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The Flight of the Golden Eagle
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Twice in the year before our marriage, Kathy and I drove down Route 20 west from Chicago. The first time a heavy snow, unusual for late November, had blanketed Wisconsin and northwestern Illinois, and the drifts rose higher and higher along the embankments of the freshly plowed road as we drove out of Freeport, past Eleroy, and into Jo Daviess County. The highway occasionally veered north and then south, and as the gray sun declined, the shadows of the drifts lengthened until they extended across the two lanes and over the roof of the car, and I felt as if I were driving through a mountainous pass rather than the rolling farm country that ascended gradually to the Mississippi.

Just as the road shifted toward Galena, we turned off onto 84, which winds south along the Apple River and then follows the Mississippi all the way down to Moline. But the farm was only a few miles to the south, and when we entered the town of Hanover, I knew that we had driven past our destination.

"It's all this snow," said Kathy, and since by then it was also dark and the temperature had fallen so sharply the asphalt seemed to be congealing into ice beneath my tires, I retraced our route cautiously, almost entirely in second gear.

"There it is," she said, and I braked, skidding into a feeder road that banked upward. My ten-year-old VW strained to climb the frigid slope, rising at an even more precipitous angle, and when I finally parked at the foot of the back stairs, I pulled the emergency brake as tight as possible, hoping it would hold.

Her mother was waiting for us in the kitchen, together with Kathy's two youngest sisters. Kathy introduced me.

"Where's Dad?" she asked as Joannie and Peggy were stripping the shiny green and white wrappings from the box of Frango Mints we had brought from Marshall Field's.

"In the barn," said Peggy, the younger of her two sisters.

"What's he doing there?"

"Whatever you do with cattle on winter nights," said Mrs. Donahue, "when they're cold."

"Like us," said Joannie, hugging herself so tightly that half her face disappeared inside her heavy woolen sweater.

"Your father didn't realize how drafty this place was," said Kathy's mother, "until the first frost. And now we'll have to wait until spring to insulate -- if we can pull together the money." She was sitting at an oaken table so huge the kitchen seemed to have been built around it, and her back was almost flush against the warm door of the oven. Kathy shifted another chair around to her side, and it was some time before she decided to remove her overcoat and show me around the house.

The rooms were small and cramped, dwarfed by the oversized buffets, armoires, bedsteads, and bureaus stuffed into them, as if a simple country cottage had been furnished by giants. Kathy explained that her mother had inherited most of the massive hardwood pieces from the highceilinged, brick two-flat her grandfather had built in Chicago at the turn-of-the-century. Refusing to part with these heirlooms, she transported them after her marriage from one homestead to the next, each one a greater distance from the old back-of-the-yards neighborhood.

"Mom likes to keep her Chicago roots nearby," Kathy once told me, "even if it means carrying the whole tree along with her." Kathy's father, on the other hand, had been raised by foster parents, living as a child in several homes on the Great Plains and occasionally working summers on his uncle's ranch near Cheyenne. Coming to Chicago when it was still a center for meat-packing, he eventually became a broker on the floor of the Board of Trade, specializing in pork bellies and cattle futures. But he always longed for open spaces, and as the city began to pour into the suburbs after the war, he periodically moved his family westward, each time, it seemed, just beyond the outermost junction on the commuter line. Finally, after most of his eight children had left home, with only Joannie and Peggy still in school, he bought three hundred acres in Jo Daviess County and retired early to raise livestock there, a good hundred miles from the last commuter stop into Chicago.

Late the following evening, near the end of our Thanksgiving dinner, Kathy's mother announced she would be spending the weekend in the city.

"You don't expect me to drive you, do you?" asked Mr. Donahue. "I've got a sick bull out there."

"I'll go in with Kathy and Dave. Kathy's roommate's gone to New York for the holiday and I can stay with her."

Mr. Donahue nodded.

"I can take the train and bus back on Sunday. Think you can pick me up at the station?"

Mr. Donahue nodded again.

"I'll get the pies," said Joannie, and we finished the meal in almost complete silence.

The next morning we were back on Route 20, heading home. This time the sun dazzled in front of us, gleaming off the frozen drifts and the gold and silver tops of silos rising from the snow like the turrets of isolated castles. But I had little chance to admire the landscape, for glistening beneath the windswept snow that veiled much of the road were jagged mirrors of ice, and I gripped the wheel tightly most of the way into Freeport, downshifting into the sharper curves.

Kathy, unaware of the danger, spent almost the entire trip twisted around toward the back seat, chatting with her mother about past holiday seasons and the friends they had left behind in Lombard, Wheaton, West Chicago, and St. Charles. They also made plans to lunch the following day in the Walnut Room of Marshall Field's, beneath the great Christmas tree, as Kathy had done so often as a child and Mrs. Donahue, too, with her mother in the years before the war.

(I thought of that wintry journey many years later when one of Kathy's brothers had to drive his mother to O'Hare over the same road through a January blizzard. Kathy and I were to meet them at the airport, from where Mrs. Donahue would be flying to her husband and her new home in Sarasota. But the city streets were almost impassable, and we turned back before we even reached the Kennedy, certain that Terence would never attempt the drive and that their flight would be canceled.

(But he did attempt it, and he arrived in time, too. Emphysema had deteriorated his mother's lung capacity, and she had been warned that another severe northern winter might prove fatal. United Airlines would carry her to the safety of a warmer climate, and Terence drove through the storm as if Flight 942 were the final one out of a city soon to be besieged, determined that his mother would escape before the last winter she would ever see claimed her for a victim.

(Of course, Flight 942 and all the others had been canceled long before he arrived. Terence said he had to threaten the Airport Hilton's registration clerk with violence before he would release a room to them for the night, but I think it was rather the sight of Mrs. Donahue's drawn face sucking air from the oxygen mask -- the tank strapped to her wheelchair -- that moved the clerk to risk his job and take them in.

(She was aloft the following morning, and Kathy showed me the letter she received from her a few days afterward. "You would have been so proud of Terence," she had written, "so dauntless driving through that thick snow, barely able to see five feet in front of him, like a man possessed. And so protective of his mother when we finally reached the airport and the hotel. But despite all the discomfort and hubbub, I really wasn't afraid or much worried, and although it was a wearying trip, I think I found our little adventure to be rather exciting. In fact -- and don't you dare breathe a word of this to Terence -- I even enjoyed myself just a little, being the center of all that attention. And now that everything has turned out for the best, I'm glad to have seen so much snow on my last day of winter. I always enjoyed walking through the city right after a heavy snowfall, everything so pure and quiet, almost holy. As long as it wasn't too cold! And then when we were in the air, it was all like fresh, clean linen beneath me, as peaceful as I'd ever seen Chicago. And then we were in the bright sunlight and above the clouds, and they reminded me of the fine lace in the fringes of communion dresses, yours and your sisters'. As you know, I've never been fond of flying, but that morning I felt as if I were floating free, like that pilot we 

helped launch from the farm before you and Dave were married sending him off like a liberated soul."

("What do you think?" Kathy asked me.

("It sounds as if she were trying to reassure us about something."

("Why didn't she say anything about Florida or the new condo or whether she likes it or not?"

("That'll come. Let them get settled first," and the next week we received a postcard from Sarasota. On the front, instead of the usual sailboats and empty beaches was a scene from the Everglades, mangrove and palmetto trees rooted in a swamp of lily pads and algae, all tinctured by an emerald mist that seemed to be rising from the dank waters. Deep within the foliage stood a white egret, as elegant and stiff as a marble statue, yet distant enough to be small and vulnerable. On the reverse, in her mother's handwriting, was the note, "I suppose your snow's all turned to gray Chicago slush by now! Mom and Dad."

("She seems in good spirits," said Kathy, and then she phoned her. The next day, a calendar by her side, Kathy wrote to her parents, promising a visit in early spring. But before the letter could reach them, Mrs. Donahue had died of heart failure, brought on by her struggle to breathe. "It's like having thick linen gauze taped over your mouth," said Kathy who had spent several long weekend nights with her mother before her flight south, and early the next morning I awoke Kathy from a nightmare as she was gasping for breath. "I couldn't breathe," she said. "I was crawling through this steamy mud, and I couldn't breathe," and since neither of us could fall back to sleep, we packed our bags and arranged for an earlier flight to Florida.)

But this story is really about the second time we visited Kathy's parents that year before our marriage. It was summer, and now ragweed, chicory, purple clover, and Queen Anne's lace covered the embankments, an occasional burst of sunflowers towering over the car as we drove west. Behind the prairie grasses and flowers were fields of hay and alfalfa and emerald green corn extending like fences in parallel rows to the horizon. It was still daylight when we arrived, and this time I parked behind the farmhouse among station wagons and vans with license plates from throughout the Midwest -- Illinois, Missouri, Iowa, even Arkansas. Mrs. Donahue's family had gathered here for a reunion, and many of them were especially eager to meet me since she had recently announced my engagement to Kathy.

But all the greetings and introductions, the small talk and games, the heavy eating and even heavier drinking were merely incidental, a complex of circumstances that ended with me walking up a grassy incline late that Saturday night, a bedroll draped over one shoulder, in search of a place to sleep, not too close, as I had been warned, to the barn.

"Over here, Dave!" cried Joannie. "Come over here and sleep with us! Kathy won't mind!"

"Yeah!" added Peggy, giggling. Kathy's sisters had surrendered their beds to aunts and uncles, and since their brothers had claimed the living-room couches, they were also sleeping out.

"Sorry," I answered back, "I'm heading for the other side of the garden where it's soft. And quiet!"

"Better watch out!" yelled Joannie. "I hear the bears in these parts love tomatoes!" Peggy giggled again.

"Do I look like a tomato?" I called back from the far side of the garden, and I spread the sleeping bag alongside the herb beds.

But Joannie and Peggy were too excited by the novelty of spending the night outside to sleep, and the continuous whisperings and laughter from the top of the slope kept me awake. Besides, the area near the herb bed was not nearly as smooth as I had thought, and when I noticed a regiment of ants marching up my forearm, I crumpled the bedroll up into my arms and descended to the other side of the clapboard farmhouse. The grass there had been freshly mowed and the ground was level, and even though light was still sifting through the first-story window, I laid my bedroll down nearby. From within the house I could hear the soft conversations of Kathy's relatives reminiscing about the familiar past, voices similar to those I had often heard at family gatherings of my own late at night as I listened from my bed upstairs. Hardly able to distinguish a word, I fell asleep.

A window slamming shut awoke me. The sky was still black, and drowsy as I was, I was almost blinded by the light that shone out from above like a beacon. I no longer heard muted conversations from the living room or from the ridge where Joannie and Peggy were now probably fast asleep, but the harsh, grating voices that accompanied this single light seemed to intensify its glare. I couldn't understand what was being said, but I recognized Mr. Donahue's languid Western drawl, slackened even more by a long night of Scotch and sodas and what sounded like simmering anger, barely restrained. It was counterpointed by his wife's shrill, clipped syllables, more bitter and resentful than I imagined possible for a woman who always seemed to hold her passions so well in check.

The window opened again. "It's too damn hot in here to keep this window closed," said Mr. Donahue, "and too damn hot to fight like this. If you don't want anyone hearing you then keep it down. I don't like to hear you yelling at me, and I surely don't intend to suffocate while you're doing it!"

"And I don't intend to suffocate, either! Or be suffocated by you or anybody else!" and the window slammed shut again. The burr of angry voices resumed from behind the glass.

I had settled beneath the Donahue's bedroom, and if the game of opening and slamming shut the window continued, I was sure to be spotted before long. Having no desire to be considered an eavesdropper by my future in-laws, I gathered up my bedroll again and relocated a good distance away, this time where the ground once more flattened out in the heavy grass just north of the barn.

But almost as soon as I laid my head down, I learned why I had been advised to steer clear of the barn. Long before the sun was up, Mr. Donahue's pigs -- who inhabited the nearby sties and were the source of a pervasive stink -- began to force their snouts into their feeder, the hatches creaking upward and clanging shut with each attempt. I lay there for some time, burying my head in my arms and then inside the bedroll before finally dozing asleep, and when I awoke the sky was gray in the west and turning bright overhead. But I must have been asleep for no more than an hour or two, for I was still so drowsy it took me several seconds to realize that I had been awakened by a high-pitched scream.

Remembering the argument of a few hours before, I quickly freed myself from the sleeping bag and stood up. There was another scream and then another, and this time I recognized it as the neighing of terrified horses. Joannie and Peggy penned their two horses, Salt and Pepper, below the barn, and between the frightened cries, I could hear the dull thud of hooves trampling the hard dirt beneath them.

A dense shadow blanketed me as if a column of thunderclouds had suddenly rolled low across the sky, and I heard the roar of what sounded like a fire-breathing dragon directly above me. Instinctively, I dove for the ground as a huge wicker basket swept by only a few feet overhead. It landed several yards beyond me and scraped along the field, a cloud of dust billowing up behind it. As it ground to a halt and tipped over on its side, a monstrous sack, the color of phosphorescent sulfur, unfurled above it. 

Emblazoned along its surface was a giant eagle, outlined in red, its outspread wings fluttering helplessly as the balloon collapsed and fell to the earth.

A man wearing a bulbous amber crash helmet and a yellow jump suit crawled from the overturned basket on his hands and knees.

"Are you ok?" I asked, running over to him.

He arose, removed his glove, and stretched his hand toward me. "Mike Rothman," he said. "Pilot and owner of the Golden Eagle. Does this farm belong to you?"

"No," I said, shaking his hand.

"Wow, that was something!" cried Peggy, panting breathlessly as she sprinted toward us. "Really something! It was like a shooting star or an angel of God falling from heaven!"

Rothman laughed. "The Eagle has that effect on people sometimes when it catches the morning light. We applied a new high-gloss polyurethane coat to improve the handle of the fabric and there aren't many others around like her."

"Where's Joannie?" I asked Peggy.

"She went to quiet Salt and Pepper. They woke her up, and she didn't see it until the end. But I was watching all the way. It just barely cleared the roof of the barn, and then it looked like it was going to take your head off, Dave."

"Sorry about that," said Rothman. "I didn't see you there standing behind the barn until the last minute."

"Just what the hell do you think you're doing with that thing!' It was Mr. Donahue. He was in overalls, and if he had been armed with a pitchfork, I'm sure he would have attacked either Rothman or the balloon with it. "There are a couple of acres of corn over there you almost laid flat. This isn't a public airport, you know. It happens to be my land!"

"Mike Rothman, sir." The pilot extended his hand again, and after staring at it for a moment, Donahue grudgingly accepted it. "I saw the crops, and I did my best to land in the open field. Of course, if there's been any damage, I'll be glad to recompense you for it."

"You scared my daughters' horses half to death, and God only knows how the pigs are taking it." But then after looking around at me and Peggy, and perhaps embarrassed by his anger, he added, "Look, just get this thing off my land. That'll be recompense enough."

"My chasers aren't far behind," said Rothman. "I think I spotted them on this side of the river, just down the road. They should be along any minute now."

"What're you doing around here?" I asked.

"The Upper Mississippi Valley International Rally. It's the first one, and some of us hoped to touch down as far as Rockford. But the winds have been awfully variable, and I wouldn't be surprised if half of us come down in Wisconsin. I was taking advantage of some ground gusts when I began having trouble with the tank connection, and then when I hit a downdraft just after crossing the river, I thought I'd better land while I still had some control. Anyway, I think it's just a minor problem, and if you'll excuse me for a minute, I should have it fixed in a jiffy." He dropped back to his hands and knees and crawled into the basket.

By this time Mrs. Donahue had arrived, a tweed jacket draped over her nightgown. "I was awake," she said, "looking out the window, when I saw a blazing light fall from the sky. 'Mother of God!' I thought, 'a visitation!'"

"I thought it was an angel," said Peggy as she leaned over and watched Rothman wrenching free the nut that connected a propane tank to the fuel line, "an angel from heaven."

"Nope," said Rothman, his voice deep and hollow from inside the gondola, "just the Golden Eagle out of Highland Park."

"Peggy," said Mrs. Donahue, "go back to the house and wake up your aunts and uncles, and get your brothers, too. They should see this."

Peggy hurried toward the house, eager to return while the Golden Eagle was still on the property. "Don't forget Kathy!" I yelled after her. "Get her up, too!"

Soon after Peggy left, a large pick-up truck appeared above the incline of the driveway. From there it swerved onto a dirt path that led into the fields, jolting the man and woman who were standing upright in the cargo bed, clinging tightly to its walls. They continued to bounce up and down as the truck turned into a pair of ridged tracks that brought them almost to the edge of the fallen gondola.

By this time Rothman had finished his repair, and he met his retrieval crew as they descended from the truck. After introducing the four of them to us, he took them aside, and following some discussion, he returned to inform Mr. Donahue that they had decided to continue their flight to Rockford. If he had no objection, they would launch the Golden Eagle from where she lay.

"Fly it off or drive it off," said Donahue. "Just get it off my land."

The five-member crew immediately circled the envelope of the balloon and after spreading it flat across the field, they assumed their launch positions. One of the men leaned his weight against the basket while Rothman and the woman stretched open the mouth of the envelope so that it could be partially inflated by the engine-driven fan cradled in the arms of the fourth crew member. The fifth man stretched taut a long line which extended from the crown of the balloon almost to Mrs. Donahue's herb garden.

When the envelope had inflated several feet in height, its surface trembling like a small pond in a storm, Rothman disappeared inside. Upon his return, he ignited the burner, and a burst of flame roared into the mouth of the balloon. Gradually the Golden Eagle began to swell into an enormous globe, rolling from side to side like a tethered whale, the man at the end of the crown line barely able to restrain it. Finally, it 

lifted off the ground, swaying uncertainly above the gondola, the red wings of the eagle once again outstretched, ready for flight.

Joannie had joined us by then, having finally settled Salt and Pepper and no longer able to resist the attraction of an immense golden sphere, seventy-feet high, hovering in the middle of her father's field. Peggy, too, had returned, accompanied only by her younger cousins, Sara and Donna. Both, unable to remove their eyes from the balloon, stared rigidly upward, Sara nervously sucking her thumb and Donna gripping Peggy's hand in the two of hers.

Peggy had failed to rouse anyone else. "Terence swung at me," she said. "He missed."

"It was a long night," said Mr. Donahue.

"Where's Kathy?" I asked.

"I think she's dying," said Peggy.

"I warned her about mixing beer and brandy," I said.

Rothman climbed into the basket, adjusting the burner to keep it from leaving the ground, and his crewmembers clung to its sides, holding it down with their weight as it tugged upward. "Well, Mr. Donahue," he said, "thank you for your patience. We're sorry to have disturbed your livestock, and if you think we've caused any damage . . . "

"No harm," replied Donahue, examining the instrument panel inside the gondola. "but you be more careful about where you land in the future. Some of my neighbors would just as soon fill you full of buckshot as have you dropping into their crops or scaring their cattle."

"Listen," said Rothman, "we usually save this for the end of the rally, but now seems as good a time as any." He removed a stack of clear plastic cups from a hamper inside the gondola and displayed it in front of his crew. When they all nodded in agreement, he leaned over again and began to struggle with something below. After a hollow pop, he arose with a foaming bottle of champagne in his hand. One-by-one, except for the girls, he poured each of us a cup, and then he raised the bottle toward Mr. Donahue. "To your hospitality," he said.

"And to the flight of the Golden Eagle," added Don, one of his crewmembers.

"Hair of the dog," said Donahue, and he swallowed the champagne in one gulp, like a dose of medicine. His wife sipped the wine slowly, holding the cup in both hands, savoring its effervescence.

"Say," said Donahue, "since the little girls are too young for a drink, why not give them a ride in this contraption of yours?"

"It's getting late, Mike," said Don, "and this ain't the county fair."

"You take things too seriously, Don. It'll only be a couple of minutes," and he handed a mooring rope to the woman, who wrapped one end of it around the bumper of the pick-up.

Donahue and I lifted Peggy and her two cousins into the gondola, Sara and Donna's eyes barely reaching over its padded leather edge. Joannie, apparently still angry at the balloonist for having frightened her horses, refused the offer.

"Why don't I help you in, too, Margaret?" Donahue asked his wife. "You'd probably enjoy the ride."

"He's only going as far as Rockford," she replied softly, still gazing at the residue of champagne in her cup.

Rothman flicked the valve on the burner, and as the flame lengthened, the basket rose until it reached the end of its tether. From the ground we could barely see the hands of the girls waving at us over the edge and hear their squeals of delight. "Just like the Wizard escaping from the Emerald City," said Joannie who now seemed to regret not having joined them.

When they returned to earth and the girls had been lifted from the craft, Rothman spread a map over the instrument panel and his team gathered around him. A moment later one of them released the mooring rope, handed it to Rothman, and slapped him on the helmet. Rothman then adjusted the burner and the flame shot upward, licking the air deep inside the balloon. The Golden Eagle, with surprising swiftness, leaped from the ground.

Rothman's crew hurried back into the truck, and after reversing at high speed almost to the edge of the field, the pick-up whirled around and disappeared down the driveway, the eyes of the couple standing on the cargo bed always toward the sky.

We, too, were staring upward, and when the sun lifted from behind a cloud, the Golden Eagle seemed to explode with light. It continued to glow brightly as it drifted eastward, a fiery comet gradually dimming into a sparkling morning star perched high over the horizon.

"It was like you guys were the ones moving away," said Peggy. "Like the ground was falling away and we were the ones standing still."

"And when he turned off that fire," said Donna, "everything was quiet. We were the only ones in the whole world."

"The wind," said Sara.

"You should've come with us," Peggy said to her sister. "You should've come."

"I didn't want to," said Joannie.

"It's time we were getting back," said Donahue to his wife, taking her by the elbow. "The house'll be waking up by now, and you'll catch cold wearing just that nightgown out here."

"I want to stay for a while longer," said Mrs. Donahue, lightly sweeping her husband's hand from her arm. "Things like this don't happen around here very often. Too many farmers filling the air full of buckshot."

"Suit yourself," he said, and he strode back toward the barn, his eyes fixed on the ground as he walked away from us.

"Let's get Sara and Donna to wake Michael and Terence up," said Peggy to her sister, and they, too, started back across the field toward the house. I hesitated for a moment, but doubting that Mrs. Donahue wanted company, I quickly caught up with the girls, leaving her behind, the tweed jacket drawn tightly around her shoulders as she watched the eastern horizon where the Golden Eagle had by now disappeared from sight.
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