Chapter One: The Bartons

     I was born on the island where they run the ponies, on the eastern shore of Virginia. My father was a young Naval Lieutenant who had just completed duty in the Pacific on board a destroyer in 1943. My mom like most war brides followed my dad from duty station to the next duty station. It was an anxious time with the threat of war and the paranoia of the enemy overtaking our shores, but my parents knew how to survive and have fun with their naval buddies. There was bridge, cribbage, parties at the Officer’s Club, bowling, boating, fishing, and drinking. Officers convened at four-thirty p.m. at the club for thirty-five cent-drinks and it didn’t take much to get a buzz. My father enjoyed the navy, having grown up in a strict Methodist family and graduating from Baylor University in Waco, Texas. 

     His grandparents were cotton farmers who emigrated from Czechoslovakia. My father’s dad was a veteran of WWI and never did seem the same since the war and suffered from what we know as post-traumatic stress syndrome (PTSD). He took a job in an ice-cream store and it was a real treat to follow him on his rounds and to check out the “coolers” where the dairy products were kept at forty degrees. 

     I remember walks to eighteenth street back in the fifties with my grandpa as he treated me to ice cream. He pontificated about life and stressed looking nice and being a good speaker. He was meticulous with his shaving and his appearance was impeccable. He retired to his recliner where he had an assortment of magazines and newspapers and was well read on world events. The farmer’s almanac was on the kitchen wall. The calendar predicted weather for his vegetable garden in the backyard that he took great pride in cultivating--I guess a continuance of his agrarian heritage. 

     My dad’s mom was very stoic, but warm and gentle. I do not remember her kissing me as she placed her hand to shake the hand of a young boy. This was my first introduction to boundaries and how to respect privacy and distance. The emotion was subtle. One felt loved and valued but it was understood that to show emotion might distract us from the task of accomplishments. They were a hearty couple who lived into their seventies. I never saw them kiss each other or hold hands but at least they shared a double bed that surprised me. Later they would move to another bedroom in which there were twin beds. They cared for each other and were always gracious in opening their home to us. 

     Later in my late teens I remember giving my grandmother ulcers with my late night escapades as I was introduced to booze and dancing. There were no drugs back then and to have a beer was to really experiment on the edge. My next memory is of their funerals. Time expands exponentially when you are away. I served as a pallbearer at 30 yrs. of age for my grandfather’s funeral and I can remember looking down in the earth, wherein six feet looked like sixty feet to me. I do not remember my father crying. Stoicism was the order of the day. 

     My grandmother was a different story--she deteriorated with Alzheimer’s and she became increasingly paranoid and kept the front door locked. Her world began to shrink as she moved from the bedroom to the couch in the living room. She literally ate and slept in the living room by the front door, cautious to intercept any burglar who might try to gain unlawful entry. One afternoon after a visit to Waco from college I knocked on the door and she didn’t recognize me. It was disheartening to me but I thought that the distance between us was insurmountable and surreal as if we had never met. I was later asked to review and select a nursing home, because my father was too devastated to do so.

     I remember the smell of feces and urine, cold floors, overburdened staff, grieving families, and well-meaning administrators as we placed my grandmother in a nursing home. She was never abused or neglected there and her memory actually returned somewhat over the next two years but she eventually died there, oblivious to any family connection. She was buried along side her husband as they returned to the fields they so dutifully cultivated when they were more spirited and eager to provide for themselves and their family.

      My lasting impression of my paternal grandparents is that they worked hard. They never complained or criticized others and accepted what each day brought them with dignity and stoicism. There was no crying or bitterness. However, I later learned that my grandfather Barton spent months in the VA hospital for treatment of depression periodically. My family heritage had begun. I later found myself with the same melancholy disposition.

CHAPTER TWO: THE LA FRANOS

     My mom’s family was the antithesis of my dad’s. They also lived in Waco and to visit them was to visit a house of laughter, food and merriment. They were of Italian heritage and feelings were always out in the open. I remember Friday night fights with grandpa. He stood with his hands behind him warming them at the space heater. He was brusque and  cursed at the boxers if they tied up each other rather than punching it out for ten rounds. I remember going with him on his night rounds as a security guard. He carried a .38 revolver that I thought was cool as a ten-year old. We never apprehended anyone but I felt invincible inside his ‘55 Chevy--the stealth vehicle as we made our rounds making sure lights were turned on, gates secure, and vehicles locked. This was before the gang violence of the 90s and we were both respected and feared by anyone who came up to us. Charlie was his name and he was very phlegmatic--he was calm and silent one moment, and then cursed and ranted like a madman the next. I remember keeping just two paces in front of him if I let the back screen door slam, attempting to avoid the back of his hand on my backside. He was also very charming in his Fedora and quite the man about town. I later learned he enjoyed playing the horses and gambled a little bit.  I assumed he had a bookie but these things were never discussed with ten-year olds. We were taught to not ask questions and adult discussions were always secretly held in other rooms.

  Other memories included the 1953 Tornado that leveled downtown Waco and being huddled in a corner by my grandmother, Daisy. She was the love of my life and the thought of her brings tears to me. She was the most loving, decent, caring, unselfish woman I had met during my summer visits to Waco from Virginia. I particularly remember two things--driving her ‘55 Chevy which ran like a well-oiled machine and going to Kips drive in where the gals brought your order on roller skates (not blades). Of course I was not of driving age and grandparents have this sixth sense of what’s right and fair for pre-pubescent teens. I also believe that she was probably responsible for my becoming a psychologist. She worked as a secretary to several psychiatrists at the VA hospital in Waco. I remember the long skeleton keys, narrow, steep, concrete steps, and locked gates of the red brick buildings that housed some of the “craziest” people in the world--most of whom were WWI and WWII veterans. She always had a juicy story about how crazy the psychiatrists were and the electroshock treatments.

     Going to see Daisy at work was as thrilling as the front seat of a roller coaster ride. The Jack Nicholson movie comes close to describing mental hospitals back in the fifties, but what I remember was the “Thorazine shuffle” as unshaven men, oblivious to their surroundings shuffled down hallways. The nurses wore white including the hats while the doctors wore lab coats with the familiar stethoscope tucked in their coat pocket or draped around their necks. This was a time of reckoning for me as I probably assimilated in my psyche somewhere that I wanted to be a doctor and help others. This was before managed care, downsizing and cost containment. Back then being a doctor was exciting, almost euphoric. Medicine combined the best of personal achievement and giving back to community. 

     Little did I realize that I would return to mental health some twenty years later and for this I pay respect and admiration to Daisy LaFrano--the best mental health worker in Waco. To think of her today after her long bout with emphysema brings tears to me as I feel a bond to her that is indescribable. To my consternation she never hid the fact that I was her favorite grandchild. This at first caused a sense of embarrassment to me, but I later realized that we were soul mates and I probably spent more time with her than I did my own parents. There were countless hours of Canasta, gin rummy, Tripoli, poker, trips to Waco Lions Park to watch ball games. She was a Brooklyn Dodger fan and hated the team when they moved to LA. It was only fitting that I was the one she called on to change the TV channels and disconnect her oxygen when she wanted to smoke a cigarette or drink a margarita. She died in 1980 after her lungs gave out.

      Emphysema is a terrible, debilitating disease in which one literally suffocates in their own phlegm and fluids, unable to cough it up or expand your lungs to expel the fluid. Little did I realize then that my mother would come down with this same disease after years of smoking. History repeats itself. Daisy and Charlie are buried side by side in a Waco cemetery but for me they will always be buried in my heart and mind. I loved my grandparents and they taught me how to love and enjoy life--free of anxiety and worry.  I would later learn that anxiety and worry would be a trait that I would inherit.

CHAPTER THREE: LIVING IN WACO  

      My dad was a career naval officer who fought in WWII--a generation now in their late seventies who remember a time of simplicity, duty, honor and serving one’s country. He truly enjoyed the navy having grown up in Waco, insulated from the world and being no closer to water than Lake Waco. The town now has a stigma given the David Koresh episode, and many think of this quaint little town in central Texas as a haven for kooks and conservative politicians. Back then, it was a town of prosperity for a cotton farmer who moved to the big city to make a living. My dad and his brother were not poor but they were of limited means and shared the 1939 Ford on Friday and Saturday nights and double dated to have the car both nights. Dad worked for twenty-five cents an hour at a laundry two blocks off the Baylor campus where he went to college and majored in business.

      My uncle enlisted in the Air Force after high school and flew as a tail gunner on B-17s. He never talked about his missions over Germany but I figured he had some harrowing experiences, because he never flew again after the war. He was four years younger than my father and loved the outdoors. He taught me to hunt with a .410 shotgun when I was twelve.  My mother was terrified and thought I would immediately end up in the emergency room or in jail because of an accidental shooting. My favorite memories were early mornings putting out decoys in cornfields for a hoped for flock of mourning dove. I never understood as a twelve-year old the importance of male bonding--that hunting was more than just shooting a gun. 

     My uncle was a man’s man, a sort of John Wayne type who was bigger than life to me. I remember my first shot with the .410. It had a little more power than a BB gun, but not near the scatter that a 20 or 12-gauge pump shotgun has. This explained why I never got many birds because I had a smaller scatter of shot at a longer distance and had to lead the bird more.  He never left Waco after the War and settled in quite comfortably in a state civil service job until his retirement.  Waco was a simple place of streets marked by numbers and square blocks. The city had only one building over ten stories (the Alico insurance building), and deer blinds and a hunting cabin on the Brazos were just minutes away from where my parents grew up. 

CHAPTER FOUR: BERMUDA
     Of all our navy tours, none compared with the two years spent on the island of Bermuda with its white sandy beaches, and multi-colored stucco homes with white roofs that collected rainwater for drinking. We lived on base within walking distance of swimming, bowling, hiking, and movies. We had the run of a peninsula on the southeastern corner of the island that was only 22 miles long and one mile wide. Bermuda was shaped like an elongated scorpion and divided into parishes. We lived in Southampton Parish. The naval base was leased from the British Commonwealth for one dollar a year. The base has now since closed because we could no longer make the case that our military presence was necessary for the survival of the eastern U.S. seaboard.  Kinley Air Force Base has also closed since we were there in the fifties. What I remember best about the island were the beaches, especially those on the south shore--Horseshoe Bay and Church Bay. 

     Travel was by motor scooter or small foreign car. We had a 1955 English Morris Minor with floor shift, and steering wheel on the right since we drove on the left-hand side of the road. Ferries were abundant between the base and the capital of Hamilton and just a twenty-five minute ride. As a ten-year old, I was fearless, despite the Barracuda and sharks. There were always two lifeguards on duty--one watched for the seagoing predators, while the other watched me. The water was crystal clear to about thirty feet, and snorkeling and scuba were popular. I was too young to scuba so I took up with fins and mask and a lot of lung capacity. I remember a marine colonel who went to a nearby reef for sea turtles, lobster, crabs, oysters and fish with his spear gun. I swam with him but was not allowed to use the spear gun. My mother was a nervous wreck and anxiously awaited on the small beach ready to summon the coast guard if I didn’t surface every minute or so. Our favorite sea hunt was swimming to the nearby reef for sea turtles, crabs, oysters and fish. I was stuck with the mundane task of collecting oysters and clams off the reef barnacles. We used heavy gloves to keep from bloodying our hands.  

     Other memories included the naval base itself and we usually congregated at night under the brightened canopy of stars at the outdoor movie theater. There were bench seats only and no cars were allowed. Six of us gathered on a grassy knoll twenty feet in front of the giant screen and watched the latest science fiction thriller.  We then ran home as fast as we could, and kept one step ahead of anything that might be lurking in the bushes. 

     Bermuda was also my first boy scout camp experience. We were escorted in buses to the other end of the island to a remote place called Devil’s Hole. It was an ominous sounding name for a scout camp but we dutifully pitched our tents in the hopes of sharing a peek of any extraterrestrial life at night. I was not a particularly good scout. I never collected merit badges and “retired” as a scout, second-class. First-class, star, life, and eagle were beyond my reach and I had better things to do with my time, so I thought. At eleven, I had also met my first girlfriend who took up more of my time. We became pals and combed the island hunting for shells. I don’t particularly remember any physical contact between us except maybe an occasional kiss. Sex was not part of my psyche then, because I had not yet received “the talk” from my parents about the “birds and bees.” Seems improbable to the kids I now counsel with who are besieged by sexual choices and lifestyles, but the fifties were times of idyllic innocence where we had greater opportunities for playing and thinking as children instead of child-adults. My sexual development would come much later at the seventh grade school dance, but it was also disappointing both to me and the young lady, because nothing happened.

     I don’t want to give you the impression that all was fun in the sun on the island of Bermuda. School was central to my life. My parents elected to send their three children to an English school off base. We wore khaki uniforms in the summer (Bermuda shorts, of course and high knee socks) and gray flannel in the winter. Sports included cross country and crickett in the spring and English football (now called soccer) and gymnastics in the fall. I played right wing and was not a gifted athlete, but managed to keep up with the rest of the players. The more talented players were forwards and had greater speed than I. My memories of those school days also included my first paddling. The Headmaster had learned that three of us were responsible for breaking a window during a rock fight that I managed to instigate after school. We were summarily marched upstairs to his office and told to bend down and touch our toes while he whacked us three times with a wooden paddle. It was the only time I was disciplined at school and a lesson learned only once. 

     Other memories included standing in the schoolyard and singing “God Save the Queen” as the Union Jack was raised. Classes were taught with two and three grades within a single classroom. We learned to count in pounds and shillings and I managed to earn decent grades and to graduate with high honors. My favorite class was woodshop, which was taught off campus. We took a bus to a downtown shop and learned to construct and build things that my right-brain could not comprehend. I was not an engineer and could not think in three-dimension, a curse that kept me out of medical school later because I couldn’t pass organic chemistry for the same reason. Today we have computers that simulate carbon compounds in three-dimension but I cannot visualize this for myself. History was also interesting for an American going to an English school. I learned about “Guy Fawkes” who allegedly tried to blow up an armory in England. I found myself on a radio quiz show trying to answer such questions. It was a sort of a college bowl for pre-teens but my memory is one that learning was fun and challenging. I really enjoyed school off base because it gave me a chance to mingle with native Bermudians who were dark in color (we would now say Black) but with perfectly enunciated English accents. The kids were great to us Americans and there were no cultural or class distinctions made. We all wore the same uniform, saluted the queen each morning, and dutifully obeyed the Headmaster’s instructions. My favorite teacher was Mr. Bell who was also the athletic director and assistant Headmaster at the school. As my first mentor, he was intelligent, athletic, and caring. I called him thirty-three years later on a return trip to the island with my wife. He had since retired and played golf every day. The Port Royal Academy remains, but there is now a golf course where we ran cross-country.

      Returning to tour the island at age forty-three was wonderful and therapeutic for me in that it allowed me to regress to an earlier time of youthful ambition and stress-free living. This I can truly say was a “peak” moment for me and remains a most cherished possession if only in my thoughts. I am thankful for the opportunity to have had the experience which would not have been possible, had my father not chosen the navy as a career. We would have other duty stations--Glenco blimp base in Brunswick, Georgia, New Orleans Fifth Naval district, Puerto Rico, and Virginia Beach, but Bermuda will always be the defining moment of my pre-teen years. It seems idyllic now in an era of street gangs, drugs, and violence, but I felt safe and secure back then, a feeling which I have since never recaptured in my anxiety-ridden present.

