


Opposite: A view of Crookwood from the backyard. Roses grow on the fence installed to keep the author’s
little sister and blind terrier from falling into the pool. Below: The author (right), with her brother,
Bill, and her cousin Phyllis, sitting in awindow of the old carriage house they called “the barn.”

lost, and accepted the job of president of San Marcos
Baptist Academy. He scouted out the house and took my
motherto seeit,ahuge old structure that inhabits almost
awholeblock in the historic district of San Marcos, just
down the hill from Wonder Cave. She satin the carlook-
ing atit. “What do you think?” he asked her.

The exterior architecture was perfect Greek Revival
copied from ahouse on Peachtree Street in Atlanta, but
the interior was a Victorian horror. The rooms were
dreary, the woodwork coated in dark-red varnish, the
walls covered with garish wallpapers.

“Who would wash all the windows?” she wanted
to know.

It’s a testament to my father’s infectious enthusi-
asm, hisforesight, and general bullheadedness thatthey
bought the house. Itneeded to be re-plumbed, re-wired,
re-floored, and re-roofed. For ayearItoddled alongbe-
hind the work crews, inhaling fumes of varnish remover
and playing in lead paint sanded off the exterior. The

paint was so thick on the ground it looked like snow,
and I have always wondered if my slow reading and poor
math skills are because of this remodel. We moved into
the house when I was three and my brother was six; my
parents named it Crookwood, because the previous own-
ers were the Woods. My sister was born ayear later,and
was broughthome andlaid on the blue vinyl window seat
cushionthat mybrother andI called the “mile aminute”
because we used it to sled down the stairs. Ilived there
for all of my childhood except for two years away, when
my father was in the Lyndon B. Johnson administration.
Now when I think of my hometown, it’s the home, more
than the town, that comes to mind.

Thehouse,and theyardtoo,have changed overtheyears.
What was an open stretch of grass in the back now has
hedgerows and patios, aflower garden, afishpondblessed
by amossy old statue of Saint Francis feeding the birds.
The pond sometimeshas fish and sometimes doesn’t,de-
pending on whether raccoons have | CONTINUED ON PAGE 239
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raided. An area where my dad buried our
dogs is marked with a stone: “Our Faithful
Dogs.” Pecan and oak trees have grown taller
and wider. My father wasn’t a gardener, but
heloved to cook up plans and stroll around,
chewingonhis cigar and overseeing the prog-
ress. It took him nearly thirty years to talk
Mrs. Denny next door into selling part of her
lot so he could attach it to ours. He turned it
into agarden of native shrubs and trees with
amarkerreading “Garden of the Grandchil-
dren” as amonument, by then, to his.

By far the most alluring structure of the
property, for children, was an old carriage
housewe called “thebarn.” Ithad horse stalls
and feed storage rooms and ahayloft upstairs
with chutes down to the stalls and two large
plank windows we could shove open to look
outovertheyard. There was agrainbin with
doors that opened like laundry hampers. It
wasunattached fromthewall, and once, when
my sister and cousin and I climbed into the
compartments and poked our heads out si-
multaneously, the shiftin weight toppled the
whole piece over and we were nearly decapi-
tated. We pulled our heads inlike turtles be-
fore the doors hit the ground.

Ourneighborhoodhad moreboysthan girls,

and the barn was their main hideout.Iwasa
tagalong, and in order not to include me of-
ficially in their club they dubbed me a “mas-
cot” and made up ways to keep me out of their
hair. Theyleft me once in afeed storage room
hiding from “Indians” they said would scalp
me, and then forgot Iwas there. The tin walls
hadbeen painted with skulls and crossbones
by someoneyears before, and I was scared of
these but terrified of alerting the Indians if
Iyelled for help. I can still conjure up the si-
lence, the dusty smell of that place, the exact
shape of the painted skulls.

Later we kept some animals in the barn. I
had agoatnamed Bilbo Baggins thatlived in
apenatthebackuntil he developed a taste for
the poisonous oleanderleaves. After rushing
himtothevetacoupletimestohavehisstom-
ach pumped, we drove him out to my grand-
parents’ property near Kerrville. When he
was gone, the barn seemed empty, so we got
aponynamed Banjo. Buthe turned crazy and
mean, as horses will do when isolated from
otherhorses, and chased me around the yard
oneday tryingto trample me. We turned him
loose at the Laity Lodge Youth Camp that my
grandparents owned on the Frio River, and
helived the rest of his life wandering with a
band of other retired, ornery horses.

Next my father decided we should raise

chickens. Heacquired acoupleofnestinghens
through a friend named Pete Owen, and we
awoke onemorningtothe magicofeightlittle
chicksrunningaroundthestalls.Iclaimedthe
only brown oneandnamed him Lancelot. We
petted andloved the chicks, butasthey grew
theybecame aggressive, and Pete Owen con-
fessed hehad gottenthehensfromamanwho
raised fighting cocks. My parents were puz-
zlingoverhowtogetrid ofthemwhenoursilky
terrier, Hobie, pushed through the gatebehind
my sisterand me onedayandkilled them all.
‘We chased after him with sticks, screaming,
buthewasfasterthan we were. Wehad night-
mares about that slaughter for years.

My dad’s next project wasthe construction
of a swimming pool beside the barn, under
ahuge Spanish oak tree. We perched in the
limbs of the oak as the hole was being dug,
looking down at the excavation, the smell of
raw dirt giving us the sense of uncovering a
newworld. Our old blind Boston terrier, Mrs.
Micawber, fell into the hole sometimes when
she was making her usual rounds, and had
to be gotten out. After the bottom was ce-
mented, the fire departmentbrought atruck
overtofill the pool with water. Neighborhood
kids came, and we ran in circles inside the
poolwhile the water tumbled out of ayellow
hose and got higher and higher. Finally we
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were swimming,

My mother was worried about the risk
to my sister and Mrs. Micawber, so she in-
stalled adevice that set offabuzzer up at the
house whenever an object fell into the pool.
Butitwent off with everyleafand acornthat
dropped out of the oak tree, and we became
nervous wrecks, running out to the pool nu-
merous times a day expecting to find my sis-
ter or Mrs. Micawber sunk to the bottom. Fi-
nally my mother unplugged the device and
putin a wrought-iron fence with a gate be-
tween the house and the pool.

‘When my sister was slightly older, she al-
mostdid drown onetime. She wedged herself,
underwater, between theladder steps and the
side of the pool, the glass of her swimming
mask pressed againstthe cement.Theard her
screaming from underwater and saw bub-
bles comingup, and since no one else was out
there, I ran from the far side to pull her out.
‘WhenIsawhow stuck shewas,Itried to push
herdown and under, butshe thought Iwastry-
ingto drownher and clungto the arms of the
ladder, screaming in bubbling bursts. Finally
Ishoved herhard enough and dragged herup
ontherightside, herbony chest skinned and
bleeding. Since then, I've often reminded her
that she owes me her life.

Insummers, there were days when we woke
up in the cotton gowns we called “nighties”
and ran straight to the pool, swam all day in
ournighties, dried in the sun, sleptin the same
nighties. We leftlittle bloody toe printsup to
the house from the abrasive cement of the
pool rubbing the skin off.

My parents later remodeled the barn into
anofficeand guesthouse. WhenIwastwelve
yearsold, the moviedirector Sam Peckinpah
stayed there with his British girlfriend, Joie,
while he was filming The Getaway. Initially
Steve McQueenwas supposedtobeourguest.
There weren’t alot of hotels in San Marcos,
andthescoutingcrewhad approachedmypar-
entswiththerequest. Butthenmymotherwas
toldthat McQueenwasinarelationship with
hisco-star AliMacGraw, whowas married to
someoneelse,and shethoughtthiswouldbea
badexample forustosee. Sowe ended up with
Peckinpah. My mother wasled to believe he
was married to Joie, buthe wasn’t.

McQueen came over a couple of times and
was friendly to us, warning my brother to stay
away from drugs. Peckinpah, by contrast, was
irritable and had adrinking problem. He wore
abandanna around his head, and reflective
sunglasses, and my sister and I were scared of
him. He threw knives at the walls in the barn
andbroughtinaking-size bed. My parentsin-
vitedhim and Joie up tothe house for meals a
fewtimes. They came for our family Sunday

lunch of roastbeefand mashed potatoes and
peas.Hetold us ourbarn washaunted. He said
he had seenthe ghost. He also asked if any of
us would like to be in the movie.

Heandhisretinue helped themselvestoour
pool. Weliked Joie, who wasyoung and pretty
and always gracious. My sister and I ven-
tured outto the pool once while Joie was do-
ing pull-ups onthe divingboard, and noticed
thatshe had hair growingunderher arms. We
had never seen hairlike this on awoman and
didn’t know hair even grew there.

In the movie, my mother and sister and I
walked into the bank shortly before the rob-
bers burst in and ordered everyone to get
down on the floor. This was scarier than we
anticipated. “Keep your heads down!” they
shouted at us, through take after take, point-
ingtheir guns. My sister was seven years old
andkeptliftinghers. “CUT,” Peckinpah said.
“CUT.” One of therobbers once pulled offhis
skimask towink at me reassuringly, but Peck-
inpah kept us on edge. During one take, my
mother, grabbing my sister to draghher down
to the floor, knocked over an ashtray filled
with sand and cigarette butts. Peckinpah lost
histemper. “CUT!” he shouted. “AGAIN!” My
sisterlifted her head from the floor and gig-
gled nervously. “Liftitagain,” Peckinpah told
her, “and I'll barbecue your dog.”

He meant this to be a joke, but my sister
believed him. We kept the dogs on leashes
after that.

Shortly after Peckinpah vacated our barn,
we learned thathehad married Joie in Mex-
ico while filming the end of The Getaway in
ElPaso.Isaw the movie on VHS for the first
time decadeslater and freeze-framed my two
seconds on-screen. There I was, in polyester
bell-bottoms, clutching my mother, reach-
ing for my sister, throwing my handsup over
my ears.

BUT IT WAS THE houseandnotthe

barn where our lives were cen-

tered. My mother didn’tbelieve

inmaking eventhe formalrooms
off-limits, so we had free run of the place. A
Chippendaletable inthe fronthall gotitsleg
knocked off so many times by children run-
ning past that my mom didn’t bother to fix it
until after we were grown. She just kept prop-
pingitback up.

My first bedroom was near my parents’
and overlooked the front porch. Later my sis-
ter moved in with me. It was noisy in there:
Trains on the track not far away blew their
horns all night long, dogs down the street
barked, pigeons strutting in the tops of col-
umns on the porch cooedloudlyinthe morn-
ings. A pair of barn owls nested in the roof



eaves, beating their squealing prey to death
beside our windows.

Atsome pointwhenIwasinmiddle school,
my parents allowed me to move to the “guest”
room across the hall, next to my brother’s
room. Mybrother’sloud music came through
the air vent, so I fell asleep to the wailing si-
rens of Bloodrock’s “D.0.A.” One of the win-
dows in this second bedroom opened onto
theroofoverthe diningroom;I often climbed
outand sunbathed on the asbestos shingles.
Atimeortwolclimbedtotheverytop of the
highest chimney and saw the whole town. By
thetimeIwasinhighschool,Thad aboyfriend
down the street and started sneaking out the
window at night to go see him.

Justoutside the door of mybedroom,awide
stairwell led down to the front hall. We called
these stairsthe “red stairs” because the carpet
wasred, as opposed to the “blue stairs” down
tothekitchen. Both stairways nowhave neu-
tral carpet, but the nameshave stuck. It was
the red stairs I crawled up the only night of
mylife Iwas ever too drunk to walk straight.
Afterlosing both of my contact lenses vom-
itinginthe frontyard, I stumbled inside and
dragged myselfup thered stairs and into my
parents’ room, where I crawled to my dad’s
side ofthe bed to ask him ifhe would help me
getintomybed.

Many years later, when my first marriage
was coming apart, my father came to New
Braunfels to help me move out of my house
and haul my belongings back to San Marcos
for temporary storage. The day happened to
coincidewith atour of Crookwoodbytheher-
itageassociation. MyfatherandIThauledload
afterload of boxes and bedding and a large
mattress through crowds of tourists, up the
bluestairs, throughthehalland uptotheattic.
Iwashumiliated and deeply depressed, but
Dadjustbarked atthe docentsin anauthori-
tativevoice. “Excuseus, please. We’re coming
through,” hetold them. Whenwe gottotheat-
ticwiththemattress,Ididn’twantto godown
again. “Neither doI,” my dad said. We sat on
the edge of the mattress, staring at abank of
windows and waiting the time out.Ithought
ofhowIhadclimbed outthose windowsasa
childand tramped around ontheflat, pebbled
roofoverthefrontporch. HowIhad dared my-
selftothe edge. How my father on Christmas
Evesusedtogoouttherewithjinglebellsand
stomp around so we would think we’d heard
Santa Claus and his reindeer. I thought of
how my brother once got in serious trouble
for dropping water balloons from that roof
ontrick-or-treaters,and howmylifehad hor-
ribly come down to hiding out in the attic of
my childhoodhome. Andsuddenlyitseemed
funny.Istartedlaughing, and afterawhilemy
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dad and Iwere hootinglike children.

There were drawbacks to living in our
house. For one thing, it seemed to me alittle
pretentioustolivein ahouse with aname. It
was one of the biggest houses in town, and
I felt apologetic about that. And there were
fleaproblems, rat problems. Raccoonsinthe
roof,dead squirrelsinthewalls. Strangershad
their wedding photos taken in our frontyard.
There was never a chance to be alone—peo-
ple were always around. Dogs were under-
foot; our female silky, Adelaide—given to us
by President Johnson when we had moved
to Australia—enjoyed mating with Hobie in
frontofall our friends. We needed tohave her
spayed, but Dad vetoed the plan. “Heloves her
somuch,” he said, and talked the vetinto giv-
ing Hobie a vasectomy instead.

But at every painful juncture in my life, I
have headed for thathouse. Divorce, miscar-
riages—every failure—I have packed up and
gone home. When I traveled with my boy-
friend—nowmyhusband—to Indiaand found
myself on Christmas Eve in the holy Hindu
city of Rishikesh, Iwas sowoefully homesick
T hired an open rickshaw to haul me outside
town in freezing weather to buy a bottle of
Bonking Whisky. I stood two hours in line
the next day drinking the whiskey and wait-
ingto callhome.
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My father’s final project on the house in-
volved transforming the outdoor patio offthe
kitchen, where my sister and I had held our
wedding receptions, into what he called the
Orangerie, after the art museum in the Lux-
embourg Gardens in Paris. It was finished
shortly before his death, and he sat in that
huge, glass room, surrounded by potted or-
angetrees, listening to operaat full volume for
weeksbeforehe moved tothehhousein Corpus
Christi. “If T get to a point where I'm not lu-
cid,” hetolduswhenhe wassettled in Corpus,
“and I ask to gohome, don’t take me.”

Thehardest part wasthathe did ask, afew
days before his death. He was not lucid, but
heknew enough toknowhe wasnotwherehe
wanted tobe. Butwe stuck to our promise. We
didn’ttake him. He died in Corpus Christi.

I have had arelationship with that house,
onits sloping acre of the Balcones faultline,
now for nearly halfa century. I took my hus-
band there on our first date and later mar-
ried him there. I was introduced to Lyndon
Johnsoninthe dining room when I was five,
and as an adult attended dinner parties in
thatsame dining room with James Michener,
Lady Bird Johnson, and ahost of other pow-
erful and fascinating people.

Butit’sthe smaller memoriesthat confront
meatunexpected moments. IfTopenacertain

closet, Iremember a tiny mummified kitten,
stillinitsbirth sac,left there in one of my shoes
by the mother cat and undiscovered by us for
nearlyayear. IfTopen adifferent closet, I see
scribblings where my parentsbacked usupto
the door frame and marked our heights as we
grew. Inthe closet of my second bedroom are
blue footprints from the time I dipped my feet
inpaintand walked them up the wall by hold-
ingontothe clothes rod. Theybecome paler,
and more smudged, the higher they go.

I now watch my children and nieces and
nephews empty their Christmas stockings on
the same stairs where my brother and sister
and I emptied ours. There’s talk sometimes
that some of us, during these family gath-
erings, might like to branch out into hotel
rooms, but none of us ever has. We overflow
tothebarn, to the bed Sam Peckinpah left us.
We inflate air mattresses in the study. Some-
timesthere’s mild disgruntlement about who
should getwhich rooms, but never enough for
anyofustoclearout. Thefarthestweevergois
totheroombeyondthe garage. We call it “Es-
peranza’s room,” in spite of the fact that Es-
peranza, our beloved nanny and cook, hasn’t
lived there in 25 years.

Butall of us knowthat nothing canlast for-
ever. Last summer my mother sent an e-mail
tomybrother and sisterand me. She was grief-
stricken. The giant Spanish oak tree overthe
pool, which we had climbed in, and played
under, throughout our childhoods and which
still seemed tobethriving, had crashed tothe
ground that morning. An arborist was bring-
ing in experts—he had never seen anything
like it. “Every branch and leaf healthy,” my
motherwrote, “shining, and the crater where
huge roots should be virtually empty. There’s
anallegoryinthere somewhere, butnotonel
want to think about this morning.”

She sent pictures of the broken trunk, its
massive spread of limbs submerged in the
swimming pool and crushing the roof of the
barn. The removal took weeks; repair of the
pool and the barn went on for months. Thelo-
cal newspaper featured aphoto of bulldozers
dragging parts of the tree away. “Come see it
before it’s gone,” my mother told us.

But I didn’t want to go see it. The strange
and sudden death of the tree had brought to
our house that taint of mortality that my fa-
ther, through his act of will, had forestalled
thirteen years ago. Nature was proving its
point. Eventually it would have its way. And
for the first time in my life, I didn’t care to
gohome. %
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