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Becoming Memory 
 

I. 

My mother, who will not be my mother for some years, waits on the 

corner of Broad Street and Oregon Avenue, waiting for my father, 

of course. South Philadelphia after the War, both from the same 

neighborhood, and somehow engaged though he wasn’t the 

boyfriend she always thought she would have. My father, the bad 

boy of Mollbore Terrace. His father, the steady draftsman at the 

Navy Yard with a job all through the Depression, keeping a bottle in 

the desk drawer and another down in his cellar workshop.  

 “You get out of that tree right now, Dick Buckmaster!” my 

mother had yelled at my father years earlier from inside the house 

where she was babysitting. By then, he was already a pack-a-day 

teenage smoker but still climbing city trees and teasing younger girls. 

He told her later on their wedding night, “I never thought I’d get 

someone as nice as you, Thelma.” 

Now, here she is waiting for him, her fiancé. The sound of 

Benny Goodman’s clarinet slips out of the radio at Tony’s Corner 

Store each time a customer opens the door. They go in and out, 

picking up a pack of cigarettes, a half pound of cold cuts, an Italian 

ice, and still my father hasn’t come. The streetcar stops, then clangs 

its lunge forward.  

My mother bends to straighten the seam of her stocking. 

Streetlights blink on. She opens her handbag and pulls out her 

compact. She doesn’t yet know that this will be her life.  

 

II.  

In the early days of our family when it is just me and no car air 

conditioning, my parents drive all night through the Southwest to 

escape the heat of the day. It’s the beginning of the aerospace 

industry, and my father follows the jobs around the country with his 
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GI Bill engineering degree—Riverside, Long Beach, Norfolk, 

Maryland, and eventually Cape Canaveral. 

We’re in some kind of Chevrolet coupe, of course, second-

hand. That’s what he always drives. In later years, I’ll associate the 

rounded lines and grinning grills of the early 1950s models with the 

possibilities of family.  

In the mornings, we pull into a motel where I amuse myself with 

books and dolls while they sleep. My mother wakes late morning 

and takes me to the pool so my father, the driver, can get a few 

more hours’ sleep. After lunch in the car, he’ll tell jokes and sing 

loudly in what he calls his “whiskey tenor”: “When the moon hits 

your eye like a big pizza pie, that’s amore,” he sings, never finishing 

a whole song.  

We drive through the afternoon and evening, the desert 

landscape rolling by. After a long sunset, the funnel of the headlights 

reveals just what was necessary to know of the road ahead. My 

parents talk through the night quietly or not at all, my four-year-old 

self witness to this dashboard-light intimacy.  

Eventually I climb into the rounded window shelf above the 

back seat, just cozy enough for a small child, and hypnotize myself 

with the passing lights that fade away into the darkness as the radio 

plays softly and my father sings along from time to time. Patsy Cline, 

Hank Williams, Flatt and Scruggs, music that is always best with a 

bit of nighttime static behind it conveying great distances, distances 

traveled and those left to go.  

I’m too young to understand the situations they’re singing about 

in those songs, but the music tells me everything I need to know. 

The “high lonesome sound” drifts around the car while the hot air 

pours through my father’s window, his elbow languishing on the 

door. The singer’s plaintive story-telling, the dobro’s call, the pedal 

steel guitar pulling long and low, the fiddle alternating between joy 

and sorrow—this is life, I come to imagine, or at least my father’s 

idea of life. I learn about loneliness and longing and loss, real or 
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imagined. I hear how they wrap around each other in harmony and 

travel with us through the hot night on invisible waves of air.  

 

III. 

We follow his jobs, every birthday in a different state, except 

Virginia for numbers six and seven. Now we are going back to 

Florida for the new Cape Canaveral job, a rocket engineer. My 

parents will buy a house and have our name printed on the mailbox. 

I will start another school. My little brother will stop being cute. 

I am going on eight and observe that we have just crossed the 

state line from Alabama into the Panhandle. I have to pee, or u-ri-

nate, as my father has taught me, a joke word for a seven-year-old. 

“U-ri-nate,” I say seriously. I like to be correct. He pulls over; 

usually, it’s “just a little bit farther.”  

The roadside sand glows white-white. A few small cacti stand out 

among some low prickly shrubs and bushes pushing out pointy 

green bayonets. The hot sun makes the whole sky pale yellow, 

which I have always colored blue before. I squat and use the tissue 

my mother hands me. The paper I leave behind was never as white 

as that sand. 

I pull up my shorts and run barefoot toward the car, then 

freeze: “Owww!” My foot has landed on the plump section of a 

prickly pear cactus half hidden in the sand. “Owww!” I cry as I hop 

on my good foot. My father carries me to the open back door and 

sets me down. My mother pulls the spines out—fat, thick spines—one 

by one. I grip the edge of the plastic seat. The sun scorches the 

roadside. 

 

IV.  

From my bed, the house is too quiet, too quiet until I hear the 

clickedy clickedy clickedy of my mother’s black Singer sewing 

machine. A deeper click—metal arm on metal—as the presser foot is 

raised; a small clunk when she lowers it again. A hum rolls the 
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flywheel forward, and then clickedy clickedy clickedy under the 

machine’s tiny light, now faster, now slower, my mother’s hands 

under the machine’s strong light.  

Plink—a pin drops into the pin box. Plink. Plink. Silence and I 

know she is re-pinning, re-folding alone at the dining room table, 

hunched over the dining room table, hours with that tiny, strong 

light.  

How smart I will look in my new pleated skirt, I think. Her 

handiwork gathers yards of plaid into neat folds, over and over all 

that fabric into neat folds secured at the waistband with a straight 

topstitch. The pleat edges meet perfectly, obscuring the layer 

beneath. The cloth’s cross patterns always line up—“matching the 

plaid” is the mark of a careful seamstress.  

Tomorrow I will stand on a dining room chair and turn, turn 

one pin at a time as she folds the hem just below my skinny knees. 

It takes so long that a little restless hot spot burns in my belly. I hate 

how tiny my turns have to be. I want to be able to twirl and leap. 

Eventually, the ironing board will be brought out, and each pleat 

ironed so that they march briskly around the skirt, ready to give and 

flow with movement. A pleated skirt is not as good for twirling as a 

flared one, but the accordion action of the pleats is excellent for 

leaping. 

 

V.  

It could be any late Sunday afternoon, one of those when my father 

might be home, barbecuing chicken, though the forecast is for 

thunderstorms. He sits in a lawn chair, shirtless beside the palmetto 

palm, a can of Schlitz in one hand, his latest issue of Time in the 

other, folded back over itself. The chicken always takes very, very 

long, and we’re always waiting. Perhaps it’s because he started the 

charcoal too late or my mother put the potatoes in the oven too 

early. They discuss this every time. 

At that time on a Sunday, I am usually walking home alone 

barefoot on hot asphalt up from the beach at the end of the street. 
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It’s not one of those soft, fine-grained white beaches rich with quartz 

sand where families usually go. Instead, this sand is coarse, brownish 

tan with the shells of tiny animals worn down to grains by millions of 

waves. The coquina reef just below the sand bares itself close to the 

water’s edge, stark at low tide, or at high tide scraping your legs if 

you forget while swimming and kick too hard. 

Walking toward the black afternoon thunderheads, the heat 

letting up just a little, I round the corner to Albatross Drive, noting 

whether my father’s car is in the driveway, whether we are having 

chicken tonight. And if not, my mother and brother and I will eat 

pot pies and wait for Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color, as 

the foaming thunderheads move over the house and leave behind a 

great humid silence. 

 

VI.  

Beyond the breakers, my father takes me, beyond the breakers, 

where all will be calm and I will be safe. It is hard for me, an 

anxious child, to trust that out there past the crush of waves that 

knocks me down and fills my mouth with water and my bathing suit 

with sand that we will be able to bob, he and I, like seagulls on 

friendly swells. And even if I can’t touch bottom, he will be there to 

hold me up. 

I want to trust, I want to trust it’s true, everything he tells me, 

like how the ninth wave is always the biggest, and the ninth ninth the 

biggest of them all. (How old will I be when I finally ask, but daddy, 

how do you know which one is the first?) I want to believe, I want to 

believe him. I can see others already out there—teenagers on rubber 

rafts, lovers in embrace, and older people, the women’s bathing caps 

marking the way like buoys. 

So he teaches me how to get through, how to get through the 

breakers. Rise to meet them, he says, rise or even dive into the 

center so their noisy fierceness just rolls over you. We hold hands as 

he leads me through his special flip into the oncoming wave, 
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throwing ourselves forward just before it hits. By the time we come 

up for air, it’s past, and we’re there, so quiet on the other side, 

paddling in our ocean home. 

 

VII.   

My father plays out his cowboy self with a .22 pistol the year we live 

in Sunnyvale. Some Saturdays, he takes my brother and me out to a 

gravel pit in the hills for target practice. I aim for those concentric 

circles off in the distance, just like my father shows me. The 

kickback, relatively small, makes my ten-year-old arm jump. My 

father kneels behind my brother, only six, to hold his arm up when 

it’s his turn.  

Afterwards, we study the little holes we made in the target paper, 

unable to tell whose is whose. Together in the faint autumn 

sunlight—Central California before the rains and the smell of dry 

leaves and my father’s suede jacket and his Chesterfields all mix 

together. It always hangs around him, that outlaw smell, but he was 

never really an outlaw himself. 

It’s that Thanksgiving my father shoots himself in the thigh 

practicing his “quick draw,” like on Gunsmoke, my brother’s toy 

plastic holster strapped to his leg, Jim Beam by his side. The women 

and kids are back at the house helping my aunt clean up dinner 

when my uncle brings him hobbling in, blood streaming down his 

leg. They don’t bleed on 1950s television shows, and we all stare in 

fascination. “He got me. He got me. The S.O.B. got me,” my father, 

the great kidder, moans in mock agony.  

My mother takes him to the hospital where they pull the bullet 

out and stitch him up. The story becomes a family joke, a 

neighborhood joke, a workplace joke, a bar joke, a story about how 

tough my father is that morphs into a story about how cool and 

ironic my father is as I grow old enough to want to be cool and 

ironic myself.  

One of his buddies makes for him a commemorative wooden 

plaque—a two-foot-by-ten-inch piece of pine stained a dark brown 
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and carved with the tribute: “Dick ‘Quick Draw’ Buckmaster. 

November 24, 1960.”  Mounted in the center like a trophy fish, 

smaller than you would expect, is the bullet.   

 

VIII. 

We had waited until he finally came home to leave for my 

seventeenth birthday trip to the Keys. Now we’re all in the car like 

any family on vacation, my mother driving, he being too drunk and 

ugly.  

I’m not usually the object of his ugliness, but I was just caught 

smoking the week before, and he is haranguing me about it. He 

leans over the front seat toward me, sweaty forearm below his 

checkered shirt. His face is like a cornered rat’s, his broad nose 

distorted, the teeth smoker’s yellow.   

“I don’t care how goddamn smart you are,” he slurs, warming to 

his topic. “This is just the first step. The first goddamn step. Next 

thing you know, you’ll be knocked up.” 

I focus on the tiny foam of spittle forming in the corner of his 

mouth to block out the words. My thirteen-year-old brother rolls 

down his window, maybe pleased to not be the subject of the attack 

for once.  

My father bends toward my mother. “Knocked up, Thelma,” he 

says in his louder, needling voice, as if she can’t hear him from a 

foot away. “Then what will that do for your darling daughter? Your 

smart-ass darling daughter?” She focuses on the road.  

He turns back to me. “What will that do for your goddamn 

college plans? Huh? You can’t go to college knocked up. How 

wudja like them apples?” I’m surprised when he sloppily swings the 

back of his hand towards me, something he has never done before. 

His aim is way off.  

“Balls,” he mutters to himself and slowly repositions his body to 

face front. Everyone keeps looking out their respective windows.  
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Whether it’s his idea or my mother’s, I’ve lost track, but she 

pulls into the bus station when we reach Ft. Pierce Greyhound 

station so he can go back to wherever. I’m willing to let it go, to go 

on, to have the trip we’re supposed to have as eventually we will 

when he sobers up. But she opens the trunk and the gray suitcase so 

he can get the only thing he really wants to take with him—the fifth of 

Jim Beam wrapped in a pair of underwear—while we continue south 

without him. 

 

IX. 

Latin music is the night music of my Florida adolescence, alone in 

my bedroom with my red plastic transistor radio tuned to the Cuban 

stations 200 miles away in Miami. I’m only able to pick them up 

after dark in those days before FM, the night air capturing 

transmissions unseen during the daylight.  I turn the radio this way 

and that to grab what I can of those immigrant broadcasts in a 

language unknown to my young white self.  

Stations fade in and out, snippets of music alternating with the 

static of distance and desire. My bedroom door is always closed. 

The sticky Florida air hovers around my lavender room with the 

matching bedspread and the bright red radio. The music has 

everything I want—tunes and countertunes that move over, under 

and around, riding on horns, congas, guitars, marimbas, calling 

voices, predictable but always surprising.   

Calling from someplace else, it’s music in exile, music that is 

packed up and brought along like the bits of old family silver and 

black-and-white photographs with palm trees in the background, 

music you take with you when you have to leave, as I know I 

eventually will. 

There’s something sexual about it all, I know, and don’t quite 

understand. But there’s also something bigger than that, something 

more than a rumba of fantasy. Shot through the music, no matter 

how upbeat, is an inexplicable longing, like that of a troubadour 
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singing under the balcony of his beloved night after warm night, 

waiting for an appearance, hoping for an answer.  

 

X. 

Duane Eddy’s twangy guitar rakes the smoke-filled air as my eyes 

adjust to the dim light. The jukebox is playing his hit from ten years 

earlier, “Rebel Rouser,” but nobody in the Alibi at 3 o’clock on a 

beautiful Florida afternoon looks like much of a rebel rouser. I spot 

the broad, square back of my father’s plaid cotton shirt hunched 

over the bar. I hear him, of course, from across the room, and I can 

tell by the tone of his voice that he’s repeating himself, his pointed 

finger punching out the words.  

“Hey Buck,” the bartender jerks his head toward me, an almost 

eighteen-year-old in short-shorts and matching top trimmed in the 

same polka dots. My usually humid-frizzy hair has been ironed into 

a smooth helmet against my head, the sides curving like the letter 

“C” by my cheekbones. My father lets go of the bar long enough to 

turn toward the door.  

“Lee-Lee,” he says in semi-ironic joy, calling me by the 

nickname that no one else uses. I roll my eyes but still feel warmly 

acknowledged.  

Almost a year has passed since the divorce went through—

irreconcilable differences—and my mother has remarried. I’m 

leaving for college in a few weeks thanks to my new stepfather’s 

contribution, and I want to see my father before I go.  

I never heard of the Alibi before; never called here asking for 

him at dinnertime. I had started my search at Bernard’s Surf, the 

more upscale place where the Cape Canaveral rocket engineers 

hang out. My father hasn’t been a rocket engineer for a while, 

though, not since he lost his government security clearance.  I heard 

he was now working as a day laborer laying cement block, but, I 

laugh to myself, this must be his day off.  



 
Linda Buckmaster 

 

I walk toward him as he gets on the bar stool to introduce me 

around, his arm draped across my shoulder. “She’s going to college 

in a few weeks,” he repeats with every intro.  

“Hi honey,” growls the one woman at the bar. The introductions 

finish about the same time as the two minutes and twenty-one 

seconds of “Rebel Rouser.”  

But one guy, Tinch, straightens himself up a bit to shake my 

hand and slur into the sudden silence, “Your dad talks about you all 

the time.” It will be later I learn that his daughter is Mimi, the young 

woman my father is shacking up with, a secretary at the Cape six 

years older than me.  

The next song up is a rhythm-and-blues, the kind you’d expect 

to hear on a bar jukebox anytime during the fifties or sixties, 

bumper pool in the background and a Schlitz sign illuminating the 

scene. The kids would be sitting at a table sipping Shirley Temples 

with the mother, who would probably be nursing something.  

 

XI. 

We’re standing in the Florida night outside the hospital where my 

father is dying so Christine can have a smoke. She pushes back her 

Farrah Fawcett hair with bright sculpted fingernails I imagine floating 

above the typewriter keys at her receptionist job. Both of us middle-

aged now, she is reminiscing, laughingly, about the first time she met 

my father twenty years earlier when her big sister Mimi, now his 

wife, brought him home for dinner.  

He was such a character, so funny, fit right in, attributes 

apparently any daughter should be proud of. Christine had been 

especially taken with him, she tells me, because she was only fifteen 

at the time. I stare at her blankly. She keeps on talking.  

If Christine was only fifteen at the time, I realize, I was only 

fifteen. I was only fifteen and waiting for my father to come home. 

Waiting, and he was with another family, a big, sprawling, messy 

family that parked their many cars on their lawn. What was another 

plate for dinner at that house? We never added another at ours. 
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When would he come home? What shape he would be in, 

fumbling the front door handle? Who needed the embarrassment? 

And then, in later years, you hoped he wouldn’t come home at all. 

But we’re together now, Christine and I, waiting for death. We 

stand with our separate memories, my father upstairs becoming only 

memory, while the flat humid air holds the cigarette smoke around 

us and doesn’t let it go.  
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