usually to their delight. I guess you could say that where Connie was concerned the trick was a spectacular success. He laughed, and so did everyone else at the table – except Connie.
I remember another incident, however, that she didn't mention. It was the first time I got a glimpse of the fire she has in her. She was eleven or twelve. I was home on leave and wanted to spend time with David. Connie kept hanging around, peppering me with a million questions and basically making a pest of herself. I said something like, “Hey, Sweet Cheeks, why don't you just go play with your dolls or something.” She whirled on me, planted her feet and ended up in a posture similar to parade rest, except she had her hands on her hips and her chin jutted toward the sky. She glared straight into my eyes and said, “ For chrissake, Rick, if you want me to go away, all you have to do is say so. There's no need to insult me and treat me like a fucking girl.”
I thought David would pee his pants laughing about that. I rather admired her spunk. Something in the back of my mind said that she might be quite something in about ten years.
When I was in Nam, Connie wrote to me almost every week. She wrote long, newsy letters in pencil on notebook paper. She never even hinted at any feelings for me beyond the fact that I was her brother's friend. She even wrote several generic letters and sent them to me to give to my guys who didn't receive mail from home. My entire unit loved those letters. Pete and Billy both nodded. You guys will recall, but Connie doesn't know, that she was not the only girl who wrote to me. I received letters from a lot of girls. The guys all teased me about my harem. Even then, Connie's letters were different, and special. They were the only ones I shared with my guys. Quite honestly, there were some others I didn't even bother to read myself.
I am shocked to learn how Connie felt about Li. In point of fact, Connie was absolutely the only person in my home town who even tried to be nice to Li. Connie was taking French in high school and she made it a point to speak French with Li because Li spoke better French than English. Connie even asked Li to teach her some Vietnamese.
Li said she was touched by that. I told her it was just Connie being Connie: always full of questions and wanting to know everything. Li said she didn't care why Connie did it. It meant a great deal to her that Connie made the effort to speak to her in French and even more to try to learn a few words of Vietnamese which Li said she pronounced abominably. Li was too polite to correct her.
Whatever her personal feelings for Li may have been, her behavior was never anything but kind and compassionate. She may have been only a teenager, but she was a class act even then.
He reached out and took her hand, holding it between both of his, but without looking at her. That has never changed.
He paused for a long time, stroking the back of her hand and staring off into space. I remember that afternoon in the library, also.
As I said, I bounced around between various families after my mom died, but Mr. Barnes, the football coach, and his wife sort of unofficially adopted me. They continued to be my surrogate parents for as long as they lived. That day I had stopped by their house to drop off something Mrs. Barnes had asked me to pick up from one of the department stores in Indy. As I was leaving, she asked me to return an overdue library book for her. I beefed about it because it would require me to get out of the car and go into the library and I had a date that night in Indy, but I went to the library anyway.
Connie was the only person there besides the librarian, and she was lost in her research. That was a foreshadowing of her concentration when she was in college, law school and even now. I practically have to shake her to get her attention when she is concentrating on something.
When she asked me to tell her about Vietnam, something happened to me. It was as though floodgates in my heart burst open, and the words came whooshing out. Connie correctly guessed that I censored what I told her, but I told her enough to give her a flavor of what I experienced, and enough to get me started on the long, difficult road to making peace with my memories, at least enough to function in civilian life.
Her interpretation of my reaction to that conversation was right on target. That day, Connie Archer became a Person to me. She was still a kid, but she was an interesting kid. She was smart and perceptive. For the first time I saw her questions as probing and provocative instead of annoying. That was our first real conversation. I came away impressed by her intelligence and maturity. I wasn't surprised by that because her whole family was like that.
Connie had been growing up under my nose and I barely noticed her. That day she hit my radar screen.
After that, she never dropped off. I can't say I was “interested” in her at that point. For one thing she was only 17 and I was 27. For another thing her dad was one of the few people on the planet who could intimidate me and whose approval I coveted. I can say that was when I started intentionally watching her for future reference, if nothing else.
For the record, I stood up the girl I had the date with. I can't remember going out with another girl after that, although I'm sure I must have.
I had plenty of opportunities to watch Connie. She played in the band and I often attended high schools sports events since I still hung around with the football coach and the basketball coach. She played on the girls' basketball team, and I occasionally went to watch her play with David and her family.
Connie was very strong and she moved with the confidence and grace of the athlete she was. She was very smart and it showed. Her intelligence and talent as well as her upbringing made her more confident and more assertive than most girls, at least in our town. She would not take condescension from anyone. When boys made untoward remarks, other girls would either giggle or ignore them. Connie challenged them.
There was an incident at a b-ballgame that stands out for me as the best example of her toughness and unwillingness to put up with bullshit. She blew a rebound and some asshole boy in the second row behind the bench made a remark. David and I were sitting higher up in the stands. We couldn't hear what he said, but we could tell from the reaction of the people around him that it was very rude. David started to get up and go after the kid. I stopped him when I saw Connie whirl around in the middle of the court and march over to the sidelines.
She got right in the kid's face and asked him to repeat what he said. He mumbled. She told him to say it again louder. God, she was magnificent! Like the best bad-assed drill sergeant you ever saw, she stood there in the middle of that auditorium and made the kid call her a “stupid cunt” several times until he said it very clearly and plainly so everybody could hear it. Then she simply said softly but still loud enough to be heard around the gymnasium which was, by then, dead quiet, “In the future, I suggest you make absolutely, positively certain who you are dealing with before you call people crude names.” She turned around on her heel and went back to the bench as though she had just stepped on an ant.
David looked a me and grinned. He said he sort of wish the Old Man had been there to witness that little show (.... except that she'd have never had the chance to tell the kid off because the Colonel would have ripped the kid's balls off before she could get to him). That little exhibition definitely piqued my interest in her in a totally new way, which I refused to think about at the time because it made me uncomfortable.
She was a smart girl and an athlete but she didn't really pay much attention to her looks. She didn't wear make-up and most of the time she wore her hair in a pony-tail that made her look even younger than she was. At that time I tended to date really beautiful women. Working at the Speedway, I occasionally dated some of the race car drivers' leftovers. Those women were all gorgeous and most of them were surprisingly smart, too. They were also generally manipulative, aggressive, selfish and greedy. Connie was tough and strong, smart and single-minded. I guess until tonight I had no idea how truly single-minded she is.
She was not and is not, however, greedy or manipulative. She has always been completely honest and trustworthy. She may have been a girl but she has always been more like a Buddy. She is somebody I can trust to watch my back. She's a tough broad in the very best sense of that expression, because that's what her Old Man brought her up to be, but she is utterly fair and has the biggest and best heart of anybody I have ever met. Even at the time, Connie's combination of toughness and purity of heart contrasted dramatically with the artifice and manipulativeness of the women in my world.
After our encounter in the library, I did intentionally come back to town more often. I knew the high school routine. It was never hard to “run into” her. She was always delighted to see me, which did a lot for my ego. Even though I totally understood why Li left me, I was still bruised from that experience. It was nice to have someone in my life who lit up like Connie did whenever she saw me. Frankly, she still does that, and it still thrills me.
As I got to know her better as a person, I found her fascinating. She was a voracious reader and even though she was young and naive, she had a lot to say about many subjects, and some of it was surprisingly mature. Mostly she continued to ask questions. By then, David and I had started calling her Socrates behind her back. This is the first time I have dared say that to her face. He grinned, but did not look at Connie. His focus was clearly on the girl, not the woman.
I remember her 18th birthday party somewhat differently than she does. She said that she tried flirting with me but didn't know how. She said I didn't react. If she only knew how I reacted!
She told you that she didn't know how to flirt. That is absolutely the gospel truth. Flirting is a harmless game, but she didn't have a clue how to play it. What Connie did bordered on out and out seduction. She waltzed up to the love-seat where I was sitting, planted her butt next to mine in such a way that we made full body contact from shoulder to ankle. Then she looked at me with the most naked desire you could imagine.
I have no idea what she said to me. I couldn't hear her words for the sirens going off in my head. She sat there on her father's back porch and all but propositioned me virtually under the Old Man's nose. I thought I was going to pass out. I reacted all right. I reacted with a terrifying combination of lust and fear of what could happen to me if I did not handle the situation correctly. I spent the rest of the day playing volleyball without mercy and trying not to get within 50 feet of her. I also tried to make damned sure that her father and mother didn't notice anything amiss.
We continued to see each other that fall. By then, I reluctantly admitted to myself that I was interested in her. Looking back, I know I was already in love with her, but I couldn't face that fact at the time. I didn't want to be interested in her. I kept telling myself I was crazy. She was too young. I was too old. She was practically like a sister to me which made it feel somehow incestuous. I thought that was sick.
I went so far as to start looking for jobs far away from Indy. Every time I thought about moving away, I realized how much I could not imagine my life without Connie in it. Over the holidays that year, I realized that being friends with her, as I was friends with her brother, was no longer an option. I guess I learned tonight for the first time that it never really had been an option.
He closed his eyes and seemed to be reliving the things he spoke of.
On Christmas Eve I joined her family for dinner at David's house. I think that was the first year he and Sarah were married. Connie and I sat next to each other at the table. She chattered happily about her plans to go to Northwestern and then to the University of Chicago law school. She had such grand plans, and they did not appear to include me. By the end of the meal, I felt sick. I don't know exactly when it had happened, but somewhere along the way, I had fallen in love with her and that night I acknowledged the fact, along with all its implications. I could not imagine my life without her.
I started half-heartedly looking for jobs in Chicago, even though I hate Chicago. Instead of moving away from Indianapolis to get away from Connie, I intended to follow her when she went off to Northwestern. It seemed to me that would have the added advantage of getting us out from under the Old Man's eagle eye. I did not mention my plans to anyone, including Connie.
I remember the New Year's Eve party Connie told you about in almost every detail.
I arrived rather late. Mr. and Mrs. Barnes and their friends were sitting at a table near the rear of the hall. Connie's family sat near the bandstand. Her parents were great dancers who liked to be close to the music and hardly ever sat down. I watched Connie sitting at the table alone. I don't know why I didn't go to her. Maybe I felt that she was so obviously miserable, I was afraid if she knew I saw her there, she would feel worse. I considered leaving quietly before she saw me. Instead I sat there like a lump watching her get quietly drunk on her dad's booze.
(Outside of one magnificent night on our honeymoon, that was the only time in her life she ever drank too much. She's way too much of a control freak to be a drinker.)
Anyway, I could see that she was miserable. I sat there and felt my heart filling with love. There was no going back. Right or wrong, stupid as it seems now, I was in love. I was determined to do whatever it might take to overcome objections from her family or the disapproval of the town folks, even if it meant doing the most terrifying thing of all: sitting down with her father and declaring my interest in his most precious treasure.
As an aside, I have to tell you this. You might think that my own experience with her father would make me go easier on Jessie's boyfriends. Not so. I have always been as tough on them as the Colonel was on me. It goes with the job of being a dad, I suppose.
Anyway, on impulse, I dragged Connie out on the dance floor and kissed her for the first time at midnight in the privacy of the crowd of New Years' merry-makers.
From then on our stories are the same because from then on our lives have truly been one.
She did not go to Northwestern, which actually precipitated the first huge fight of our marriage. I assumed that we would move to Chicago over the summer so she could pursue her education in accordance with her parents' wishes. One day a few days after our honeymoon I suggested we take a couple of days and go to Chicago to look for apartments. She asked me why, and I told her it might be nice to have a place to live when she went to school. She waved her hand in my face and replied that there was no need to worry about that. She said she had already been accepted at the University of Indiana, so we didn't need to move to Chicago after all. I could continue to work at the Speedway and she would go to school in town. That was that. She would not discuss it further.
I was so pissed off at her, I screamed and yelled for hours. She just went about her business and ignored me. Her dad held that against me for years. I never told him that it was strictly her decision.
I want to say this about the Marine Ball. The reason I did not want to go to the Ball was partly because I was still bitter and angry about my military experience. I had a Purple Heart in a box but I also had a bruised heart in my chest. He looked from one to another of the men at the table. We got the shit kicked out of us for years up and down the Quang Tri province, but when we left Vietnam, the area was secure. Less than two years later Charlie had taken it all back. I felt like I had lost a bunch of men for nothing. Frankly, I still do. Fifty four thousand American lives were lost, for squat.... His voice trailed off for a minute but he quickly picked up the thread of his story.
At that point, I didn't want to associate with a bunch of gonzo Marines. I needed some time away from all that.
Moreover, I had made the mistake of taking Li to a Marine Ball when we first came back to the States. I thought she would like it because she was used to being around soldiers. It was a disaster. It was one of the few years that Colonel and Mrs. Archer did not attend the Ball; I think they could have helped salvage the evening for us, but unfortunately they weren't there.
Li and I stayed less than an hour. The women wouldn't talk to her and the men called her a Gook behind her back, but loud enough for her to hear. Unfortunately she didn't have the spunk to turn around and say something to the effect of, “Who are you calling a Gook, asshole?” like somebody else I can think of probably would have done. He patted Connie's hand.
Anyway, Connie only mentioned the Marine Ball once and I told her I didn't want to go. She never mentioned it again. If she weren't so stubborn and bull-headed she might have told me that it was something that was really important to her. She's right. I would have relented for the sake of giving her the opportunity to go to the Ball with her parents. Hell, that reserve unit in Indy virtually worshiped the ground her dad walked on. If we had paraded in there en famille with the Colonel and Mrs. Archer leading the procession, followed by the Golden Daughter, whom everybody adored, and her Marine husband, whatever crummy VFW Hall that hosted the event would truly have been transformed into Cinderella's ball. Unfortunately, Connie got her Irish up over one off-the-cuff remark from me. I swear to God I'd have changed my mind if she'd let me know how important the Ball was to her.
He turned and looked at Connie for the first time and said, “I'm sorry, but you know if you would just once in a while tell me what you're feeling instead of expecting me to read your fucking mind all the time we could avoid some of those misunderstandings.” The smile on his lips and the tenderness in his eyes moderated the toughness of his words.
Then he stood up and asked her to dance.
As they glided around the dance floor the years melted away and the Marine and his Lady danced the night away, sipped champagne and laughed at all the old people who one-by-one pooped out as the night grew late.
In the elevator on the way to their room they laughed and wondered if they should go to an all night pharmacy to buy Ben Gay for the sore muscles they would have in the morning. They decided they weren't sober enough for that.
As the elevator stopped on their floor, he kissed her and said, “I love you, Bright Eyes.”
She tousled his already messed-up hair, what little there was, and answered, “I love you, too, you old Codger.”
Chapter 6 – Reunion / Sunday
The next morning Connie woke to find Rick sitting in a chair watching her. He had ordered room service. A tray of scones, juice and a pot of coffee sat on the table.
She leaned up on one elbow and looked at him with only one eye open. “What time is it? I can't ever remember you getting up before me.”
He looked at her, grinned and said, “Well, on the one hand, I couldn't sleep because I had such a great time last night, I wanted to stay awake and savor it. Then I started thinking about all the stuff I want to say to you now that you opened the door a crack, and I spent the rest of the night thinking about that. Finally, I just got up and ordered breakfast. I've about polished off the first pot of coffee. I think I'll order another.”
He went to the phone and Connie went into the bathroom. She came out a few minutes later still disheveled, but feeling a bit fresher after brushing her teeth.
He raised his eyebrows and looked at her over his glasses, “You feel ok?”
She shrugged. “I hate champagne. I love the idea of it, but I hate beverages with bubbles. I have a headache.”
He handed her a cup of coffee, “How much did you drink, a half glass?”
“Actually, Mr. Smarty Pants, I had drank two glasses. I guess that is not too bad for once every 30 years or so.”
“You're a regular booze hound, you know that?”
She sipped her coffee and watched him. He looked his age this morning. The pixie dust from the night before had apparently worn off and they were back to normal. She rather liked that. She sighed, “I hope you are not upset with anything I said last night. That was a lot of personal beans to spill in front of a bunch of strangers.”
He shrugged and made a face, “We'll never see them again. Actually, sitting there last night I was, of course, blown away by the things you said, but I have to confess I was also a little pissed off. I cannot believe that you could have kept all of that from me all for these years. I thought about it a almost all night. It makes me feel as though you somehow don't trust me with your feelings. I know it's irrational, but it sort of hurts my feelings.”
She rushed to him, knelt down in front of him and put her hands over his. She looked into his eyes for a long time, trying to communicate her feelings telepathically, and said, “I'm sorry you feel that way. I understand how you could get that idea, but I have to tell you that I trust you more than anything or anybody on the planet. I was shocked to learn you didn't know all of that already. I would never have spoken about it in front of other people if I had any inkling that you were hearing it for the first time. I guess I feel that my emotions are so powerful that they are obvious to the whole world.”
He raised her up from the floor and sat her on the edge of the bed. He took her hands in his and said very gently, “I hate to burst your bubble, Darlin', but that could not be farther from the truth. The only time Jessie and I ever know how you really feel is when you're mad. You manage to express anger very effectively. As for every other emotion, you might as well not have any. You are like the Sphinx.
“I suppose that is a useful talent for a lawyer, but it makes it kind of hard for the people who love you to figure out what is going on with you. You don't show your feelings and you rarely discuss them. Living with you involves a lot of guess-work, which can be exhausting. Last night, it was wonderful to see you open up and let me see the person who is in there. I hope you will be happy to know, I think I like her -- a lot.” He leaned forward and kissed her gently on the cheek.
Room service knocked, and he went to answer the door.
He came back and sat down at the table. Connie was sitting cross-legged on the bed munching on a scone and watching him somewhat suspiciously. He was nervous. That made her nervous. She knew there was a big “BUT” coming.
He sat back down in the chair and looked at her levelly. “Here goes. You opened the door last night. I'm very afraid you'll close it again today, so there are a few things I want to say quickly before that happens. I'm pretty sure that you're not going to like a lot of what I have to say. Please try not to interrupt – for once in your god-damned life.”
He poured hot coffee for both of them, sat down on the bed next to her and laid his hand against her cheek. “The first thing I want to say is thank you. Thank you for the wonderful gift of last night. You so rarely let your hair down. You have never before opened up that much on so many different levels. I think that yesterday may have been one of the most wonderful days of my entire life. You gave me the opportunity to fall in love with you all over again.
“You are usually so regimented and even a little rigid. Yesterday you were like a different person, eager to try new things, adventurous, fun, flirtatious, romantic and sexy. It was wonderful.”
They looked at each other a long time. They marveled at the fact that after knowing each other for more than 50 years and being married for more than 30, they could still surprise one another so. They both knew their relationship was their greatest treasure and they each cherished it above everything else.
As if they had been speaking those thoughts aloud, he continued, “Anyway, as wonderful as it was to hear all that great stuff, as I told you, I felt a little irritated to be hearing it for the first time. Still, I guess it's a case of “better late than never” so I won't hold it against you.
“I would like to ask you to please remember that you do not telegraph your emotions to the world. I would really, really appreciate it if you would try to communicate a little more about how you feel about things. Not what you think about them. You are pretty good about providing your opinions. I occasionally would like to know what's going on in here...” He touched her chest.
She nodded. She knew he was right. She also knew that it would be very hard for her to do. She had trained herself from childhood to hide her emotions. She was determined to try if for no other reason than to continue to see the loving gentleness she had seen that morning in his eyes.
“There is also something that I need to tell you. I'm really afraid you are not going to be happy about this, but we're sort of on an honesty-roll here, and I want to keep it going. It seems you spilled all your secrets last night. I have only one secret and I need to share it with you now. You said something last night that was inaccurate. I didn't stop you at the time because I didn't want to break the flow. I owe it to you, however, to clear it up.
“You said that you didn't think I heard from Li after she left me. Actually, that isn't correct.”
She flinched and her eyes grew wide; she looked at him as though he had slapped her. He started to reach out for her hand, but stopped, afraid she wouldn't take his hand.
“The fact is, I have spoken to her and I have even seen her a couple of times. Please hear me out before you blow your stack. I know I should have told you. I'm sorry. I really am. It was wrong of me not to tell you. But, as you'll see, I do not and will not believe it was wrong of me to do what I did. Are you willing to listen to the story to the end without interrupting?”
She studied her coffee and refused to look at him. She was shaking, but she nodded. He took a deep breath and forged ahead, speaking just a little too fast at first.
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