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Things change in an instant.
The small things escape us; the longer light of April, the yellow
leaf in August, an unpaid bill, the neglected repair, an
untightened nut. Things change and nothing seems to happen. Or,
perhaps, things change and the world explodes above and around you
in ways that will echo your entire life, no matter how you turn
away, close your eyes, or pretend otherwise. Sixty years means
nothing or maybe everything, and, in the end, there is always
regret.

The alarm rings at 4:30 a.m.,
and a 33 year old man rolls toward his very pregnant wife. He
kisses her softly, so as not to wake her, and silently slips out of
bed. He showers and shaves quickly, looks in on his son sleeping in
his crib. Careful not make any noise, he slips quietly out the
front door as the last stars are fading in the desert sky. He
drives to work, receives his orders, and at 5:45 a.m. he is pulling
himself through the hatch of the ‘Long Ranger’, a B-50 bomber on
the tarmac at Davis-Monthan AFB in Tucson. He is thinking about his
wife and how she will deliver their second child soon. He is
thinking that he’ll need his recently awarded promotion to Major
and its pay raise to support his growing family. He’s thinking that
this morning’s mission should be routine, that he’ll be home for
dinner and drinks with the family he loves. He is wrong about the
mission.

________________________

Now that they’re all
gone—taking with them their memories, the sole artifacts of a life
that was swept away in an instant— almost nonchalantly, just as my
mother might have knocked the ash from her cigarette and answered
her two young sons with, “It was a refueling in air accident,
that’s all I know,” and looked away. Now his ‘history’ has become
something to be sought, sorted through, and arranged for augury as
though in and through its pieces some aspect of the past might be
captured, reconstructed and compelled to shed its light.

I regret not having asked more
of her, of not pushing harder to understand who he had been—not
just her stories; not merely the redacted recollections of their
too short time together, the realities of living with him that she
sequestered just as she put so much of herself away the day he
died—but the finer facets of his character, the seemingly small
details that might have meant so much to my brother and
me.

She would tell me the
story of how I would ask her where my father was, and she would
answer “Daddy’s gone to Tampa.” This was enough for the child of
three.

I can’t remember when the
answer became the mantra about a midair refueling accident, but
there was always the barrier of buried grief, an unmarked crossing
into the terra incognita of her heart, an invisible boundary, a
minefield of emotion where no child could tread and which, in later
years, the adult avoided out of respect, or perhaps a sense of
futility.

On the floor of our front room
closet, tucked underneath the TV trays beneath my mother’s hanging
wardrobe holding a silver-fox stole and other ‘Hollywood’ clothes,
was the box of my father’s war photographs—faded black and whites
of him and his B17 crew, bomb-sight pictures from Germany, Italy
and Romania, planes on fire in the sky, and groups of men in their
quiet moments, trying to forget that tomorrow, once again, they
would face death in the cold, inhospitable, European sky. The box
smelled of mildew. The photos were water stained, I believed, by
her tears. She never told Steve or me anything about them, saying
only that they were all ‘ancient history’.

My mother never re-married.
Though a very attractive woman who always appeared ten years
younger than she was, she could not find the spark to really engage
again with another partner. She lived a largely solitary
life—initially centered around my brother and me—with many friends,
but without much emotional richness or depth. I think she feared
being overwhelmed again, as she was by my father’s death and
Steve’s birth the next day. She consigned her feelings, like that
box of photos, to a dark place inside her, accessible only late at
night, when lonely and weakened by a few cocktails, she’d weep
alone in front of the TV until the great Indian head test pattern
appeared—off-the-air tone droning on in the wee hours—unaware that
I was hiding in the hallway out of sight, feeling afraid and
powerless in the face of her unfathomable sadness. I knew even
then, there was nothing I could do to assuage that hurt, nor to be
the little man I felt she wanted and needed me to be. I might
venture out, “Momma, are you ok?” “Go back to bed, Timmy”, she'd
say. And so I would, but not to sleep until I heard the TV go off
and her footsteps to bed.

Steve experienced the same
thing later in life, after I’d moved out of her house. My mother
was never an alcoholic, but when in her cups she could fall into a
kind of maudlin self-pity belying the strong face she wore for
public consumption. Her behavior was difficult for him as it had
been for me. There was no way to really ‘help’ her, nor was she
inclined to investigate her psyche in any way at all. Years of
being a ‘stand-in’ for my father had isolated her in ways we really
couldn’t know. Steve's and my strategies for dealing with her
differed markedly. I attempted to understand her, to move toward
her, wanting a deeper connection. I learned to read her moods and
to craft behavior accordingly. Steve, I believe, felt overwhelmed
by her and withdrew to keep himself out of 'the line of fire.'
These differing approaches mark both our personalities to this day,
and in my case at least, are the strongest cues to my psychic
processes.

There were the others
I might have asked— my father’s brother and sister were still
alive—but they did not offer anything other than sanitized stories,
myths edited for our sake as his sons, the way most family
histories contain a grain of truth surround by a husk of deception,
all too good and noble, free of human frailty.



I do remember my
mother’s story about my sitting on the floor with him when he was
home on leave, leafing through magazines in the days when one could
advertise for whiskey. “Ehnh?”, I’d say, and point at the picture
of a jug. “That's booze, son,” my dad would say. “Boooose?” I’d
repeat looking up at him. A smile. From then on I was the marvel of
any liquor store we entered, pointing from his arms at the rows of
bottles exclaiming delightedly “Boooose!” The Smiths were a
drinking family so its not beyond reason to think this story shaped
my love of a well-made cocktail.

I recall as well that
my mother recounted several other stories: She told me once how
they'd argued about sex, and I recall a story about him getting a
horrible sunburn while fishing with Lyle Bagnard, her best friend's
husband known as the Hemmingway of Long Beach for his fishing
skills and a man I would adopt as a role model for many years. She
always told us he was shy (he hid under the table as a child), did
not like crowds, hated the hierarchies of rank and avoided most
social situations, where he apparently felt uncomfortable. More
like my brother than I, she said. It pained me that I was different
than he, and these impressions became accepted truths that I regret
not challenging. Regret. There is always regret.


___________________________

I was almost two in
March 1950 when he was killed. Steve was born the next day, full
term but certainly jolted into life just as my father was jolted
out of it. My mother’s grief must have been unimaginable. What
should have been a moment of joyful arrival was an inconceivable
crucible of birth and death and the source of an emotional magma
that still bubbles wildly in the hidden depths of my psyche,
erupting now and again with a force and vivacity that strikes me as
truer and more real than any thing. I do not know how she grieved,
but letters to her show how others responded to her
loss.

Gus
Bagnard, Lyle's film-maker brother, and a man seemingly sensitive
beyond the usual for that time, wrote to her several days after the
accident:

“Dearest Lee—

Hours of sitting
here staring into space has not softened the ache in my heart nor
lessened the frustration of wanting to shield you somehow from the
terrible, terrible hurt that life has dealt you. I know too well
that there is nothing anyone can do, or say, that will change
things and I can only pray that you will find strength in your
heart of hearts to carry on until that great healer “Time” shall
have helped to ease your pain.

Try not to torture
yourself with that unanswerable question, “Why?” but rather, try to
remember all the wonderful hours you’ve had—memories of happiness
that very few people ever experience and that no one—not even
God—can ever take away from you...”

He goes on to say how my
brother and I will demand much of her, and that this will increase
her strength and remind her of our father. I love this letter, but
am not sure about that last line. ‘God’ took something away from my
mother that day and what grew in its place, a kind of scar tissue
toughness of spirit.

An even more
remarkable letter exists still from a man we had no personal
contact with, but who was the son of a family that my mother knew
in Santa Monica, where she grew up. My mother was not an educated
woman, and poetry wasn’t part of her repertoire, other than a bawdy
verse or two she and her show-biz dancing buddies used to sing, and
that she taught me when I was a teen-ager:

First lady forward,
second lady pass

Third lady’s finger
up the fourth lady’s ass!

Balls to your
partner, Vaseline your holes

And everybody
dance, goddamn your souls!

To this day, I
remember things with meter and rhyme easily.

I wonder
what she made of this letter, when it arrived sometime about a week
after he’d been killed, from:


Alfred
Atherton
Penthouse #1
1121 Bush
Street
San Francisco, California



“Dear Lee...

It was the poetry
of John Donne that first brought home to me the realization that,
“we need not send to know for whom the bell tolls”, as it tolls for
each one of us, for we are all a part of mankind.

I have never
forgotten that; and particularly during the war years, when the
bell was tolling so much for so many, I also learned to understand
more fully Donne’s statement that, “No man is an Island, entire of
itself.” No man is an island; and in human relationships we learn
through experience that our separate lives are really combined, and
dove-tailed into the whole pattern of existence...

It is not given to
us that we can control much, if anything really, in this world. We
cannot shorten a night by wishing it ended, we cannot delay a
sunrise nor can we stop the wind nor halt the rain. We cannot make
a tree grow, or a bird sing, or instruct a flower to bloom. We
cannot do much of anything, I guess, on the scale of phenomena:
except as (bit by bit) the secrets of Nature are unfolded for us,
and then the discovered key will open the known lock. But until the
key is given to us, the lock remains intact and certain doors
remain closed. (There is a pattern in all things.)”

I would have like to have met
this man, he sounds cultured and interesting, not as I experienced
our life among the blue collar workers of post-war Long Beach. But
I’m left wondering if my mother took much comfort from his
erudition or solace from his perennial views. Reading through the
sympathy notes she kept sequestered, the clear message they bear is
‘don’t lose heart’. She didn’t, but she built a wall around it that
few ever penetrated.

Her greatest source of comfort
was my Uncle Forrey. He had been ‘the man of the house’ for both my
aunt and dad after their father, Fred B. Smith senior, took off
with a woman he and his wife had known from up the street, leaving
my dad with a name that he hated, and my grandmother with a couple
small kids and no support. I think that may have been part of why
Forrey had no kids himself—been there, done that. I believe that he
was the first one my mother called with the news. I think about
that call, about her fear and grief and how our entire family felt
her pain, and honored her with a kind of distance that perhaps made
it easier for her to close down, to sequester her heart in a place
she said no one but Fred would ever find.

In early
April she sent the following note with Steve’s birth announcement
to dad’s sister, Nannette and her husband.


 “Dearest Nannette and
Johnny,

Thank you so much
for the messages and the beautiful flowers. I want you both to know
that I’m being the brave gal my Fred would want me to be—all my
tears won’t bring him back and I have two little boys to think
of.

Mom, Tim, Stevie
and I will stay until the end of April then on to L.A. Forrey was
such a wonderful help to me—he has to be Daddy to my boys
now.

Will try to write
later.

All my love,
Lee”

I doubt he wanted that
particular job, and yet Forrey helped with every small detail in
the aftermath. He drove from LA out to Arizona immediately then
came again at the end of April to put my mother, her mother, and my
brother and I on the train to Los Angeles and to drive Mom’s car
back to Southern California her. When we moved down to Long Beach,
the Smith’s ancestral home, he put up his G.I. Bill loan for her to
secure a small foothold at 3445 Gondar Avenue that the new Smiths
might have a 900 square foot fortress against the threatening,
fatherless universe. The houses had just been built. There are
pictures of a treeless street, bare lots with the architectural
patterns repeating themselves in endless rows over what had, just a
year before, been fields of beans on the far eastern edge of the
city. The house cost $8900.00. We moved in on Labor Day of 1950.
After Mom died, I found an old mortgage payment book in her
effects. The monthly payment on the house was $50.00


________________________

Mom got right down to the
business of raising us as she saw it her duty. She chose not to
work, saying it was because she wanted to be home for us. While I’m
sure that was true, it was also the case, I believe, that having
been a dancer, she didn’t feel well qualified for other types of
work. We had little money, but always enough to eat, a roof over
our heads, and decent clothing to wear. Although there were few
extras and no ‘vacations’ when we were young, it didn’t seem to
matter much. It was accepted. We didn’t go camping or hunting with
our dad like the other boys, but made the best of what we had,
accepting that we were somehow different if not unworthy. By the
time I was about 6 or 7, Mom took a seasonal job at Christmas
working nights at the Douglas Aircraft company store. She began
selling Avon when I was in junior high as it gave her flexibility
to be home when we returned from school. She was good at it, her
natural elegance lent itself well to convincing the housewives on
her route that they too could have a touch of the same style she
brought to their doors by using Avon’s beauty products. She even
won some sales awards and had her picture in an Avon
publication.
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