The Cupola

The knock on the door was so tentative that Jake didn’t believe it was a knock.
He’d been |iving in the top Hoor aPartment for a month, and no one had knocked on his
door so far. The building was run-down, in a run-down part of town. He took the
aPartmcnt because it was chea[:). And because it had a staircase in the middle of the
room, leading toa rooFtoP cuPola.

The builcling was an elegant home, back when Rock Island was a thriving,
prosperous river town and rail-center. Rock Island had once been called sin City. His
great—uncle Errol was Citg Contro”er, until the clay he clroPPccl dead in front of the
Fort Armstrong Hotel. No romance, there, hejust clroPPecl dead.

That was a long time ago. The city had become poor and run-down, including his
new home. His room was on the third floor. The building had been subdivided into small
aPartments with Pasteboarcl walls. His front cloorJ howcver, was original. It was actua”9
two narrow doors that oPenecl to a small room at the foot of a curved staircase, up to a
square cuPola, with windows all around. There was a bench seat at the toP of the stairs,
from which he could see the ncighborhoocl, and if he Positioned himself right, the
MississiPPi River in the distance.

He liked his new apartmcnt. It was a surPrisc and a clelight, every clag, when he
came home from working at the lowa-lllinois Gas and Electric Compang, to climb the
stairs, open his quaint and original door, and come upon his very own curved stairs and
his very own cupola. He had a ting kitchen. He had a bed set up against a Porthole
window that oPened out, above the main cloorJ onto the street below.

It was his first apartment since gracluating from co”ege, since clroPPing out of art
school, the Previous fall, since being fired from his Factorg job thanks to a gut-
wrenching ulcer, and the first aPartment he’d had since leaving his Parcnts’ house.

He got ajob as a clitch~cligger, assistant, Hunkg for the Gas ComPang, in APril.
The work was simPle, and it was a great relief. He began to live stu[:)ic] again. It was the
onlg way to live. There was a secret to living stul:)id. It meant not thinking about
evergthing. It meant not worrging about evergthing. It meant trusting that you Probablg
can’t do much about angthing, anyway. It meant letting things come, come what may.

Butitwas a tough neighborhoocl. He heard there was a knhcing on the block, and
one night, he heard a loud argument, between a drunk man and his drunk wife that made

him aPPrehcnsive. He was a white guy, from a nice, middle-class Familg, and magbe some



Precautions were in order. He wanted peo le to know who he was, but he didn’t want

them to get the wrong idea, so he taped a small card on his door that read:

JAKE AXENE - INSTRUCTOR
OF POETRY AND KARATE

He’c]just begun to write Poetrg, and he knew nothing about karate, but theg
formed a balance, each one gracing the other. The neighbors would think twice about
judging him. 1t was a kind of ideal, a stamp of aPProval for his new life, a scheme to
dream on. It was earlg June. Summer was coming in. And he got in good shape working
his Portable backhoe. Or shovel. It was a standingjoke at the gas company. So was he,
stancling there. Ha, ha. He had his supper, and he was settling down, on a magnolia and
mintjulep evening, with a glass of gin and tonic, his new summertime favorite, when he
heard the knock.

Knock. Knock. Ever so lightlg. He Put down the copy of the Rock 1sland Argus,
for June 5,1965, and he went to the door. He oPenecl it with a twinge of fear and a flash
of excitement. It was his first contact with anyone in the building, other than occasional
nods between strangers, but this was a visitor, come to his door. He oPenecl the on19
half of the double doors that he used, and he looked out to see who it was. His eyes
crossed the hall to the door of the communal bathroom. Then he looked down. There
was a small Black bog, about eight years olc], looking up at him.

“S’cuse, me, Mister, but can you teach me karate?”

He looked into the wide eyes of the bog’s innocence. He was confused. He
Forgot he’d Put the sign on the door. He stammered for a seconcl, and then he
remembered. He looked at the bog.

“I'm sorry, but ’m not teaching karate, right now.”

“«Oh,” the kid said.

“m sorry,” Jake saicl, “Magbe later in the summer, OK?”

“OK,” the kid saicl, and he turned around and went back down the main stairs.

Jake stood at his door for a minute. He felt terrible. If onlg he knew something
about karate. Magbe he should have lied and taken the kid on as a student. Magbe he
could have learned karatc, a clag ahead of each lesson, like Fred w. DeMara, the Great
lmPostor. He Pu”ecl the card off the door and tore it up- Damn! The kid was neat. He
was sweet and eager and Polite, and he had rea”g wanted Jake to teach him karate. It



ruined his night. it hc’djust said yes, he could have taught the kid karate and magbe
even slipped in alittle poetry, too.

It was no goocl Pretencling to the world you could do something you couldr’t do.
Somebodg might believe you. Somebodg might take you at your word. Some great kid
might trust you, and believe in you, and then where would you be? He wasn’t reaclg to
teach anyone karate, or Poetrg, for that matter. Pretending he could was even more
foolish. He went back into his room and lag down on his small bed. He couldrn’t get the
kid out of his head. He ke[:)t Feeling like he was the kid, and how disappointed he was
that this guy didn’t want to take him on as a student. In his mind, he |<el:>t going away
from this gug’s new a[:)artment, Feeling let down. He kept wishing he could have come bg,
once a week, and started learning something from the guy he called Mister. Magbe the
kicljust Forgot about it, but it ruined Jake’s night. All night, he felt like a small bog, full of
hope and desire, and he felt like a biggug who couldr’t helP him out.

“I'm sorry, kid. Pm not teaching, right now.”

That part was true. It wasn’t time to teach. He was still a kid himself, in a lot of
ways. He had a lot to learn. Magbe he could be a teacher later, but not right then.
Sorry, kid.



Marshall Dillon

Jake’s crew leader at the Gas Com[:)ang was a teacher. His name was Dill or Dillon
McElrog, but everyone called him Marsha”, or Marshall Di”onJ or even Chester, because
he was a h:”bl”g from Missouri, and he had an accent. He’d been a semi-Pro baseball
Plager, he could sing country songs beauthcung, and his sister was a Ph.D. at the
Menninger Clinic in Kansas City.

Dill McElrog never got Past the Eighth Gracle, but he had the kind of smarts that
made everyone deferential. He was the best welder at the company, and he had a house
on the Rock River, a wiFe, and a couple of grown kids. His son, Damc”, worked at the
Gas Compang, but he was a hot—roc]cler, a ne’er-clo~much, and a poor successor to
Marshall. Jake admired Marshall. Marshall was laconic. He chewed tobacco. He did
things quietlg, gorc&ncullg, and sometimes clramatica”g. Once, he came into the workers’
lounge, at8:15in the morning, when work was suPPosccl to start, stood looking over the
two dozen men who were laughing, tandng, drinldng coffee, smoking cigarettes, ki”ing
time, and he said, to no one in Particular, “As a rule, a man’s a fool.”

He turned to Jake and Jerxy Waffle (his name actua”g was Wagle) and he saic],
‘Let’s goto work.”

Jerrg was Dill’s assistant, and Jake was the grunt. It was three men to a Picku[:)
truck. Theg were matched with another crew, and the two 96”0W trucks headed out of
the shed first. Marshall drove, Waffle rode shotgun, and Jake sat in the middle. Theg
were subject to the ‘three menina Pickup truck rule’. That is, the one in the middle is the
butt of all thejokes. Genera”g sl:)eaking, under this cardinal rule, men would bang on the
doors and shout idiotic remarks or mild obscenities at women theg Passecl, but once
outside the truck, theg would act foolish and shg and would withdraw any advances
theg might have Proposecl. Marshall didn’t Particil:)atc in such things, Jerry was a quiet,
diligcnt, married man, and Jake was incapable. As theg Pu”ed out into the warm June
morning, Marshall turned to his right, onlg enough to address the rear view mirror and
said, “Let’s goto breakfast.”

Marshall liked brea‘ocast, on company time. The Gas Com[:)an9 was a Public
utilitg, after all, and Marshall had seniority. And something more; he was the best. The
Gas Company had to rush into some ticklish situations, and Marshall was the best man
to have around. He’d been the best for twent9 years. Marshall was the king of the
wclclers, and Jake worked for Marshall. Working fora living it didnt get any better, he



thought. Six months bexcore, when he worked at the John Deere Harvester WorksJ in
Cast Moline, he went to work in the cold and the dark, he came home in the cold and the
dark, and the life of the Factorg was cold and dark. The same sort of men worked for
the Gas Compang, bg background, but not bg temPerament. He Figurccl it must be
working outdoors that made the difference. Working for the Gas Com[:)ang was like
working for saints, compared to the Factorg. He felt as i he’'d fallen among higher
comPanions.

Thcg drove to brealocast, with Marshall singing snatches of hi”bl”g songs,
countrg, and even some blues. It was Jake’s favorite kind of music. Countrg Black and
Countrg White, and Marshall was a good singer. Theg had brealocast, and theg drove to
the job. Jake would get his Portable backhoe out of the truck and go to work
uncovering the leak. Alwags betragecl bg the smell of su|1CurJ He had learned that £as
had no smell. sulfur was added to it, so that it could, easilg, if unpleasantlg, be
detected.

Jerrg wWaffle would hclP dig, sometimes, or he’d £0 back to the truck and work on
his tools, and Marshall would talk over thejob with walt Meyers, the other crew leader,
or he’d crawl back in the truck and Pu” his cap down over his eyes and slecp. Or he’d
take the truck and be gone, until after lunch. Whenever anyone would ask where
Marshall was, Jake learned to say, “He’s cloing gummint wor|<,” meaning he was home,
working on his boat. Jake, Jerry and the other crew would dig around, clean, and
prepare the Pipe. Marshall would show up, after lunch, and he’d g0 down the hole. In a
few minutes, torch in hancl, his half-mask down, he’d create welcling magjc. Jerry would
wrap the Pipe, and Jake would fill the hole, and Marshall would say, “Let’s go home.”

Thcg’cl climb in the truc|<, head back to the shop, and Marshall would sing. He'd
sing, ‘L.onesome Pines’, ‘Uncle Per’, “‘You Got to Walk that Lonesome Va”cg’, ‘Diving,
Duck’, ‘Any Old Time’. Jake would grin, inside, like the luckiest little kid in the whole
damn world.

Marshall seemed to like him. He’d look at him for a split second, once in a while,
and offer him a Pinch of Copenhagen. Jake would say no thanks, and feel like a real
pussy, but he was sure he’d get sick all over the cab of the truc|<, and that would seal his
Fate, fer damn sure, as Marshall would say. Jake would've gjiven angthing to be able to
sing along with Marshall, and sometimes, when he was alone in the truck with Marshall,

he’d turn his head toward the open window and sing into the wind, or he’d hold his hand



up bg his mouth, like it was a natural gesture, and sing loud enough to hear his own
voice. He couldr’t tell if it was Purelg awful or on19 PainFu”g mediocre.

Jake’s dad was a hi”bi”g, too, but his dad hated being a hl”bl”g His dad had
moved from Oklahoma to Illinois, when he was cighteen, back in 19%0, and he’d worked
hard to get rid of his accent and hide his backgrounc]. He would revert occasiona”g, and
it was the Part of his dad that Jake loved the most. Marshall was an unrel:)entant hi”bi”g,
and Jake could admire him without equivocation. Marshall treated Jake’s admiration
with the benign disdain of a great baseball Plager, which he believed Marshall could have
been, if it weren’t for the trageclg of his sister being a Psgchiatrist. Or something like
that. He didn’t know enough to solve that riddle. It was The Riddle of Greatness.

How could a man, as obviouslg destined for greatness as Marshall was, as Dillon
McElrog was, not be in a Position of greatness? Jake believed clesting was absolute. No
other factors could be counted into the ultimate equation. How could a man, who
affected awe and respect in everyone around him, be a welder for the Gas Company?
And i S0, what was that all about? It was an imPonclerable, S0, of course, Jake

Ponclerec] on it.



The BigJumP

It was the summer he was to be married. It was a sweet, sad summer of Facling
3outh and the uncertain commitment to adulthood. The commitments he was maldng
were sceminglg inevitable, as if adulthood was the next stage in a nonstop drive across
the map of life. The details of the drive were unclear, but its general characteristics were
laid out. He accepted them, genera”g, without argument or alternative. His girlfrienc],
now his fiance, Jenny McGregor, had come to visit him when he was still living at his
Parents’ house. She was in her senior year at co”ege. Theg talked about the Futurc, and
theg agreecl to be married. No one Proposed. It was an agreement made bg two young
People who didn’t know what else to do.

It was as if theg were still children, getting rcaclg tojuml:) off a clitf into a raging
river, and one of them said, “p| £0, hcgou’” g0.” And the other said, “pl| £0, hcgou’” g0.”

“OK, you go first.”

“No, you first.”

“OK, let’s g0 together.”

‘Let’s go.”

Thcg held hands and jum[:)ecl. Theg went to the Iocaljewelrg store, and theg
bought golcl bands. Th69 took the golcl bands to his Parents’ house, and theg told his
parents of their engagement, and his parents stared at them, and then, Fina”g, theg said,
in a united voice of resignation, “We”, congratulations. We hol:)e 9ou’” be very happg.”

Thcg might as well have aclc]ecl, “Fat chance.”

Without any well-formed alternative, theg decided to continue together. Thcg
held hands anc]juml:)cc]. Theg decided tojum[:) into the river of adulthood later that
summer at her Parents’ house in lowa. Theg had talkecl, the year bemcore, about him
going to Chicago to be a Painter. Jenny said she’d stretch his canvas for him, but he
clroPPed out of gracluate school in art at the Universitg of lowa, and now he was working
for the Gas Com[:)ang, digging ditches.

Jenng’s mother refused to Put the wcc]cling notice in the paper, until Jake found
a proper occu[:)ation. He went on the lookout for a tcachingjob. He was best man at his
friend Bob Hesket’s wcdcling in Chicago. Bob’s mother said there was a school he could
teach at, in California, where she lived. He told her to check it out for him. She did, and

her Persuasive manner convinced the headmaster, and he was hired to start, in the fall.



The non-choices of his adulthood; marriage and work, loomed largc, but less
terrhcging than the alternative. At least, as far as he could imagjne the alternative. The
alternative would have been to follow his heart and his instincts. The avenues to his
heart and instincts were angthing but a clear passage. His heart and instincts were
strong, and he knew their value and virtue, but thcg were in Africa, and his road ma
read USA. There were big X’s in lowa and CaliFornia, and a 9e”ow magic marker colored
the route between. This is no trageclg. This is merelg the catastro[:)he of now knowing
what to do, and not being tolcl, or shown, how to do it. If this is trageclg, it’s a near19
universal trageclg.

For a few months, Jake lived in a Pre~marriecl state, a Pre-committed state, a
Preoccupiecl state, a Premature state. In that state, all the wonders of his African home
were revealed. The cuPola on top of his room was a treetop aerie. It was Tarzan’s home
before Jane. Cheetah was there, screechingglee]cu”g. For a few months, he nearlg lived
his dream. It was a kind of warm-up; a sensibilit9 to kee[:) for later, like a memory map of
a more sensate, richer, more permanent abode in his own Privatc realitg.

The MississiPPi River Va”eg is lush. In earlg summer, the heat is still bearable, and
the humiclitg makes the air seem tangiblc. Weather isnt merelg a statistical report on the
evening news, it’s the blood of the blooming, burgeoning, pregnant earth. The air is
thick with life. It teems with creative Vitalitg. The borders of the skin are lost in a troPical
blurring of distinctions. Evergthing is alive, and cvergthing is connected to cvergthing
else. It wouldr’t be surPrising for entire crops to grow on one’s arm, overnight. It
wouldr’t shock anyone for animals and plants to cxchange parts, or for inanimate
objects to mutate, or blend with the rest of the garclenjungle savanna menagerie.

He was in the Prime of his sensual life. And, he had discovered alcohol, less than
two years earlier. His boc]g was strong, and alcohol cleared away the last briars of
intellect that might have blocked his summer of sensualitg. He was not get weakened bg
alcohol to the Point of |osir1g its encouragement. Alcohol helps to break one’s Feelings
free from the cage of controls. Eventua”g, it dulls Feclings, but in the beginning, it feels
like a healthg winnowing of useless chaff. Alcohol is like a razor, capable of making the
skin feel clean and sensitive, but just as cal:)able of opening the jugular. Do |
exaggerate? Is life clangerous? Between his innate bestial enthusiasm and his fear of
embracing his Passion, a little gin and tonic after supper enhanced and reinforced the

glow of being that Put him in harmong with the Summer of the MississiPPi River.



Jake Axene was an innocent of sensualitg. He was an innocent at home in a magjc
kingclom without borders. He had a clegree in Intellect, and a Familg historg of Fear, and
the summer consPirecl to Pu” the Plug, before he réjoinecl the ruse of civilized choice, a

choice that his entire generation wasjust beginning to réject.



Holg Rollers

Jake cherished his cuPola apartment. In the first month he lived there, he
touched, with his hands, or with his eyes, every square inch of it. It was his own Place,
and not just an acﬁunct to t)eing a co”ege student. He was a workingman, and he
returned home each dag, at 5PM, givc or take, to cherish it some more. When he Pu”cc]
the door shut behind him, he felt the sanctity of twaving a room of his own, of tﬁaving a
life of his own.

It was an icliosgncratic, Peculiar, surPrising, unique apartment. It was barelg more
than the lanc]ing for a staircase. The front doors were under the stairs. There was
another door at the foot of the stairs. It was the door to the ting kitchen. In the ldtct»en,
there was a small table and a single chair, a small stove, a small retrigerator, and above
the table, a small window to the treetoPs.

He could put his single bed at the foot of the stairs, Para”el to the Porthole
window, or he could turn it and put it against the wall, with the head at the window. No
other arrangement was Possible. The space under the stairs was onlg goocl for storage.
In his childlike dreams, it could become the darkest corner of monster hell. His at)ilitg to
imagine the ogres of the unknown, Populatecl any sparse environment he might’ve
inhabited.

He had neighbors, begoncl the thin wall t)g the bed. In his first month, theg were a
mother and son who spoke in tongues. It took little imagination to aPPreciate who theg
were. Theg were skinng, and theg were from that Part of the South that seems to be no
Particular regjon. Theg had the kind of religion that seemed to be the same as t)eing
Possessed. It seemed to drain them of any resemblance to other humans. Theg seemed
to exist on whatever theg had available. One week it migtwt be a box of Cheerios, the
next week a box of instant PotatoesJ the next a Package of macaroni and a t)ag of semi-
sweet chocolate. Jake imaginecl them ecstatic with a quart of milk and two slices of
bread.

Thcg were untailin519 Polite. Theg made eye contact without tocusing any look of
communication. Theg were ageless, the mother thirtg to sixtg, the son twenty to thirtg.
He could see the son’s age a t)it, but the mothers age was lost. She had inPPcc] outside
the normal passage of time. Her aPParent malnourishment gave her a translucent,
ephemeral look. Theg lived in the nearlg vacant aPartment on the southeast corner of

the t)uilcling. Whenever thcg returned from wherever it was theg went, after theg Pu”ed
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their door shut, theg found some source of energy to fuel their highlg vocal Praging.
Thcg Pragecl long and harcl, in tongues.

“FUNdala, BUNclala, Holg, Holg, Holg, Lord God Almightg, SHOCKaIa,
MOCKala, BOCKala,” on and on, into the night.

It was not unpleasant to his ear. Theg were too weak to be raucous. Theg were
too pure to be violent. Theg were tun@cul, bg an accident of grace. He listened to them
eagerlg. He wanted to hear more, not less, of their otherworlc”g chanting. Theg were
melodious, in a harPsichorclg, tambourine and Pcnngwhistlc kind of way.

He took odd comfort in having ncighbors Yo} clevoutlg engrossed. Theg were
Politc to a fault, and their music, once accepted, was like the familiar back~a”eg radio
sounds in Singapore, the Kasbah, Atlantis, or the other side of the tracks on Venus.

“BO0Odala, COOdala, FOOdala, MOOdala.”

What a way to go. Wasting away, like the air squeezecl out of a giant beach ball.

Then one dag, Probablg at the end of the month, theg were gone, and a married
couple moved in. The new Pair watched tclevision, and Jake took his ear away from the
thin wall. He looked around at the aPartment he Iovecl, with the stairs in the middle and a
little room around the stairs. He lived at the foot of the stairs. The stairs climbed
halfwag to the stars. He could lie on his bed, look up the stairs, and see the stars. The
stars at night were big and bright, deeP in the heart of his cuPola apartment.

“FUNdala, BUNclala, Holg, Holg, Lord God All Nightlg, all night Iong. SHOCKaIa,
MOCKala, o'er the land of the free and the home of the brave. Amen and amen.
Gooc]night, evcrgboclg.”
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Sanctified Sensualitg

He was a Metnoclist, in the same way he was an l”inoistJ bg way of being a
Nebraskite. The Methodist Church was a Place where he’d s[:)ent time, and it colored his
experience, but its colors weren’t Primarg. He found a way to climb up the brick wall at
the back of the Methodist Church in McCook, Nebraska, when he was nine. There was
an old pump organ to Plag witri, in the basement, and the large, curved balcong of the
sanctuary was stirringlg dramatic to him.

One Sunclag morning in Nebraska, at home, his youngest brother struck his
middle brother on the head with a hand drill and drew blood. Jake called the church to
rePort the news. Tneg made an announcement, cluring the service, and his Parents
rushed home. That was good. He imaginecl the Preacher saying, in a big voice, in front of
the congregation, “Mr. and Mrs. Axene, your sons are rnurclering each other. Please
hurrg home.” Like a nursery rngme from the Brothers Grim, with one m.

At the Methodist Church, in Moline, lllinois, triings rea”g got good. He was
elected Presiclent of the Junior Methodist Youth I:e”owshil:). On a church retreat
hagricle, while Pretending to be asleeP, he laid his head on an older girl’s chest and
rolled it around as if restlessl9 clreamingJ squeezing and Pressing her breast with the
side of his skull. She comforted him in a nurturing, kind of way, much to his sur[:)rise and
Pleasure.

Cnurcn, on Sunc]ag evening, was conducive to erotic sensations, so to sPeak. He
went to the morning, service and identified with the Preacner. It looked good to be
stancling up tnereJ with a caPtive audience, te”ing stories. Then he went to Sunclag
scnool, then to Sunclag dinner at some restaurant or at nome, then he goorecl around all
aicternoon, then back to the church for games, Foocl, a little MYF meeting, running
around the empty church, and girls. Sometning about the sPiritual life inside the church
sanctified his sensualitg. On the team bus, at scnool, tneg talked about making out, but
on the church bus, going to some church Function, tneg actua”g did make out. 153 the
time he was in 9th Grade, his sexualitg was a clrug, coursing his veins and arteries, and
every Place he went became sexual, but, sornenowJ it was esPecia”g true at church.
Magbe, since everyone in church was talking about Jesus, no one was thinking about
what Jake was tninking about, and therefore, he felt free.
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More c]irectlg resl:)onsible was his mother. She told him something, one c]ag, as
she often did, addressing him and his brother as if she was the Preacher. She
admonished them with stern gooc] nature about the true meaning of life.

“Boys,” she said, turning her head to the side but keeping her eyes riveted on
them, “Boys,” she rePeatecl, “Sex between a man and a woman is...” She Pauscc]
clramatica”g, and then continued, “...sPiritual.”

There it was. She said it. Sex was spiritual. Then, content with her succinct
sermonette, she left the two of them Puzzling, then smirking to each other, then hcacling
off in their separate directions to Plag out their lives. He believed his mother. He would
say he never believed his mother, and he was convinced he didn’t, but her words were
etched on the granite of his brain, at least that part of it made granite for permanent
scarring; those stone tablets we carry forward in our lives like mi”stones, to be called on
whenever we need to ruin our lives or keel:) them from any intuitive fulfillment.

Thcg are also the source of reference for direction and guidance in times of fear
and confusion. f chosen and chiseled well, theg may serve us, but if one’s earlg
nurturers were not Hammurabi or Moses, or even a we”-acﬁustcd Pair of Primates, the
frozen messages of time can be deaclening, instead of life aﬁcirming. The message, that
sex was sPiritual, set him up well for loving the church as a Place where the sPirit and the
boclg might meet as friends. And if sex was sPiritual, then sPiritualitg was sexual. He
seemed to bclieve, from earlg on, that sPirit seeks to come into the boc]g. At least, his
did. The consti[:)atecl message that the best life in God, so to speak, was to get out of
the bodg as soon as Possible, made no sense at all, and, in fact, seemed blasphemous.

His poor mother had no idea how her instructive advice had laid the grounclwork
for Jake’s future lhce, as the sPirit~being |ool<ing to live as a man, true to the Hesh, and
true to the sPirit. Both, s[:)irit and ﬂesh, true, together, in one life.

It was at church, in church, on church buses and hagracks, on the church
basketball court, at church camp, at vespers, in Sunclag school, that he felt aPPreciatcc]
as a sexual being, never knowing whg, but alwags gratfncul. How luc|<9 can you get? if
God didn’t condemn him, then the condemnation so generou519 distributed among his
followers could be overlooked, and he overlooked it. What may have been more
resl:)onsible for his Passion was that Power‘Ful drug of 9outh, among, bogs and men,
testosterone, and its gang of hormona”g delinqucnt Pals. Either God didn’t mind his
Perpetual erection, or God was helplcss to control it. Angwag, he had onlg girls to
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contend with in the equation, and he had the Permanent words of his motner, however
rnisguiclec] or misinterpreted, to bolster him.

He knew very little about girls or women. Tneg seemed to be reluctant tojoin him
and God. He’'d had sex with his icianceeJ and he was soon to be a married man, but his
fiancée was an atheistJ and her sexualitg seemed agnostic, at best. He l89 on his bec],
often wrestling with himself over these questions. One Point for a takedown. Three

Points fora Pin.

14



The Spglﬁole

Living next door to a married couple other than his parents aroused his curiosity.
His Parcnts were an institution of no relevance to the idea of marriage, couples, Iove, or
People living together. Theg seemed an cntitg of unique Charactcr, not a model for
emulation or an example for stuclg. Thcg were an aberration, as if God had Put them
together to gjve birth to him and keep him isolated from normal human behavior, as if
theg were the last two souls left in the barrel in Heaven, and God had no choice but to
link them, like the last two kids chosen up for kick-ball.

The four years he sPent at co”ege had “ruined” him, according to his mother.
Co”ege had broken him out of the claustrophobic, hcrmetic3”9 sealed mold of his
Familg. Once away from them, breathing other air than the recgclcd, stale, Pseuclo-
intimacg at home, he thought he was separate and free. He began to see himself as a
Private being, away from the closed world of his Parents. The way he saw itg, it was their
influence that had been ruined. He was Free, to a clegree, but the mold was set, the die
was cast, the frame of reference had been in Place for many years.

Youth has the virtue of creating the illusion of renewal coming, almost at will. A
new idea could remake his life. He could chameleon his nature to the colors of a better
model, as soon as he could find one. He didn’t believe he was Pctrhciecl bg his Parents’
influence. He thought he could escape their influence. Because the character he
developed to Please the bulls in the Big House of his 3outh did not seem genuine, he
thought he could aclopt another set of characteristics, more suitable to his virtuous
ruination. The accusation of having been ruined Pleasecl him. The Phoenix could rise
from the ashes, and it needed ashes, in order to rise. He had time yet, before he became
a married man himself.

with a little eﬁcort, he could hear the married couple next door. When he moved
in, he found a busted hole in the wa”J two feet off the Hoor, oPPositc the foot of the
stairs, cxposing the 2x4’s behind his wall, ex[:)osing the back of the Himsg wall of the
aPartmcnt rented bg the couPlc whose name was Tu”g. Theg were in their late twenties
or carlg thirties, and he got the sense theg hadn’t been married very Iong, magbe a year.
Thcg didn’t have any kids. Any couple, in that neck of the woods, who didn’t have kicls,
Probabl9 hadn’t been married very long.

He Put a calendar over the holc, so his wall wouldn’t have a big hole in it.

Somebodg, once upon a time, must have kicked it in, or bumpecl into it with a Piece of
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furniture. He didn’t think much about it. Hejust covered it up. But when his curiosity
about Mr. and Mrs. Tu”g Hared up, he thought about the hole in the wall.

One night, when his bed was set up against the Portholc window, he Pu”ed the
calendar off the wa”, he sat down on the 1qoorJ he Put his head in the gaping hole, and
he put his ear up against the Tu”g’s wall. He was half an inch from their lives. He could
hear them ta”dng. He listened to them talk. He sat on the floor, c]rinking his gin and
tonic, in the troPical night, with his radio Plaging in the background, and he listened, like
he listened to the radio when he was a kid in Nebraska.

Theg didn’t seem to be saging much about angthing.

“What's this?> “Where’s that?” “Did you see where | Put the whatchamacallit?”
“How’s your back? “Did you like the Pork chops’?” “Where’s the TV Guide?” “It’s on
toP of the TV

The longer he sat there, on the Hoor, clrinking, with his head in the wa”, the more
the seParation between them seemed artificial. He ex[:)anclecl the hole in the wall like
turning up the sound on the radio. He broke off small chunks of the Pasteboard until
Fina”g he could get his ear flush against the Tu”gs’ wall. He got up and walked around
his small aPartment until he found a nail he could work loose. He took it back to the
hole, and he put it in the seam where the wall tiles were joined. Slowlg, car@cullg,
graclua”g, like the movements of the guy in ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’ bg Edgar Allen Poe, he
made a tiny hole.

His heart was beating faster. He could look into their apartment, barelg, if he
twisted his head and neck uncormcortablg and then Put his eye against the hole in their
wall. He could harc”g see angthing. He careFu”g oPenecl the hole Iarger and larger, until
it was the size of a ten—[:)ermg nail.

He worried the hole might be seen from the other side, but his goal had become a
mission. He was a spy in the house of love. It was the first time he’d ever been able to see
what went on between two People in the Privacg of their lives. He was on the verge of a
great cliscoverg. He was uncovering a tin9 shaft of light to the inner sanctum of an
ancient Pgramid. He was about to learn some great truth. He worked and worked the
tin9 spy hole. He broke more Pieces away from the entrgwag. Fina”g, he could see the
Tu”gs and most of the room. Mr. Tu”g was working on the back of his console TV, on
the far side of the room. Verg near to Jake’s eye, on the Tu”gs’ bec], lag Mrs. Tu”g,
ProPPecl up, her back against Pi”ows, the sheet across her waist, her bare breasts

CXPOSCd. Her arms were at her SiClC, her hancls were FOlClCCl in l"lCl" laP
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His heart Pounded S0 harc], he was afraid he’d be overheard bg the beating.
He'd seen a naked model in an art class at the Universitg of Jowa, and he’d seen his
fiancée Partiallg nakecl, or Parts of her nakecl, when theg made love in the dark or near19
in the clark, but he’d never seen a woman naked in becl, like Mrs. Tu”9 was. She had nice,
firm breasts. Theg weren’t like Plagmate breasts. Theg had a shape that wasn’t round
and Per‘Fect. Theg seemed to be normal, real breasts. She had a scar on each breast,
just above the nipple, as if she’d had an oPeration of some sort. Theg were sma”, normal
scars. He felt embarrassed to see her scars, even more embarrassed than he felt seeing
her bare breasts.

Mrs. Tu”g sPoke. She said, to her husbancl, in a soft voice, “Are you going to
come to bed, soon?”

“Yeah, sure,” he said, “as soon as | finish this.”

He sounded angry and a little impaticnt. She didn’t say angthing, and then she
did, “Sometimes, | think you love tinkering with things more than you love me.”

She slid down and Pu”ec] the sheet up under her neck.

“What?” her husband said, “What a stul:)ic] idea. ljust have to get it fixed, that's
all. Otherwise, it’ll never get done, i I don’t do it.” He redoubled his anxious efforts,
hunching over and concentrating on his re[:)airjob.

Jake Pu”ecl his head out of the hole in the wall. He felt cleel:)|9 embarrassed, not
exactlg for what he’d clone, but for what he’d seen. It felt wrong to be so far into these
other People’s lives. It felt as if he’d seen something he wasn’t meant to see. It was out
onoint, like knowing too much, like time traveling with information that should belong
onlg to the future. He felt like an invader from outer space, exPosing bg his presence,
the Piti?ul weakness of humanitg. He vowed he’d never again Pretencl to be Part of
Peoples’ lives that he wasn’t trulg Part of. It was a vow that would stag with him, to kceP
him from aclvising others or meclc”ing in the affairs of others. The appearance of a
couple meant nothing. He could neverjuclge what occurred between a man and a woman
in the Privac9 of their lives together.

He got a role of ta[:)e, and he ta[:)cd over the spg%ole. He cut a grocery bag in
the shape of a Patch and covered up the hole in his wall, taped it solic”g in Place,
covered the Patch with his calendar, put the box he had his radio on, in front of the
hole, until it was comPletelg obscured. He sat on his bed and looked up the stairs at the

stars.
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He felt like he’d stolen something that didn’t belong to him. It made him shg to
eavesc]rop, from then on. He would glance at People, who aroused his curiositg, to clear
with them, in some way, 59 some gesture, if it was acccptable, for him to be a witness. He
wanted to witness the lives of others, and insteacl, he’d become a voyeur, a spy, a thief.
It was a Peculiar shift. He felt intimate with the lives of the Tu“gs, as if there were no
boundarics, but he’d crossed a boundarg that shocked him. He carried a sense of |iving
a life without real clepth, that every wall was gauze, every remark the line from a Plag,
and then something would haPPen to show him that the realitg he sought to understand
was greater, more incomprehensiblc, than the emptg llusion he knew.

He was a hoPcless amateur at Iiving. Evergthing was made out of gossamer. He
could keeP on inventing life, he was caPable of that, but every once in a while he caught
a gliml:)se behind the scenery, and it terrified him. It was terrhcging when the i”usory world
cracked open, and he caught a glim[:)se of some other version of realitg than the one he

had learnecl 81’1Cl assumecl to bC real.
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The Crescent Wrench

He lived in three skins. As a young man, a young animal, he had one skin, Feeling
alive in the boclg and the flesh. When his young life surgcd Phgsica”g, as it did often, in
many ways, in the nature of his being young, he felt true and whole. It was like the water
pressure in a hose, Fi”ing him with purpose. It could be sexual, or it could be the life of a
young man, and it felt good. Another skin was his talent to learn quicklg and act out the
roles of living he saw around him, like a real life actor. It was his skill to imitate the lives of
others. It was fun and exciting to learn the ways of others, to be able to act like them, to
become different People o) easilg, and when he did, he felt whole and happg.

He could be angthing he wanted, and when he was, he was bigger than usual. He
could surge alive with enthusiasm. He could take on the Feelings of others. It made him
feel the Feelings he couldn’t or didn’t feel in himsehc, alone. And there was another skin.
It was the skin of his heart. It was the Feelings of the child he’d been born to be. It was
who he was, and it was who he could become. It was the emptg vessel of his being. It was
the Part of his life he wanted to know. It was the Part he seldom knew. Whenever he felt
closest to his true sehc, he became the most fearful.

He was capable of fun and imagjnation, aclal:)ting, learning, taking on, and
becominga new self. Emotiona”g, he was, if not autistic, then a child in a man’s boclg. He
wasn’t without Feeling. He seemed to live in a tanglec] morass of Fceling, but it was a great
confusion without guidance. He ought to have conquerecl his confusion bg then. As if it
was conquerable. His onlg recourse was to stumble forward. Gin and tonic seemed to
ease the fit in his three skins, but it didrn’t solve the riddle of the way to become a man. It
helped him do things he thought might help, like spy on his neighbors, but that had
turned out to be a miscalculation. He chalked it up to life lessons and made up some new
rules tojusthcg the fiasco.

It was better when he Forgot about it. He would struggle with his corncusion,
especia”g the collapse of a Particular moment like a house of cards. But without
answers, it was a hopeless struggle. He would resign from the struggle and Forget about
it. That was better, es[:)eciang if he could flex his muscles or Pick upa mask. He was on a
course of wanting to learn from cxpericnce, hoping that exl:)erience would teach him
what he needed to learn. He thought there was a single Piece missing. if he could learn
the secret, he could be free. It was a gamble. You try this door and that door. You try
them all. One was the door to real life. The others had tigers behind them.
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He woke up the next morning, with a start of fear. A little scare in the morning, not
knowing who he was or where he was. He took quick stock and became the guy who
went to work at the Gas ComPang. He couldn’t shake the nagging ghost of another life.
He tried tojoke with the bogs, but he couldr’t crank up an attitude. At thejob site,
Waffle sent him back to the truck for a crescent wrench. He went to the truck, clroPPcc]
the bin on the side, and stared, dumbfounded. He could not, for the life of him,
remember what it was he was looking for. He went back to the hole, and he said to
Waﬁqe, “What’s a crescent wrench?”

Jerrg Waffle looked at him, and he |<new, Finallg, that it was true; Co”ege bogs
rea”g were as stuPid as theg said.

“It’s shaped like a crescent, and it has CRESCENT written on it.”

“Oh, 3eah, sure,” he said.

Jake went to the truck, grabbecl a crescent wrcnch, and brought it back in a
flash. The rest of the c]ag, Jcrrg looked at him like he wasn’t sure he was for real. It was
a goocl concern. He had lost his Place, in the line of life. He ke[:)t trying, all clag, to find
his Placc, bum[:)ing into everyone else, who knew their Placejust fine. Marshall called him
over at the end of the c]ag.

“Don’t let this monkeg business get you down. Just Put one foot in front of the
other. OK, Poc]na?”

“OK, Marsha”,” Jake said, a little sheepishlg.

“Listen, Jake, theg call me Marsha”, and that’s fine. Theg don’t know their ass
from a bag of marblcs, SO whg shouldn’t theg call me bg the wrong name” And you can
call me Marsha”, too. It’s my name around here. It’s OK, butjust remember, it aint my
name. Alright, kid?”

“Alright, Marshall.”

“Now you’re catching on. You have a gooc] night, and Il see you in the morning,”

“See you in the morning, Marshall.” “Jake the Great.” Marshall winked.

He turned and walked off, singing to himself, “When it's Peach Pickin‘ time in
Georgja, apple Pickin' time in Tennessee, cotton Picldn' time in MississiPPi, cvergbodg
Pic sonme....”

Jake felt better. He felt a lot better.
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The Porch 5wing

When he got home that night, he was content to let the world be. He walked
slowlg up the stel:)s of his aPartment building. He thought about the neighborhoo& he
was Iiving in. He was onlg two blocks from the house his granc][:)arents lived in, when theg
moved up from Oklahoma, in the same year that Wooclg Guthrie headed out for
California. Jake’s father and Woodg were born twelve miles aPart, in the same year. His
dad loved the hill countrg of east Oklahoma. He was odd man out in l”inois, when he was
eighteen, but he was tall and handsomc, and a real charmer, so he managcc] a kind of
Popularit9 in his new hometown.

The extended Familg had lived in Rock 1sland for a long time. Theg had been a
poor man’s aristocrac9 of cloc’corsJ Iawgcrs, and businessmen, but Jake’s granclfathcr
was onlg the husband of one of five sisters, and he’'d struck out, cluring the DePression.
He was tall and white~haired, he was a born Patriarch, and his retirement resolved his
clignitg among, the relatives. He had ended his work life as a stock clerk in a farm
implement Factorg, long after his earlg success as a railroad agent, ricling herd over
unrulg gangs of teamsters, Ioading and unloac]ingthe trains.

His great granchcather had driven a twent9~mu|e team between Dallas and
Denver. Jake’s dad drove a Chevg wagon between Peoria and Davenport. The c]gnastg
never got off the grouncl, but the old Fami‘g house meant a lot to Jake. Living two blocks
away felt signhcicant, even though he never went bg the Place. That wasn’t imPortant. It
was the old Familg homc, and it was ncarbg. That was what mattered.

The sPot of greatest magic in that house was the front Porch swing, susPenclcd
from the Porch ceiling. When he was a kid, he got to sit on the swing with his grancll:)a,
while the men smoked cigars and talked. It was the nearness of them that he soaked up.
Thcg didn’t talk to him, and theg talked about subjects for which he had no reckoning)
but sitting on the swing, next to his dad and his grancll:)a, next to his dad’s uncles, and
listen to the soothing chatter, was storing up riches in heaven. To be near that house,
even thought strangers lived there, was to feel the presence of the legacg. Even if the
legac9 had been squanderecl, it existed in the buried treasure of his heart.

Marshall’s hl”bl”g wisdom touched him in the memory banks of his heritage. It was
Furmg how that worked. Marshall’s son was a beerg, car-obsessed womanizer, who
neglectecl his wife and kids and treated Marshall like a Punishment. Jake’s dad treated

Jake like an annoging case of the clal:), an unfortuJake side-effect of a necessary evil,
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marriage, like a babg-sitting chore on a rain-soaked caml:)ing triP, or as the Potential
insurance for his retirement. Marshall and Jake had an unclerstanding thatjumpcd the
seParations and made them both feel rccognizecl. It was Furmg how that sort of thing
came alive, at the least likelg times, and how those times Provecl to be the right times.
Jake had a sPottg historg of those times; the right times. He didn’t count on it
haPPening or even recognize it when it did haPPcn, but he carried the ghct of Marshall’s
inJake kinship up the steps to his apartment.

He looked at the Tu”g’s door, and he Put an invisible seal on it. Once inside his
own door, he felt the renewed sanctitg of his a[:)artment, all without knowleclge or
thought. He looked at the tal:)ecLovcr hole in the wa”J and he thought about the Colt
Malt Liquor Bull. The night bexcore, he’d had a couple of them under his belt, before he
finished his gin and tonic. He thought about the clangers of mixing, his liquor.

“Yeah,” he said inside his head,” You can’t mix |iquor and life.”

He woulcln’t take his own advice For a long time to come.
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The Wrong, Side of the Bed

It wasn’t for lack of trging that he couldn’t stay |ightheartecl. He tried. His sense
of humor had never failed him, but his own Personal bamgarcl seemed to have a hole in
it, a wc”, a cesspool, a bottomless Pit, arent in the sumcace, a crack in the earth’s crust,
like Alice’s Aoorwag to Wonclerland, or Orpheus’ entry to the Underworld. When he was
a kid, he imagine& that the space between his bed and the wall was an endless shaft to
the Pit of Hell. That's one word for it. It seemed so simPlc to roll off the bed in the
middle of the night and be swallowed up bg the Guts of the Universe, never to be seen
again. And it wasn’t angthinggou could prevent.

Now | /ay me down to slcelo, / pray the lord my soul
to keep. If 1 should die before 1 wakc, / pray the lord
my soul to go /ooking for... | /mloc.

To die seemed nice and simPle. But what about the hole next to the bed?
“There’s somcthing Peculiar about my life,” Jake kePt thinking. When he was in Sunclag
school, c]uring high school, he bcgan to think about the ineffable. He wondered, “if God
made the Universe, who made God? if the Universe continues Forever, what’s on the
other side of it? What comes after Eternity?”

And he thought, “f Pm the same as evergboclg else, how come my mind is in this
boclg, in this head, behind these eyes? if the whole world exists on19 in my Pcrce[:)tion of
it, whg doesn’t everyone else feel the same way | do? And, if thcg c]o, whg doesn’t
anyone else talk about it? | can understand that evcrgboclg thinks theg’rc the Center of
the Universe, so whg don’t wejust agree we're all simultaneouslg the Center of the
Universe? When Jesus Per‘Formecl a miracle, whg didn’t he show the aPostles how he did
it? Whg all the secrecy?”

That was the big one for Jake. Whg all the secrecy? if life was so wonclchul, as
evergbodg claimed, and it was certainlg awe~insPiring to him, whg bother with any
secrets? Life was trulg amazing. He wanted to share his sense of amazement with other
People, but nobodg seemed to want to Plag. Evergone was alwags Prctending life wasn’t
amazing, that it was more imPortant to worry about the rules, than it was to Plag. it you

jumpecl into life and got lost in it, it seemed there were too many People who wanted to

beat youup for it, or take ac]vantage, or laugh at you.
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Take l:>arer1tsJ for exarnple, or even the man on the street, or the man in the
clrugstore. There was a clrugstore on the corner, three blocks from his aPartment. It
seemed to be the quintessential drugstore of life. It was between WHDBF, the TV and
radio station, and the Rocket movie theater. It was cattg-corner from the Fort
Armstrong Hotel, where his dad’s uncle clroPPecl Aead, and it was across the street
from the Fort Theater.

Rock Island was his dad’s hometown, but it wasn’t Jake’s hometown. Jake had
never lived in Rock Island. Moline was his hometown. It was onlg a few miles from
downtown Moline to downtown Rock Island. Theg were acﬁoining towns. Theg might as
well have been the same town, but theg weren’t. It was Part of Jake’s simple—mindec] and
simPle—heartecl amazement to see how two towns, right next to each other, like Siamese
twins, could be nearlg identical and comPletelg different. Theg each acted like theg were
the onlg town in the world that counted. Whenever Moline and Rock Island Plagecl each
other in basketball or Footba”, half the arena, field houseJ or sta&ium, would act as if
the other half was worthless, bad, stupicl, and scary, if not c[ownright evil.

if a guy from Moline met a guy from Rock Island in a bar in Istanbul, theg’cl act like
theg were long lost brothers for about two minutes. Then theg start getting weird on
each other,just like alwags. Theg’cl re-enact some game that Provec] their town was the
best, and the other town was in the Guinness Book of World Record for Assholes and
Bastards. Jake’s dad lived in Mo‘ine, but he was from Rock lslancl, but not rea”g. Jake
lived in Rock lsland, but he was from Moline, but not rea”g, because he grew up in
Nebraska. It was like being in a movie. It rea”g meant a lot to everyone around him, or so
it seemed, but it didn’t mean that much to him.

He loved it all, but the details were comcusing. Where did he get this weird
Perspective? Magbe he was from some distant galaxg, where this Planet was reallg
Furmg, and thejoke was on him. Magbe theg sent him to Planet Earth as a Practicaljoke.
And that was another thing. Any Planet named EARTH had to be taken with a grain of
salt, like being a Planet called HERE. He had a Perspective that kePt him an outsider
evergwhere he went, and yet he longed to be a part of it. He seemed like a tourist in his
own |hce, and yet he seemed to be the on19 one who was aware of it, like being in an
ePisocle of The Twilight Zone’, where a guy drives into a town full of humanoid zombies,
so real you can’t tell the cligerence, until you ask them a question, and theg £0, “Gurgle,
gurgle, bee[:), beel:),” or you cut one of them, and theg bleed green slime.
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Sometimes, he was the alien, afraid to cut himselﬁ for fear of Heecling pea soup.
Sometimes, when he talked, it came out, “Gurglc, gurgle, beeP, beep,” orjust, “Gurg,
aurg, bee, bce,” or even, “Guh, guh, buh, buh.”

He muddled through and did what he clicl, and when he was in co”ege, he thought
he might learn something. He thought the People there knew something he didr’t, but if
theg clic], theg kept it a secret. It was the same damned secret societ9 again. Now, here
he was, on his own, with no staml:) on him. Co”ege had turned out to have been great but
nearlg useless. At least he knew Marsha”, and Marshall saicl, “Don’t let it get you down.
Put one foot in front of the other.”

And watch out for the hole in the middle of the barngard. And pray you dor’t roll
out of bed the wrong way.

“Jake. Jake. It’s time to get up- Jake? Jake? That’s Furmg. He was here a minute

»

ago.

25



Half Past Kissing Time

Once, when he was a kid, he said to his dad, “Hey, Dad, what time is it?” and his
dad said, “It’s half past kissing time, time to kiss again.”

He loved that. He loved it that it was time to kiss, even when it wasn’t kissing time.
It was even time to kiss, when it was onlg half past kissing time. He wondered what
haPPened when it was kissing time. Half past kissing time was like a reminder to kiss. It
had been kissing time a while ago, and it would be kissing time again, and lest we Forget,
i's now half past kissing time. And you dor’t have to wait for kissing time to come
around again, you canjust 2@ ahead and kiss. He didn’t ask what it meant. He didn’t find
out what time it was. It was tgl:)ical of his life. Magbe it was tgPical of all life. 1t wasn’t
imPortant what clock-time it was. It was imPortant what other time it was.

His dad didn't tell Jake what was going on, but he left a trail of crumbs. He
droPPed hints like a broken Picce of mirror, a torn page from a book, a part of a
scribbled list, a Piece of a map, a faded Photograph, a Phone number with no name
attachcc], a box of broken car Parts, half of a hundred dollar bi“, a swat on the butt that
was almost a Pat on the back, a grin that could be interPreted several ways, and advice
that was drowned out bg the Passing traffic. He kept waiting for the rest of the
sentence. Then, it was too late. It was time to head, on his own. The wagon train was
leaving. His dad was nowhere in sight. At the last minute, his dad leaned out of the
uPstairs window of the saloon and shouted something.

“What? What did he say?”

There was too much commotion. His old man’s head had clisappearccl. It was time
to go. On the long tri[:) west, he thought about his father's words. What did he say
exactlg?

“I love you, my bog, 9ou’” do we”,” or was it, “| know you're a Fool, Pll see you in
hell >

As time Passecl, he wondered i he’d said angthing at all. Magbe he wasjust
laughing. It was great, heacling out west. It was new and exciting, but he was going to
have to learn it as he went along. Oh, wc”,jump in the horseshit and try to find the pony.
No time like the Present. It was like a scavenger hunt. Shake the tree and see what falls
out. When he was a bog, his father took him out to the end of the dock and threw him in.
He learned how to swim, but he also learned not to trust his father. He was a good

swimmer, but there were a few coaches he wasn’t too fond of. And sometimes, the water
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had a bitter taste he could choke on. He was a good swimmer, and his strokes were
strong and smooth, but he had mixed Feelings about water. Swimming Pools had become
like race tracks. Lakes and rivers felt like the home of snakes and fish with teeth. He was
born on the Mississipl:)i River, but the river towns had their industrial backs to the river,
sc]uatting down, shitting in the river, and looking the other way.

His dad told him he tried to swim across the Mississipl:)i when he was young, but
halfwag across, he got tirecl, so he turned around and swam back. Jake laughcd at the
story, but he believed it, nonetheless. If he could imagjne it, it seemed to stay in his
mental Picturc ga”erg. When Jake was a kid, there had been a nickel Ferrg across the
river from Rock Island to DavenPort, lowa and back again. For that same nickel, you
could ride free all c]ag, if you didn’t get off. He didr’t do that. He could have, and that
was almost the same thing. 153 the time he was twentg, the river was banked in cement. It
was a commercial highwag for barges, and the levee in downtown Rock Island had
become one hugc Parking lot. The Huck Finn in him was outragcc], but it was no use
arguing, The deed was done.

still, at night, bg the locks between Arsenal Island (the original Rock island) and
DavenPort, Jowa, he could watch one section of the railroad/ highwag bridge turn
Para”el to the river. He could listen to the horns and bells. He could look at the Iights
glistcning on the water. He could smell and taste the night. He could walk across the
river at the Arsenal Briclge. At the edge of the locks, stood the original Fort Armstrong,
or a reasonable facsimile of a small guarc”wouse. The river was still the MississiPPi. The
Missus Sloppg, as his dad called it. It was one of the Great Rivers of the World, and it
barelg tolerated the dams and levees. If it got to Feeling like it, it could rise up and wiPe
out all the weak attemPts to control it. The Armg Cor[:)s of Engincers, the Chamber of
Commerce, and the National Guard would have a helluva time Putting Humptg—DumPtg
back together again. Magbe that was whg you had better kiss again, even though it was
onlg half Past. You never know what’s going to haPPcn. You could get so busg worrging
about evergthing, 3ou’d Forget to kiss, and then where would you be?
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The Round Lacl9

Jenng McGregor grac]uatecl from co”egc, but Jake didr’t attend the ceremonies,
for several reasons, none of which were sPokcn. The Previous ta”, when he was in
graduate scnool, onlg si><t9 miles from ner, he’d gone back to visit her on weekends. The
weekend visits followed a Pattern. Theg’c] get used to each other on Saturclag, have a
tignt that nignt, make love on 5uncla9 atternoon, and he’'d travel back to lowa Citg, that
night. He’d never been steacl9 with anyone, in the way he was with hcr, s0 he assumed he
was learninga universal Pattern of Prc-married couples.

Every clitticultg with her added to, rather than detracted from, his determination
to solve the riddle of relationsnips. But it took a toll to wranglc with her. One nignt,
visiting his old campus, where he spent four years, and which he left for other climes, a
girl in Jenny’s class mistook him for a senior. It was the excuse he needed. He stoPPcc]
visiting, He believed he stoPPec] visiting his old co”egc out of embarrassment, but the
scene with Jenny had not cnangecl or iml:)rovecl.

It was his pattern, in any situation, to struggle, until the struggle Provecl fruitless.
Thcn, without resolution, he would resolutelg se[:)arate himself from the struggle. She
didn’t ask him to come to her gracluation, and he didr’t volunteer. Marriage was on19
three months away, and that would be ceremony cnough for one summer. His old
co”ege roommate, Jim Malone, or Jim Alone, as Jake called him, graduated at the same
time. Jake’s brother Mike came home from school, and his old buclclg Anclg came home
from co”egc, too. Jim stoPPcc] in Rock lslancl, on his way to Cnicago, and the four of
them met at Jake’s new cul:)ola a[:>artrnentJ and thcg gotjuiced.

It was a gorgeous summer Saturc]ag night. The next nignt, a Policeman came to
Jake’s door and registerecl a coml:)laint that a neignbor had seen someone masturbating
in the cuPola the nignt before. Jake Plecl innocent, and the cop went away. Jake never
tigurecl out who it was who slaPPed the sausage in the moonlight. He had been known to
whack his wang on occasion, but discretion was the extent of his valor. He susPected his
brotner, but tt»en, dor’t we all? Anc], magbe, it was no one.

One of the signts from his cuPola had been the ‘round la&g’ in the apartment
next door, across the wide lawn between the builc!ings. He was sitting in the cuPola one
night after dark. He looked across the open 9arcl, and he saw a ncavg-set woman
undressing. She took off her clress, then her slil:), then her industrial strength braJ and

then her voluminous Panties. To him, it was more remarkable than erotic. She was as
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tu”g round as a Henrg Moore statue or a Brancusi tloating woman. Evergthing about
her was round. The most remarkable line ran from the small of her t)ac|<, over and
around her giant buttocksJ between her legs, across and over her great be”g to her rib-
cage, buried and overlaid bg massive breasts. She stood in the window, siclewags. To his
Painter’s eye, it was a Pcrtect vision of curve and line. It had been a moment, never
cluPlicatec], that caught his breath. 1t couldn’t have been interruptecl t)g angthing as
frantic or as mundane as masturbation. Pertﬁal:)s what she’d seen, or wished she’d seen,
was what her own exhibition demanded as com[:)cnsation.

There’s a certain kind of shortsightedness in gouth that focuses energy well,
when it’s focused, that is. It ignores what it doesn’t care to dwell on. He thought little of
the round |ac19 except as an event in his sight. Because he didn’t believe it was true that
he’d been masturbating in his cul:)ola that Saturclag night, he easil9 convinced the cop
and Promptlg torgot the whole business.

It was a night for the four of them. Theg laugtwecl and schemecl, ttﬁeg told stories
andjokes, theg comParecl co”cge cxperiences, theg made up stul:)id stwit, theg clran|<,
and thcg smoked cigarettcs. Jake, at 23, was the oldest. Jim was 22, Anclg was 21, and
Mike was 20. At one Point in the evening, Anclg and Jake were Pissing in the tiny
bathroom across the hall. Jake was stoPPecl bg a wave of sobrietg. He invited Anclg to
the wedding, and then he saicl, “I'm suPPoscc] to get married in August, and | don’t
know...”

“Jeez, Jake, do you love her?”

“1 don’t know. I guess so. | guess | do. I guess | love her.”

“f you love her, then great.”

“Yeah, I guess s0.”

He felt better. To come that close to ac]mitting love was energizing. It was
startling. It oPcnecl a tiny door in his heart, just a crack, and he felt a lot better. He went
back to the Partg with renewed fervor. Tg
rock and roll band. Theg could see the tower of the TV/raclio station from the cuPola. It
had its name emblazoned in gant, vertical red letters. W H B F. Mike said theg could
name themselves WHBF and get some free aclvcrtising. Theg could call themselves
Walter, Harry, E)ot), and Fred.

Then Jake came up with the name, Garter Snake and the Sidewinders. Theg liked
that name. Jake would be Garter Snake. It seemed aPProPriate. He'd been trightcnec]

at night theg decided to become a famous

t)g a garter snake, when he was two years olcl, Te} aclol:)ting the name felt like the Pertect
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irony. Theg decided to head out. A famous rock and roll band has to eat. Theg would
do evergthing a rock and roll band did, except P189 music. Theg tried out a couple of
songs, and Mike, Andg, and Jim were all decent musicians, but Jake was sure he couldn’t
sing, so it was best to keep the Fantasg from sliPPing clangerouslg close to realitg. Thcg
triPPec] downtown to Ricardo’s Taco House. Ricardo’s tacos were becoming as famous
as Garter Snake and the Sidewinders Pretenclcc] to be. The four boisterous young men
Pilcc] into a booth and Preparecl to consume some tacos, burritos, and enchiladas. The
waitress who aPPearecl was strikinglg attractive. She was a teenage Chicana of high
energy and dark beautg. She reaclilg told them her name was Rosa, but everyone called
her Rosie. She asked them what their names were.

“Waltcr, Harry, Bob, and Fred,” theg said.

Then Jake saic], “P’m Garter Snake and these are the Sidewinders. Actua”g, that’s
Mike, Anclg, Jim, and ’'m Jake.”

Jake was in love. He was infatuated. He was gaga. She was as Per‘Fect a foil for
his fiancée’s All-American whiteness as he could have found if he was Iooking for it. His
dad loved all things Mexican. He loved Mexican Foocl, and he could even pronounce a
few words in SPanish. His dad took the Familg to Ricardo’s, back when it seemed on19
Mexicans ate Mexican food. There was a large Mexican-American Population in East
Moline, where Ricardo got his start in the taco business. Jake’s dad had a histor9
Fraught with romance, when it came to things Mexican.

He was the straPPing young driver on a bus tour of Mexico, taken bg the Black
Hawk Hiking Club of Rock 1sland, back in the earlg 30s. He once had dreams of being a
geologist in South America. For Jake to take up with a Chicana (or Mexican, as theg
were called) would have fulfilled his fathers Fantasg. To take up with a Chicana and
then marry a hard edge white girl would be to carry on the Familg tradition. Legend had it
his father, driving the tour bus, (ke the big wooden bus in ‘It HaPPcned One Night’)
Pickecl up a Mexican girl in one town and took her to another town, along with a busload
of heartg, overweight, semi-wealthg American tourists. The girl had a babg with her. She
was in Hight, or so it seemed. Jake’s dad had rescued her and delivered her to her
People. He’d fallen hard for the girl, but of course he did nothing about it, and soon, he
was buried in a life of ex[:)cctations and obligations, sur‘Facing occasiona”g with a taco in
his hancl, the hottest hot sauce, and the SPanish word for fork on his liPs.

Rosie had eyes for Jake, but she had eyes for all the guys, and theg all had eyes
for her. It was that kind of overheated night. The guys clowned, and she went about her
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work under the scolding eyes of the other workers. He took Pleasure in watching her
work. It helped himjudge hcr, better than it would if he saw her on the street or at a
Partg. It Provecl she was real, in some way that reassured him. Rosie had Hirtg eyes, and
her flirtations ran through him like electricitg.

Something was up. He knew where she worked. She had Paicl attention to him. It
was The Summer Before The Rest of His Life. Sometimes, the things we end up
regretting may not be the things we imagjne them to be. The bogs cranked up the
Fantasg machine and busted out of Ricardo’s laughing about their libidos. Libidos on
Parade. Theg wandered across the Arsenal Bridge, all the way to the lowa side. Thcg
closed out the evening’s festivities stancling in a row on the bridge aPProach, welcoming
the oncoming, traffic. Th69 Posec] like introducers on a stage. First, one would bow and
execute a wide sweep with one arm. Then the other one would repeat the gesture. Thcn,
the next. Then, the last. The drivers in the cars looked at the four Plag?ul bogs on the
verge of manhood, and shook their heads. The times theg were a~changin’. Such
lightheartccl Frivolitg was due for a comeuppance, a rude awakening ora c]ag in court.

It was a bachelor Partg, sort of. It was the last meeting of The 1503’5 Club. 1t was
fast aPProaching time to put away childish things, which is when childish things take on
renewed luster. He was going through the togs in his clrawer, before Packing them away.
He was holding some things up to the light, and some he was locking away. Childlike and
childish aren’t the same, and the babg and the bathwater aren’t the same. Magbe he was
getting reaclg to throw out the babg and keep the bathwater. The bathwater had its
virtues. It was warm and it wasn’t too clirtg. The babg had its clrawbacks, too. It was
demanding. It required attention and love. Ah, love. It was The Summer of Love. It came

two years earlg, accorcling to Time Magazine. Right on time, for Jake Axene.
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The Big River

Monclag morning, it drizzled, after 24 hours of heavg rain. Several crews were
clispatchec] to the street sloping west from the East Moline State Hospital. When
Marshall Pu”cd up at thejob site, Harold Widmer was alreaclg busg o[:)ening up the hole
with his backhoe. Harold was an artist with a backhoe. He could untie your shoelaces
with it. He could Peel back |agers of an onion. It was a Pleasure to watch him work. For
most of an hour, nine guys stood bg and watched him work. The rain came down, lightlg
and slowlg, like a heavg, s[:)oraclic mist. It felt Pcace?ul. It reminded Jake of going to visit
his Grandma’s house in lllinois, when he was a kid in Nebraska.

Grandma’s house was where he felt the most Peace?ul. She doted on him, as she
did on everyone else. She saved Pennies in ajar for him and Mike. There was a grocery
store on the corner to s[:)encl the Pennies in, and a snack-bar around the corner with a
Pinba” machine, and there was a Dairy Queen onlg a block and a half away. There was a
guy who lived across the street from Grandma’s who worked as the night manager at the
lini Theater. He brought home cardboard boxes full of popcorn. It was the popcorn
left at the end of the night, every night. He stacked the boxes in his basement, and he
gave some to Jake and Mike.

“Here, bogs, take all you want,” he said.

It was a popcorn golclmine, an endless supplg, and it was goocl popcorn, even if it
wasn’t hot, but the bogs didn’t care. Theg sat in front of the TV, with a cardboard box
full of popcorn, and Grandma made sure thcg were happg. Their mother had no power
in Grandma’s house. That little old woman, cooldng and clcaning all clag, made life feel
goocl. It was easy to run errands for her and hclp her around the house.

It rains a lot in the earlg summer in the Mississipl:)i River Va”eg, and his memories
of visiting, Grandma were linked to the rain. Her house was warm and nurturing, and it
rainecl, warm and nurturing. The rain that fell on the Gas ComPang Crews, that Mondag
morning, made him feel Pcaceful, like a happg child. 1t was a wonderful Feeling. Whenever
such a Feeling would come to him, he would search around for the reason for it. He
thought about the girl he met. He thought about his friends. He thought about his
marriage and teaching school in California. He thought about not living at home, and he
thought about his own aPartment. He thought about the rain, and he looked off down
the street. It was a half a dozen blocks to the Big River.
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Where theg were, out at the end of East Molinc, where the river first curves west
on its way south, there were no levees. The shoreline was fluid and swampy, and the old
river showed its true character. In the great long ago, it was the land the river crossed
when it ﬂooclecl, before the dams were built to control its Path. Instead of tuming west,
it would flood the land and run due south, until it connected with the Rock River that ran
back to the old MississiPPi River bed. In the old clags, when the river flooded, it ran over,
around, and Past the cities, to the south, before there were any cities, back when Chief
Blackhawk stood on the bluffs and blessed all he survegcd. Jake looked up the hill to
the state hos[:)ital, where thcg locked up all the local loonies. It was rumored that the
best marijuana in six states grew wild behind the State Hospital.

What a great job. Nine guys stancling around a hole, while one guy tried to
uncover a gas leak. Harold had opened a holc, six feet across, six feet wide, and six feet
dcep. What he had uncoverccl, in the search for £as PiPcs or a gas main, was an ancient
line of sewer PiPes. Theg were terra cotta sections, fitted one over the next, many, many
years before. Harold was striPPing lagers of soil from the bottom of the hole, like Pu”ing
back blankets from a bed. Then, the tiP of one of the prongs on his scoop caught the
liP of one of the overlaPPing sewer sections, and all of a sudden there was a hole in the
carth. Ten men saw a ting River Styx and a rushing How of sewage. Harold lifted the toP
off the sewer, like the lid off a coffin, like the top off a shoebox, like a gcologist’s Cross~
sectional drawing in the National Geographic Magazine.

“Oh, Fuck,” Harold said.

He shut off the motor on his backhoe. Without the motor running, and with no
one ta”dng, the rushing of the unc]ergrouncl river was a noisy Proclamation of Harold’s
error. Now theg were in for it. Harold sat on his backhoe and stared. Nine men stood
around the hole and stared. Fina”g, Walt Meger said somcthing.

“She shot her wad,” he said.

Don Benzing said, “She shot her wad, all right.”

Byron Smoot saicl, so{:tlg, “She sure shot her wacl, this time.”

walt turned to Delbert Clearg, his assistant, and saicl, “Better go call
Trackcnburg. Tell him she shot her wad.”

It was a moment as pure as any he had ever witnessecl, a moment of sweetjog.
Ten helplcss men were in total union, in as simple a world as he could imagjne. It was a
world at peace. The shit flowed relentlesslg in its terra cotta riverbanks. Harold couldn’t

stoP it. Marshall couldn’t stoP it. Jake couldn’t stoP it and didn’t want to.
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Thcg went back to the shoP. It was up to the Water Department to fix the mess.
Marshall sang,

You got to walk that lonesome va//ey.

You got to walk it [)y yoursc/£

Aint nobodg here can walk it for you.

You got to walk that lonesome va//cy by goursc/f

He let Jake sing along. Even Jerry Waffle sang a little, scraping and scratching
along, a sound like a kid clragging a wooden duck across a cement floor on its side. The
same kind of wooden duck Jake Plagecl with at his Grandma’s house, in the rain, when
he was real little and real happg.
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Roger the Carrot God

The addiction to love is like the weather. Evergbodg talks about it, including the
music, book, movie, TV, and deodorant inc]ustries, but nobod9 does angthing about it,
except the advice inclustrg, but that’sjust more talk. Addictions are simPle. One tries to
fill a vacuum. Umcortunatelg, vacuums are like black holes. Theg consume the object
intended to fill them. And theg grow, like an insatiable beast, clcmancling more and more.
He needed to be loved. He mistook his need to be loved for the need to love. More
Preciselg, the comPulsion seems to satisgy the hunger, as if wanting to eat was somehow
Fi”ing. Once the com[:)ulsion is triggerecl, it feeds on itself and evergthing around it. He
seemed to be just fine bg himselﬁ in himsehc, but let one droP of desire cross his
thoughts, and he was off to the races.

The Feelings he had for Jenn9 were tempered, or mixed, or mudc”ccl, bg the
unconscious need for a wife, to fulfill his social contract, signec! in the dark, many years
before he knew angthing about angthing. Social contracts are like movie contracts
offered to beautiful girls bg sleazg men Prctenc]ing to be Producers. Theg’re like
ProFessional sPorts contracts, offered with a tem[:)ting amount of cash, up Front, and a
lifetime of obligation in the small Print. It was the contract offered him when he was a
child.

“Here, bog, sign this. It's the best thing 3ou’” ever do. Do what this contract
requires, and 9ou’” receive success and happiness begoncl your wildest dreams.
Evcrgthing will be taken care of, and 3ou’” never have to think of a thing again.”

Even when he didn’'t do what he was told, he was still under contract. Without
breaking the contract and creating a new one, he was onlg squabbling over the details.
The contract was an agreement that he would be the pursuer, and the Prize would
alwags be out of his reach. He would be gjiven Pieces of the Prize, or copics of the Prize,
or substitutes for the prize. It was always exciting but never Fuhci”ing. He would believe it
was alwags Possible, if on19 he tried harcler, or tried another way, to get the Prizc. The
Prize was called love, and it meant acccptance‘

When he thought about Jenng, he didn’t think about love. He thought about sex,
sometimes, because she had the most beautiful breasts he’d ever seen, but his brain
went into automatic social contract. He had agreecl to become marriec], as Part of his
duties. He had agreecl to take a socia”g acceptablejob, as part of his duties. He had

agrcecl to the terms of adulthood. Adulthood was an ocean to Cross, marriage was the
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boat, and ajob was the motor. He had signec] the papers. His name was on the dotted
line, written about the time he learned to say his name.

When he thought about Rosie, he became excited. It was, or it seemed to be, the
excitement of Passion. It was, instead, the Passion of excitement. It seemed like an
alternative to the Passionless social contract, but it wasn’t. It was the carrot, held out as
an alternative to the stick. It didn’t un-harness the cart. It was a goocl—looking carrot,
and every nibble he had of the carrot of Passiorl convinced him of the need for more
carrots in this carrot-[:)oor world. He was a Painter of carrots, a carrot Poet, a carrot
clramatist, a singer of The Lost Carrot Blues. In college, there was one question on the
standard Personalitg Prome that Pertainec] to God. It read, “Do you believe that a
power greater than 9oursel1c is contro”ing your life?” 1f he saicl, “God,” he Passecl the
test. But if he said, “Roger the Carrot,” he was certhciablg insane, and he couldn’t drive
heavg cquipment for the state.

It was another of those moments of true insight that went a-glimmering. He
laughcd as he hung up his carrot Poster and recited his carrot prayers. He thought the
Personalitg Prome was a tool of oPPression, when it had been a giﬁ: of wisdom. The
secret to his dilemma was not in the choices but in the chooser. He thought he was the
driver of the cart when he was the horsc, and even horses know a bad carrot when theg

taste one.
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Mr. Snake

A strong young man, with a bottle in his hand, is doublg dangerous to his own
best interest in his own best life. When Jake climbed the stairs to his cu[:)ola nest, he
entered it as an unconscious sPiritual transmitter. When he came back down again, he
was another kind of being. He went aloft like a bird and descended like a rePtile. By the
time he clescendecl, he’d forgotten his ascent. He would sit quiet19 and breathe cleeplg.
He would begin whatever drinking he had chosen. The pure surge of sense and Fceling
was sweet. It would surge in him, dcepcn in his boclg, and his eyes would become
hooded. He would graclua”g lose the sense of the world outside him and take up the
sense of the world within, now colored and scented bg alcohol. He was clelighhcullg
Poisonecl.

It was a tricked clroP from sPirit to the boclg, but it was magical to him. The lesson
he wanted it to teach him was to let sPirit into the boc]g. It was a clever ruse that near19
managecl the trick. It was alchemg meant to turn his leaden bodg to golden sPirit, but the
fool’s golcl of his nights was more than he expectecl.

It was We&nesc]ag night. He decided to g0 see Rosa. He strode out the door of
his apartment, a walking whirlwind of energjes, with a calm eye at the center, born from
the neutral state of his numbed exPectations. He took a booth in Ricardo’s and
ordered. She waited on him. She smiled.

“Where are your friends?” she asked.

“One went to Chicago, one was my brother, and the other one, | don’t l<rlowJ he’s
around, I suppose. How are you doin’, tonight?”

“m cloing better. Hey, you guys were Prettg crazy the other night.”

“We were celebratingJim’s grac]uation. Are you in school?”

“m going to Western, next Fa”, | ho[:)c.”

“What're you going to stuclg’?”

“I don’t know. Not tacos and burritos, that’s for sure.”

She laughcc] at herjoke. He smiled and looked in her eyes. She was shg. He could
see it. Even though her manner was bold. She strutted and Posecl, stuck out her tongue,
shruggecl, waved her hands, and she was loud. He gave Rosa his order. She turned and
9e”ecl it at the cook. Jake enjogecl watching a beautiful girl act so orc]inarg. There were
onlg a few customers in the Place on a wceknight. He Figurecl he was five years older

than she was, but the energy he felt seemed to bond him with hcr, or with angthing else
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he turned toward. She Picked up the combo Plate and delivered it to him. She left him to
eat. He looked embraces at her, while he ate, while she worked. She came back to the
table.

“Heg, you want hot sauce? I can get you all the hot sauce you want.”

“I have cnough hot sauce, alreaclg, but 'm gonna need a doggie bag for these
beans.”

He was kidding. He smiled at the image, and he smiled at her. She started away
and then turned back.

“That’s a load of shit,” she said.

“Exactlg,” he said and then he got thejokc.

Then, she got her own accic]entaljoke and started laughing, loud and girlish. She
waved at him and ran back to tell herjoke to the cook. The cook laughecl and started
saying it over and over.

“Yeah, that's a load of shit. A Doggie Bag of Beans. That's a shit-load of
beans.” The cook was amusing himself with the image.

Rosie brought Jake the check.

“Here’s your check,” she said. “You can pay here or the regjster.”

“pl| pay here,” he said, and he gave her a five for a $2.65 meal.

“Keep the change,” he said.

It was a good ti[:) and she was impressecl. He Probabl9 doubled her hourlg wage.

“Come back, again,” she saicl, and her eyes got real sPechCic.

“Rosa, if may be so bolcl, would you like to come to a Part9 at my Place on
Saturc]ag night?”

“Is your band going to Plag?”

“We don’t Plag. We’re an air band. Like air guitar. We’re an air band. But we’re
hot. We’re a hot air band.”

“Is your ‘air band’ going to be there?”

“Some of it, 3eah. Bring a friend.”

s will, if my “friend’ feels like it.”

“Here’s the address.”

“Thanks, Mr. Snake. Magbe me and my friend will be there.”

“Oh, Please, call me Garter.”

He left. He got out on the street. He felt like Mr. Snake. In the Grass. He felt
great. When he got home, he went up in the cu[:)ola. It was cold. He Pu”ecl the windows
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shut. A wind had come up off the river. He got in bed and Pu”cc] the covers up. He
thought about Jenng in her Parents’ house in lowa. He couldn’t get a Fce‘ing about it. It

was a mild disturbance on the distant horizon.
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Best Shoes in the World

I:ric]ag riight, the clag before the Partu, he went across the river to Andg’s Place.
Andg lived in a mostlg emptg section of a downtown building, above a clePartment store
in DavenPort. There were rooms for rent on the second and third ﬂoors, and there was
an elevator that still had an operator. He was an old man who seemed to have been left
behind when the Previous tenants had vacated. Anclg was a Painter. He took the space
as a live-in studio. That weekend, he arranged to get some grass, marguana, weed. It was
his First, but there was a Problem. The guy who Promisec] it to him never showed up. A
couple of other guys and a girl were coming, tojoin them for their first smoke-in. Anc]u
was barefoot. It was a Prerequisite for him. It was the baclge of the MississiPPi River
Artist.

The old man, who sat in the elevator and Passecl for a night watchman, saic],
“Howclg, bous.”

“How’'ya doin’, Nate? This is my friend Jake.”

“Howclg, Jake.”

“Howclg, Nate.”

Nate looked down at both sets of their bare feet.

“Ah,” he saicl, “bare Feet, the best shoes in the worlcl, never wear out.”

He laughecl. Jake and Andg smiled. It was so Per?ectlu Picturesque. Jake couldn’t
believe his life. His friend was an artist who lived in a bohemian loft above a clePartment
store, with an elevator and an old guy named Nate, who made jokes about bare feet.

Theg went into Anc]u’s apartment, if you could call it that. It was Post~15eatni|<,
Pre—HiPPie, artist Pacl. Jake sat in the window at the corner above the neon sign that
blinked the store’s name. MODE-O-DAY MODE-O-DAY MODE-O-DAY
MODE-O-DAY MODE-O-DAY. He watched the traffic and the People walking
the wide streets of George Babbitt’s America. He felt the hot, warm, cool, summertime,
downtown, riverside air. Theu were two blocks from the river, on the lowa side.

“Pve gotan idea,” Anc]u said.

He took out a Pack of unfiltered Camels and began breaking open the cigarettes.
He ciuml:)ecl the tobacco onto a tray he got from Frank’s Italian Pizza Parlor in East
Moline. Theg amassed a Pile of tobacco. Theg laid Andg’s Pack of ro”irig papers and a
box of matches alongsicle the Pile.
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When the three younger felons arriveciJ Ancig told them he didn’t know how gooci
the weed was, but he hoPeci it was twign gracie. The air tiung thick with anticipation. Ttieg
rolled fat joints, it them, and Passecl them around the closed circle of criminal
cons[:)irators. Evergbodg got high. Probabig from clee[:) innaling unfiltered Camel
tobacco and the power of suggestion.

“This is goocl shit, man.”

“«Oh, man, ’'m tlgin’.”

Thcg said stuPicl tnings and laugticd themselves si”g. Even Jake got nign But
Jake was born twign The wine that Ancig Pourecl didr’t hurt the illusion, either. In the
course of it, a friend of Ancig’s showed up, a guy who'd been to school with Andg and
Mike. Dave Sturvald nacljust come home, on leave, from a tour of ciutg in Vietnam. It was
1965, and Vietnam was still a clirtg little war being tougtit between strangers, a long way
away. Dave had volunteered. Ancig was deferred, as a student, and he was anti-war bg
nature. Jake was scheduled to get married and teach. Both conditions were solid
determents, but rigtit tnen, he was vulnerable. He was between the deferment he had as
a student in Art School and the ones he would qualit9 tor, in a few months. It hadn’t
occurred to him to notitg anyone of his naked ass tianging out in the wind.

He tnougnt seriouslg about the Peace CorPs, to the Point of t)cing acce[:)teci for
service in Chile and Cameroon. He considered moving to Canada in Protest. He tnougnt
aboutjoining the Marines,just to show those bastards he was as much a hardass as ttieg
were. He tnougtit about the Potcntial exPcrience tigtwting in a war, ala Ernest
Hemingwag, but Peace and War were remote cnoices, t)egonci the immediate and the
necessary. He tried to become clear about his oPinions as an oPPoncnt of the war, but
it wasn’t easy, until he realized, one ciag, it wasn’t tiisjob, as Potential cannon fodder, to
convince President Johnson of the virtues of war. It was LBJ’sjob to convince him, and
the Presicient never sealed the deal. He didn’t feel any Préjuclice toward Dave Sturvald.
Dave’s life was tiis, and Jake was curious about his ex[:)crience. It was worth listening,
and almost tun, as Dave told his storg.

It was a circle of ta”<, pro and con, about the war. Dave was sur[:)riseci anyone
was against it. Dave knew Anclg was an ocidba”, so his Pacitism didn’t surPrisc him.
Helped bg the wine, he Plungcci ahead, as a man who’d been aciventuring, te”ing tales of
his remarkable adventures.

“It's great,” he said to the serious faces looking at him. “We Plag games. We have

a great game. Say we dor’t engage enemy fire. So we circle, until we find a farmer with
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his water bugalo, and we scare off the farmer with a little close range fire. Then we take
turns hitting the bugalo, trying to see how many hits he’ll take, before he goes down.
It's great, man. Those 1Cuc|<ing water buffaloes are tough, man. Sometimes, one of them
will take a dozen hits before his knees buckle, and then theg fall over, splat. Shit, theg
hit the rice Paclc]g, and the farmer runs around screaming about his damn water buffalo.
Thcn, magbe, one of the gunners will pop the old man. You know, take him out. It’s
incredible. Jesus, it’s Fucking incredible.”

Dave was gone, off in a thick fantastical 00 of his own romantic beliefs. He
looked up, and everyone was quiet.

“Holg shit, Dave,” Jake said.

“That’s Fucking disgusting, Dave,” Anc]g said. “Jesus Christ.”

The three younger onesjust sat and stared. Theg were in the presence of their
elders.

“Theg’rejust gooks, man, that’s all,” Dave said, incredulous.

“Gooks?” And9 said, “There’s no gooks. You're ta”dng about Peo[:)le. How'd you
like a helicopter gunship Hging around your backgarcl shooting up your old man and
laughing about it?”

“We”, shit, I don’t know. That’s just what we do. It’s a war.”

“It sucks, Dave,” said Jake, “It’s a damn, Fucking, stul:)ic] war.”

“We”, shit, | never thought about it. H:’sjust what we do, that’s all.”
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Blind Street

Saturc]ag morning, he and Anclg went scouting locations for Blind Street. It was
the name for the coffee house, ga”erg, nightclub, theater, dance hall theg had dreamed
up- Theg wanted to find a Place where theg could Put on Plags, feature singers and
bands, have clancing, do reaclings, show Paintings, sell and drink beer and wine. Theg
wanted an a“—[:)ur[:)ose space theg could use for all the things theg erjoged. Moline was
no good as a location. It was hopelesslg middle-class. Davenport was too big. Rock
Island seemed to make sense, because it was rundown and Funkg. And, the Previous
summer, Jerrg Lee Lewis had Plagcd the Red Rooster, downtown. Theg drove to a
favorite spot of theirs, a tiny music store in the ghctto, the so-called ghetto, or as Dargll
Winters called it, the Grotto. Darg” was a black guy Jake knew when he worked in the
Factorg. Darg” said he didrn’t get what all the talk about grottos was. He said he didrn’t
live in no damn grotto.

The ghetto in Rock Island consisted of a small Part of the west end of town,
residential streets and a few corner stores. One store was a record shoP called The
Record Sho[:)’. All the music in The Record SI"IOP was Black. Negro. Colored. What had
been called Race Records. It was an orgy of blues, black country, rhgthm and blues,
sou|J gospel, ancljazz. It was still amazing to Jake and Anclg that so much music could
exist that nobodg knew about. Noboclg who was white, that is. Anclg Pickecl up an album
bg the Preservation Hall Jazz Band and an album of Je”g Roll Morton’s earlg Piano
blues. Jake got a Blind Willie McTell album and one of Snooks Eaglin that he’d been
looking for. Going back to Jake’s Placc, theg Passed a corner builc]ing that made them
both shout.

“Stopl That's it!

“Yeah, let’s check it out.”

Thcg checked it out. Theg looked in the clust9 windows the best theg could, and
theg went around back. It looked goocl. It was a long, Fairlg wicle, commercial space. It
had hardwood ﬂoors, great for dancing, and high wa”s, great for hanging Pictures.

There wasn’t any ‘For Rent’ sign, but there was a Phone number and a name.

FOR INFORMATION
PLEASE CALL SHELDON McHUGH
ATTORNEY AT LAW 285-5004
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Thcg went to the nearest Phone and called. Theg gota secretarg, who went away
and came back. “Are you free this afternoon? Mr. McHugh will see you at1:15.”

“Sure, that'd be fine. What’s the address?”

The secretarg gave Andg the address. It was almost magical. At 1:15, the two of
them were stancling in the outer office of Sheldon McHugh, attorney at law. At 1:20, he
oPened his door, took a look at them, and said, “Come on in, bogs.”

It was a lain, square room with several tables covered with papers, walls lined
with book shelves, and a big desk, with a big man sitting behind it. Sheldon McHugh was
a big man who got that way bg his own efforts.

“Mg secretary tells me 9ou’re interested in renting the Prol:)ert9 at 7th and 4th. Is
that right?”

“Yes, sir, we are,” said Anclg.

“Yes, sir, that’s right,” said Jake.

The word ‘sir’ came easil9 to both of them. Th69 were excited. It was an idea theg
both loved. Theg rea”g and tru|9 wanted to rent the space at the corner of 7th Street
and 4th Avenue.

“We”, ve spoken to the owner, and he can meet us there for a little con-fab. 1s
that all right with you bogs?”

“Sure.”

“You bet.”

“Before we go over there, let me ask you, what exactlg do you want to use the
space for?”

Thcg eagerlg told him their Plan. Th69 were convinced it was a good Plan. It was
easy to be enthusiastic about it. Theg thought theg needed to tone themselves down
and appear more businesslike, but theg were young longhairs injeans, and McHugh was
a lawger in a suit, even if it was a suit that had taken on a life of its own.

“That's a pretty ambitious idea you have there. What kind of clientele are you
thinking about.”

“We expect, uh, I don’t know for sure,” Anclg stammered.

“'d be People who like what we have to oger,” Jakejumpecl in. “it'd be People
who like Poetrg and the arts. Pcol:)‘e who goout to see Plags.”

“Hmmm,” McHugh swiveled in his swivel chair and mused, with the tiP of his pen at
his liPs. “And People who like music and clancing.”
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“And Cl"ICSS, too,” Andg said. “We’re going to have chess boarc]s, and magazines
and books, too.”

“We”, let’s get on over there. You don’t mind Fo”owing me, do you?” It was
onlg a few blocks from McHugh’s downtown office to the builcling. When theg got there,
there was a man waiting. He and McHugh went off to the side and talked. Anclg and
Jake went in the open door. Thcg were right. It was Peﬁcect. Theg found a kitchcn,
restrooms, back door, and there was a bar against one wall. Theg could Paint the Place
and fix it up- Anc]g was a Prettg fair carpenter. Theg could doiit.

Sheldon McHugh introduced them to Orvid Johannson, the owner, who was a
clcciclec”g sullen and grumpy man. He didn’t seem very interested, for a man who had a
rundown building in a rundown town on the cdge of the grotto, who was about to rent it
to a couple of Fairlg clean—cut, inte”igent, and semi-upstancling white guys, and start
making money off it. It was obvious it had been sitting idle for a long time. Theg went to
the basement to check it out. Then the story turned. McHugh and Orvid Johannson
went over to the side and came back.

“Listen, bogs,” McHugh said, “This Place isn’t going to work out for you. It’sjust
not built for your needs. Thejoists are too far apart, for example. The builcling wouldn’t
be able to suPPort the weight. It Probablg wouldn’t pass the insl:)ection.”

“What?” Anc]9 said, startled. “What are you ta”dng about? Thejoists are eighteen
inches a[:)art. That's closer than standard. Theg’re not too far apart.”

Orvid Johannson broke in. >The c]amnjoists are too far apart. That's all there is
toit. Forget it. Just Forgct it.”

“What’s the Problem?” Jake asked. “It’s obvious this Place used to be a bar. It
must have been OK, then. Whg isn’t it OK, now?”

McHugh was becoming imPatient.

“Take my word for it. The kind of crowd you're ta”dng about, we”, the floor
wouldn’t take it. It’s all over, bogs. ’m real sorry. You got a nice idea there. I'm afraid this
isn’t the building 9ou’re looking for. ’m real sorry. | tell you what. If | hear of a better
Place, Pl let you know. Is that all right with you bogs?”

“But this Place is Per‘Fect,” And9 said. “And there’s nothing wrong with the damn

joists.”

“I'm leaving. Pve got work to do,” Orvid Johannson said.

He seemed disappointccl, like a guy whojus’c turned down free money, for no

goocl reason. Evergthing seemed out O{: sync. it didn't make any sense. But there was
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nothing theg could do about it. Later, in the cuPola, theg were still trying to ﬁgure out
what ha&just happened.

“It’s Fishg,” Ancl9 said. “Something stinks about this whole thing. Theg were going,
togo for it, and then theg came up with the bit about the Fucldngjoists.”

«shit. Jesus, Andg. we'll keep looking. It’s onlg one building.”

“| don’t know, Jake. | got the geeling it wouldn’t matter what we found. Thcg’d
make sure we didn’t getit.”

“How could theg do that? Theg don’t own every building in Rock Island.”

“Theg don’t, but someboclg does. | swear there’s something Fishg goingon.”

Thcg were c]uiet for a time. All of a sudden, it felt hopeless. The big Plans seemed
to evaPorate before their eyes.

“Anyway,” Jake said, “Whg don’t you come over tonight? That waitress, Rosie, is
coming over with a friend. We could hang out and have some fun.”

“Yeah,” Anclg a&ded, sardonica”g, “a couple of big time coffee house owners,
entertaining guests in their Penthousc, overlooking the bustling city.”

“Blind Street lives!” Jake declared.

“Blind Street lives!!” Anclg echoed, with more energy than conviction.
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A Can of Worms

Whg was he Pu”ing this little charade of a party? He had a Fin—ancg, sitting up in
Waterloo, waiting for him at the alter-ation, and here he was Hinging open the door to
romance and clangcr with a hot tamale from souse of ze border.

Let’s analgze that Paragraph, so full of Jakeese. One route to the truth is
through the stream of unconsciousness that reveals those who use humor as
camouﬂage with holes in it.

Take Fin-ancg. Besides being a nervous Fish, his future wife was Financia”g of
another s[:)ecies than he was. Not that he exl:)ectcd to come into any of it, but he liked
basking into the aura of their wealth. Theg had a big house and an airPlane, theg owned
farms and businesscs, and theg had access to the exPeriences that money Provicles. He
didn’t know any of that when he met her, but the more he learned, the more he liked it.
He crjoged the ambiance of their ease, as if it came natura”g to him. He liked their big
Chrgsler inboard motorboat on the Cedar River that ran bg their cabin. He liked the
bountg of their kitchen and the books, the stacks of magazines, and the rooms full of
any kind of chair you might imagjne. It was a world of ease, in which you could indulge
your thoughts and curiosities without demand or threat.

His future father-in-law had gjiven him the use of his darkroom, and hejumpecl at
the oPPortunit9 to exPlore the art of c]cveloping. It was a ghct of oPPortunitg to be in the
world of Pco[:)lc for whom money was not a weapon of control and Punishment, or a tool
of Persuasion and reward, at least as far as he was concerned. Both of his parents had
come from near Povertg, through the De[:)ression, and even though theg were Aoing
very we”, their attitude about money was oPPressive.

Back to the oPcning Paragraph. His sense of Jenng coming from the citg of
Waterloo was aPProPriate. Waterloo meant downfall for Na[:)olcon, and alteration meant
forced change. The attractions of his future wife were not enough to keeP away the
fears he had about marriage. His sense of his Parcnts’ marriage was of dreaded
comPromise, in which both of them gave themselves up and became less. Their marriage
was less than the sum of its parts. Despite his future in-law’s affluence, or because of it,
or irrelevant to it, Jenny’s Parents werejust as clisturbing. Jenny’s mother seemed to live
in bed, with a back brace, a stack of old Saturclag Reviews, a bottle of voc“<a, and a trag
full of Pi”s. Her father was the nicest, dullest man he’d ever met. No |onger afraid of his
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whcc, he must have gonetoa c]o-it—gourselF lobotomg clinic. On the other hancl, he was a
lawger, a Pilot, and a musician. Very comcusing; the whole bunch.

Jake had written a goocl—naturccl letter to Jenny’s brother, Daniel, in which he
said their mother was ‘crazg’. Her mother opened the letter, and she was outragec]. It
was odd that she could open her son’s mail, but it was odder that she was still civil to
Jake, afterward. He had a lot to learn about tight—lmit circles of insanity, but he was
game to Plag. It was a great adventure to be drawn into a Eugene O'Neill kind of Familg,
right out of the world of Classical American Literarg Madness. Theg were a long clag’s
journeg into the Pit of raw material, for whatever it was he was becoming. His Familg
seemed tame bg comParison. His Familg’s insanity was suPPressecl and insidious. It was
less accessiblc, less comprchcnsiblc. Jenny’s Familg was volatile and dramatic. Her
father was dull, but he’d been a drunk for years, and Jake sensed there was depth to
the still waters of his sobrietg. Her mother was like the hostess of a Great Gatsbg Partg
gone sour. When she was encased in her shrine of a bedroom, she was like the ancient
bride in Dickens’ Great Expectations.

Back to the oPening Paragraph. There was a certain kind of romance in being
caught up 59 Jenng and her Familg, but it wasn’t the romance that Rosa rePrescntcc].
Rosa was dark and exotic, the flirtation of a ﬂight to adventure; a ﬂight from the
intriguing cntanglement of marriage to Jenny and the McGregor clan. ‘Souse’ is a dead
giveawag. Onone hancl, he was Preparing to dive dee[:)er into the morass of external IiFe,
the world of marriage, in-laws, jobs, and Familg. But his gut and his genitals had
obsessions of their own.

Rosa engagecl one set of attractions, as much as Jenn9 cngagecl another set.
When he was clrunk, he was Pu”cc] in the direction of certain obsessive wants, nceds,
and desires. When he was sober, that is to say, when he was drunk on social obligation,
he was Pu”ed in that direction. The twin clogs at the gate were obligation and obsession.
Thcg were equa”g PowerFul. Meant to guarcl his estate, theg were both facing toward
the house.

Rosa was an exotic beautg, and Jcnng had beauthcung Pristine breasts. These
objective aPPreciations were not merelg suPenCicial. His desire for the two women, or
girls, since Jermg was barelg 21, and Rosa was, magbc, 18, was not merelg some male
character Haw, but a way for him to come close to something he feared more dceplg
than angthing, and at the same time, remain distant from it. How often he watched his

actions, trying to learn from them, when the lesson was not in the details but in the
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choice he made before he began the investigation. Sti”, there was much to learn, and
great satisfaction in the details. Even if he was nuts to be Hirting with Rosa, it was a

Periccct nigiit forit.
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The Breakfast Nook

He looked up at his mother, who was sitting across from him in the kitchen
breakfast nook. It was before he went to school, and in that moment of ancient and
eternal memory, he was afraid and alone. He looked at his kid brother, Mickcg, and he
was afraid for the little kid. He was overcome with a Fceling of coldness, of being cold
and alone, for a very long time. His mother looked at him, and she said, goocl-naturec”g,
“Jake, what’s that look all about?”

Inside him, he knew he couldr’t tell her he was afraid of her, and that he was
afraid he would alwags feel that way, and that it would never change. So he changec].
His face brightenecl, his eyes widened, and he smiled, a big, gentle, sweet smile, almost
broad enough to squeeze out the terror of being a child alone with a terrible awareness
of beinga child alone.

“There. That’s better,” his mother said. “You better run along to school. The
bell’s going to ring soon. Have a gooc] clag and do what the teacher tells you. You better
take that toast with you. You don’t want it to g0 to waste. Run along. That's a gooc]

»

bog .
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Jake’s Cloud Room Bar

All through high school and co”ege, his focus had been male Plag. He’d been in
the world as a male, Plaging in his life the way bogs and men P139~ His relations with girls
had been as a male exploring his male sexualitg. He had female friends with whom he
shared another side of himselﬂ but he wasn’t romantic toward them. Th69 were
comPanions of like, and not of love, as he saw it. In the middle of his senior year in
co”ege, he chose a wife, and the safetg of his P|89 was shattered. His boundaries were
lost.

When he introduced Jenny to his mother, it seemed like he was mixing water and
oil. And Rosa was vinegar. Theg seemed so different, but theg made a familiar salad. He
was enlisted to solve and Placate, to understand and aPPreciate, to lessen and
ameliorate, their fear of men, to be the obiect of their expectations and their fears, to
feel resPonsible, without ever knowing whg. He felt olcl, guiltg, and resPonsible. The
brief freedom of his adolescence was at an end.

By the time Rosa and her friend Beth arrived, he wasn’t in a party mood, but he
was getting in a mood to Partg. He blamed the Pa” that had fallen over him on the failure
of Blind Street to materialize. For a few hours, the free male Jake had exulted with
dreams of Plag in the world. His buclclg Anc]g was like an army of reinforcements to his
victory, but theg had both been disappointed. Theg lost the battle.

Andg was younger than Jake, and Jake could see in him the younger self in
himself. It was the replag of his little brother Mickeg. He could see in Mickeg what he
didr’t believe he could have for himself. When Mickeg would sit in front of the TV and
laugh uProariouslg at Bugs Bunny and the Little Rascals, Jake would feel better.
Sometimes, he’d laugh too, but it had become his habit to cheer up others and wear a
mask of serenity. He sat in his cuPola apartment and drank his mask. He could shake his
sobrietg easilg. He knew to become the proper host.

Beth was sweet. She was a white girl, almost ting, who followed the lead of her
boisterous friend, Rosa. He invited them in and treated them somewhat Forma”g.

“Good evening, ladies. Welcome to my chateau.”

“Thankgou,” said Beth.

“My Gocl,” Rosa saic], “What a screwy a[:)artment. Jesus, you got a stairs in the
middle of your a[:)artment. Gocl, it’s almost all you got. Do you have any wine? Beth and |
dor’t drink no beer.”
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That was cnough for him, «...dor’t drink no beer.”

“Don’t talk so goocl, neither,” he thought.

All bets were off. It was time to get stu[:)icl. Andg came to the door, right behind
them, with a hahc—ga”on of Dago red. It was fun to call it ‘Dago red’. He felt guiltg in the
presence of a Mexican girl, saying Dago, but when he drank, he cnjoged saying the
things that made him feel guiltg.

“Ah, here’s Ancl9 with the Dago red. Ladies, would you care fora glass of fresh
I-talian red wine, made fresh c]ailg on our very own Premises bg genuine I-talians with no
better way to wash their feet?”

He stood at the bottom of the stairs, while the two girls sat on the bed. And9
Poured the wine. He took them on a Finger—l:)ointing tour of his aPartmcnt. “Now, there
you have, over there, bg the wall, in fact, right up against the wall, in fact, flush against
the wall, your bookshelf, complc’ce with your various books. And up there is your magjc
kingclom of looking out and looking down on the world.”

“Thanks for the wine,” Beth said to Anclg.

“The nectar of the gocls,” Anclg said to Beth.

Such was the tenor of the evening, the alto, the bass, and the soprano. Thcg
were si”g in the kitchen, goofg in the cuPola, crazy with music, and nuts on the bed.
Thcn, Anclg saicl, out of the blue, “Hey, let’s goup to Black Hawk State Park. Whadclga
sag?”

By that time, theg were all old-timers in Jake’s Cloud Room Bar. It was a warm
night. Theg’& been clowning and dancing and making faces. Thcg squcezccl into Andg’s
VW bug. Theg turned up the radio and let the Beatles fill out the few remaining gaps in
their Familiaritg. Anclg drove, and Beth sat up Front, Jake and Rosa rode in the tin9 back
seat, crowded together bg a Pilc of Anclg’s sculPting materials.

It was hot, and thcg rubbed against each other. Theg were ﬂirting, rubbing, and
sweating. He was Mr. Snake and Rosa was an eager Eve, taking Pretend bites out of his
arm and laughing.

“You’re too old for me,” she saicl, Hashing her eyes, and Poking her friend.

“These guys are too old for us, Bethg. Theg’re Practica”g ancient.”

He took up an accent,” 153 crackg, GranclPa, we better get these young-uns
home, before their mommas gt after us.”

In a terrible accent, Anc]9 saicl, “Yo said thcg wuz young;, but yo dint say we wuz
robbin’ the cradle!” And evergboclg laughecl and Passecl the bottle around.
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Howling in the Night

Black Hawk State Park was named for Chief Black Hawk of the Sac and Fox
tribes, who lived in the MississiPPi River Va”eg, before the French trappers showed up,
back when Rock 1sland was called saukenuk. The Park was on the high bluffs
overlooking the Rock River to the south. It was a magnhcicent vantage Point. it had come
to be a view of a gravel Pit and a trailer Park, but if you held your hand over Part of the
view, you could still catch sight of Black Hawk’s domain. There was a lodge at the toP
and a small museum. Jake loved the museum. It held a reconstructed Indian Vi”agc scene,
and he felt at home there. He connected with it, as a bog with imagjnation and the desire
to belong to some socictg or other, but also from a Pcculiar lhcelong sense of communion
with those incligenous People. More so than any other way, he felt some sort of
sPiritualit9 among, the artifacts of Native Americans. When other kids made fun of the
Indian powwows that were held each summer in the Park, he felt like Part of it.

When Andg Pu”ecl up the hill to the Parking lot next to the loclge and lookout
Point, Jake sliPPed unawares into a state of near reverence. He’d been the wittg
antagonist, and then he was c]uiet. Th69 were wa”dng up the Path, when Anclg, who had
become Plaggul with Beth, turned to look at Jake.

“Hey, Jake, where’d you go? You fall asleep back there?”

“Yeah, 'm dreamin’. Don’t wake me up.”

“He’s sleepwalking,” Rosa saicl, “hcgou wake him up, he'll go crazy.”

He felt like he was climbing the hill barefoot, with an Indian maid, to Peﬁcorm an
ancient, sacred rite.

“I's kinda scary up herc,” Beth said.

Andg Put his arm around her, and she snugglcc] close. It was amazing, how Ancl9
could have fun with a girl, not make a big deal out of it, and get on with his life. Jake
could onlg stare and be amazed. It was a three-c]uarter moon, a clear and starry night,
70 degrees, with a slight breeze. Th69 were alone at the to[:). There was a low stone wall.
On the other side of the wa”, there were stcep clag cliﬂcs, down through trees, to the
bank of the dark, running waters of the river. He stoPPch'oking. Rosa didn’t know how
to relate to the change. He took her hand as theg stood at the toP and saicl, “I love it, up
here.”

She Pu”ecl her hand free and saic], “I dorn’t know. It’s kind of sPookg, like Beth

was saging.”
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“It’s not sPookg. lt’sjust crowded.”

“There’s no one here but us.”

“I mean crowded with Indians.”

“Dead Indians. | don’t like Indians.”

“How can you not like Indians? You’re halF—Mexican, aren’t you?”

“I hate it. | hate beinga Mexican.”

“You dor’t like beinga Mexican?”

He would have given angthing to be Part something other than what he was.

“My real father’s a Mexican. That doesn’t mean I have to be one.”

“Tell you what. Let’s trade. You be Part Sweclc, and I'll be Part Mexican.”

“Swede? God no. I don’t want to be a dumb Swede.”

He kissed her. He Pu”ecl her close, and he kissed her. 1t was a big surPrisc to her.
She returned the kiss with her IiPs full, and then she stoPPcd and Pu”ed back.

“Wait a minute, Mr. Snake, the Swec]c,” and she danced away.

He looked at the moon, walked to the stonewa”, and sat on it, Facing away. She
came over and sat down beside him.

“You’re a Prett9 goocl kisser,” she said and leaned into him. He put his arm
around her and kissed her again. Once again, she was hahcwag in andjumpccl out. She
got up fast and started Iaughing. He got up and moved toward her. She turned to Anc]9
and Beth, who were nearbg, whispering to each other, cooing, and wooing,

“Bethg, if this guy rapes me, you call the cops on him. OK?”

He let it go and started walking toward the Iodge, to look in the windows. She was
instant19 at his side. He stoPPecl and looked at her. She ran back to Beth and Anclg.

“Jesus,” he thought, “If 1 kiss her, she runs away. if 1 back oﬁc, she’s all over me.”

Beth and And9 were kissing, and theg were having fun. Theg seemed to like each
other. Whg did he get the queasy types? And whg did he getso caught up init?

“Anclg, let’s blow this pop stand.”

His interest had waned. At First, it had John Wagne’c]. He was the big cowbog in
his cowbog boots, and she was the tantalizing senorita. Then he was the Indian chi@c,
and she was the wagon train girl. Then the whole thing seemed like a bum idea. He got
back to the car First, took a long Pu” off the bottle, and howled at the moon. Like
Tarzan, like a coyote, like a train in the night, like c]uitting time at the pactorg.
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Magbe it was time for a triP to Waterloo. He mustn’t lose track of his future, even
if he had come close to reconnecting with some undefined, distant past, some distant
future. He drove off down the road, singing,

“I'm an old cowhand, from the Rio Grande.”
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Coming Home

He was twentg-tnree years old, and his dick had been getting big for years. It
never ceased to amaze him that he had a ciic|<, and that it got big. It felt gooc] to have a
dick. 1t was like suciden19 remembering he had a million dollars in a role in his Pocket. The
Million Dollar Dick. He was Jack and the Beanstalk. He traded his mother’s cow for a
few beans, he Plantec] them, and one ciag he had a beanstalk in his front 3arcl, growing,
straignt up to the s|<9. It was the biggest beanstalk a bog ever had or ever dreamed of
naving. There was an angry giant at the toP of his beanstalk and a goose that laid
golclen eggs. ltwas a ciangerous beansta”g and it was a rewarcling beanstalk.

He had a cock. His dick became a cock. A cock is ditferent from a dick. A cock
has a life of its own. He would be exnaustecl, but it would be raring to go. He'd be
tiiinking about one tning, and it would throw a tantrum,just to get his attention. It was
the one Part of him he must never reveal in Public. He couldn’t mention he had one. That
was odd. It was one more interesting secret. Lenng Bruce was famous for aclmitting he
had one.

Jenny’s mother told her that every man had a black snake in his pants and on19
one ti'iougnt in his head, “_..to stick it in you.” Ugn She told her claugnters that no
woman had ever erjogecl sex. Jenny’s sister had iaugnecl out loud, when she heard that
and told her she was wrong, but she remained unshakable in her conviction. Her
claugnters couldn’t convince her. Tneg were wrong, she said.

When his dick got big, with or without his iiel[:), and when he held it in his hand, it
was aiwags a marvel to him. Being what it was, was marvel enougn, but bg ringering ita
littie, it would exPanci and contract, Pulsate, and squirt a stream of creamy white semen
that was icing on the cake, so to sPea|<. In addition to that, if that wasn’t enougii, the
ejaculation (wnat a great wor&, he tnougnt) would be accom[:)aniec] 59 a series of benign
convulsions, like safe eartnquakes, or a surge of power in one part of town, or all over
town. All the Iignts got brignter and the radios blared, the horns honked, and there was
a brownout in the city hall. His head would lose power and fade out, like a iimP muscle,
while all the other muscles went manic.

As a surPrise bonus, he could do it any Place he wanted, as long as noboclg saw
him do it. He tried it in various locales; in bathrooms and vehicles, behind trees, and
under water. It was exciting to think someone mignt catch him cloing it, but the idea of
actua”g being caught was not exciting, He liked it that it was a Private act he could risk in
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Public Places, but if anyone caught himjacking off, it would be extremelg embarrassing.
At that Point, in his imagjnation, he became a Figure of ridicule. He thought if he ever saw
a man and a woman engagcd in intercourse, it would be a scene of worshiPFul sanctitg,
like coming, upon St. Francis at his prayers, but he couldn’t grant the same divinitg to
Pu”ing his crank.

Having a dick was a ghct. Having a cock was magical. He felt like a little bog holcling
the reins of Pegasus, the Wingecl Horse. Except, he wasn’t a little bog, anymore, and he
was attached to it. It was part of him, and sometimes theg were the same, and sometimes,
he was it. He’d feel so much sexual energy, he was sure it was obvious to everyone that
he was a big, fat, Pulsating, six-foot cock with a stuPid smile on his face. He was without
base motive. He was a non—threatening lover. He asked little of himself. 1t didn’t take
much to turn him on, and he had no fears of Pemcormance. At his age, his sensory
Perception in masturbation was inclined to be from the Pcrspective of the cock and not
the hand. He would lie clownJ so he could leave his boclg at rest, but once in a while he
would stand or sit. He entered a Pleasant, meditative state, before he began the serious
business of arousal. It was a pattern he learned as a swimmer.

Before a race, he and his teammates would almost fall asleeP, Iging about on the
Pool deck, as if theg were completclg disinterested in the excitement to come. His
thinking would 2@ dumb. His mind would slow to a crawl. When he was called to the
starting block, he’d move gracemcung, eﬁcortlesslg, take his Position, breathe clceplg, let
his arms and legs relax completclg and wait for the gun. Then, in a sudden and dramatic
uncoiling, he’d burst from the starting block and cut the surface of the water at full
strength, Pu”ing and clriving his way through the water, surgjng in water like water itself.
In the last IaP, he would drive to the finish with all the power at his disposal, s[:)encl it to
the last, and touch the wall at the farthest reach of his final stroke. Coming home, it was
called. He was a great ﬁnisher, the sort 3ou’d want for your anchor leg, coming home. It
felt a bit like swimming a victory laP, when he lag exhausted on his bed, his cock inPPing
back into its dickness, clriFting in the water, at peace, at ease, content with the nature of

his nature.
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Alone Together

“It isn’t that | want to make love to you. It isn’t that | want you to make love to me.
It’s that | want to make love to you, and | want you to make love to me.” He wasn’t
talking to anyone. He wasn’t thinking of anyone. He couldn’t imagine who anyone was.
But the Feeling, out of the blue, was genuine. He knew what it was to make love, and he
knew, or he could imagjne, that some woman might want to make love to him, but it was a
new thought, a new ic]ea, that he might want to make love to a Particular person,
sPeciFicallg and above all others, orat Ieast, different from all others.

It wasn’t that all women were the same; it was that his sexualit9 was
undiscriminating. It was hard for him to clistinguish his Feelings for anyone, when theg
were blotted out bg his sexualitg, like the sun’s total cclipse of the moon as a clai19
occurrence. He felt at the mercy of his solar energy. He chose Jenny for conscious and
unconscious reasons that didn’t include this new sense of Iove, for lack of any other
word. He felt love in the same largelg indiscriminate way he felt his sexualitg. SPcciFic
love for any s[:)echcic human was not confident grounc]s for his Feelings. He felt Iust,
desire, aPPreciation, admiration, logaltg, Frienclshi[:), camaraderie, consl:)iracg,
comPliCitg, and agreement, but he didn’t know how to feel any sPechCic love.

Aloneness was what he knew. The sense of being alone in the universe, that
others Philosophizecl about, was the single treasure in his estate. He knew he was alone,
even if he didn’t think about it. 1t was the coloration of his living in the world. He’d come
in alone, he lived alone, and he would go out alone. His aloneness had a Familiaritg that
seemed either unavailable or unwelcome to others. He had no cligicultg being alone,
going to movies alone, eating alone. His sense of loving intimacy with others, and any
Feelings of closeness, ran on19 S0 deep, and his Feelings, in himsehc, stoPPed at a certain
cle[:)th. This isnt tcrriblg unusual in the young, It could have been that he hadr’t lived
long enough, 9et. It could have been, also, that he was on19 a shallow person.

He was disturbed bg a gnawing absence in his life. The little bog who sat across
from his mother in the breakfast nook was aware of the absence. Because he couldn’t
sPeak his Feclings; because of his need for loving acceptance, and because those
Feelings were never aclmowleclgecl or met, he learned to live in the absence. His capacit9
to love was urﬂmownJ and he filled the absence with as much as he could acccPt. There’s
a lot to learn in the world besides intimate acceptance, but it’s an absence that eats

away at thc hcart. It creates a seeking. He hacl become a sceker 1Cor what was absent.
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He sought to fill that absence in the same way he sought to have it filled in the beginning,
with a woman, from a woman, in a woman, in an imaginecl female ideal. He sought to find
what was missing, in himself, in someone or something outside himself. A seeker can’t
create, simplg bg seeking, his fulfillment. Short of Fulﬁ”ment, seekers remain scekers,
often Fincling reFuge among other seekers. Mutual need is a bond that recognizes the
absence and suPPorts the search. It isn’tjust miserg that loves company. The rcfugees
from misery also love the company of their kind.

Jenny was a comrade for Jake, as he was for her. Thcg were scared kids,
together. Theg Put on brave masks and clancecl, together, an old dance to a distant and
unseen god, singing a prayer that theg be able to live their lives without harm, and with

goocl fortune, in a vast and lonelg universe.
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Hansel and Gretel

On Sundag, he called Jenng, and theg talked. He said he wanted to see her. She
said the house was a huge mess; it was being complcte|9 reclone, with the weclding as the
excuse, and her mother was going nuts, as usual, but yes, he should come the next
weekend. She wanted to see him, too. The phone connection hclpecl. He went back to
work, the next wcek, calmer and more focused. There was a connection between them
that was suPPortive. It was getting Prettg obvious that Jake alone was Jake adrift.
Jenng had calmed down as she sPoke to him, too. It was as if theg were Hansel and
Gretel, raised se[:)aratelg bg strange forest People, and theg had found each other
wanclering in the woods. Not wanting to face the wicked witch alone, thegjoinecl forces.
At least thegjoincd hands. Theg Pooled their breadcrumbs.

The wedding was a few weeks away. When he thought about gctting married, he
got crazy, but when he thought about going through it with Jenng, it was OK. It wasn’t
that he was marrying Jcnng. It was that thcg were going to get through it together. It was
a ritual theg could survive, if theg stuck together. It might not be true Iove, but it was an
im[:)rovement over the troublesome aloneness theg felt. Th69 had made a mutual choice,

and theg were determined to carry through.
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Transcendent Flesh

One of the secrets he had about his affection for Jenny was the way she seemed
so unselfconscious about being a girl. She didr’t lord it over him that she was female,
that she had breasts and a vagina. She seemed to bejust as overwhelmed about it as he
was. He assurneclJ in his ac]olescenceJ that women and girls were complete19 confident
about their inherent majestg. He Figurecl all girls and women knew he was ajerk and no
big deal, so to be Planning marriage with a girl was a little out of his ‘eague of
comPrehension.

He thought he had a great click, but somehow he assumed it wasn’t that
im[:)ressive to a girl. He assumed theg were iml:)ressecl bg what trulg im[:)ressecl him, that
1S; themselves. If he was a girl, he Figurecl, he’d never leave the house, he be so bu59
erjoging his own bodg. It was constantlg amazing to him that women, or girls, could
sPend their time doing angthing else and not be thinking all the time, about their
incredible and wonderful bodies. He’d heard girls Put themselves down and make fun of
their looks, but he didn’t believe them. He thought it was something like false humilit9 or
Fishing fora compliment.

Even Past aclolescence, he could find something about almost any girl that was
beautiful. He had a theorg that even the Plainest of the Plain, even the homelg and the
unattractive, even the uglg girls, had something about them that was beautiful. It was a
Pleasure to know that it was true. Whenever he looked at girls and women, he could
easilg find some lineJ curve, color, movement, some Part of them that was beautiful. 1t
wasn’t a way of Pretencling angthing. It was true. He could see the beautg that was
there. He thought about the secret beautg of their actions. A Plain girl, who might g0
unnoticec], could be a wonderful lover. 1t would become the incredible secret of the man
who discovered that about her.

He never said such things to anyone. He was sure he would have to Plag the game
like everyone else. When he clrank, he became bolcler, and he told some women of the
things he’d seen in them, but their reactions weren’t alwags reassuring, When he
stePPecl outside the suPPosecl rulesJ it was as sur[:)rising to them as it was to him. When
Jenny was a little girl, the Familg dentist mistaken‘g removed two teeth, thinking theg
were babg teeth. Theg weren’t, and it left her with a gap between her front teeth. It was
very aPPealing, but it was the colors of her teeth, the shaclings of blue and red and a
little 9e”owing in the white that struck his eye. It was the same as the blood in the skin,
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the shadings in the hair, the aquarium cle[:)th of her blue eyes. To have a lover was a
Feasting for his eyes. To be able to look at another human being for |onger than a few
seconds was a ghct. And then there was the touching. To hold and touch and caress her
boclg was enc”esslg Pleasurable. Her breasts had a qualit9 that astounded him. He
thought of breasts as transcendent flesh. It was flesh without bones. Flesh that was
onlg flesh and way more than flesh.

He loved that her ribs were Faintlg clear beneath her skin. Her ribs Changed the
color of the skin theg Pushecl against. He could lag his face against her flat, soft be”9
and dream, without images, the dreams of peace in the bodg. Her shoulder blades
fascinated him. The9 were like twins to the twins of her breasts, but theg moved under
the flesh. He was glac] he didn’t know too much about anatomg. He could watch her
shoulder blades move, like frienc”g animals under their blanket of skin. Her Pubic hair
was like a tiny, soft forest, sPringg and c]eeP, hiding the entrance to a magjc cave.

When he kissed her full lips, felt her breasts against his chest, held her buttocks
in his hands and felt her legs against his legs, he was overcome with sensation. It was too
much. His poor brain raced to record all the sensations at once. His cock would fill and
rise and dominate, and for a few moments, it was a crisis of Feeling, to let g0 of the many
sensations and give in to the one. He would sPread her wet, slick liPs, slide his cock
between them, and no matter how shallow or deep it went, it was a peeling like no other. 1t
was right. It felt right. It felt gooc]. It all felt wonderful, but to be big and inside her, was
another kind of Feeling. It was a kind of belonging. It felt right to him. His cock belonged
inside her vagina. It wasn’t an idea. It was a knowing. ltwasn’ta knowing anyone had ever
told him about. It was a lmowing that came from within, up from inside him, a knowing
that made all the locker room talk sound like bamgarc] clatter.

ltwas a knowleclge that was simplg true. Anyone who denied it, or talked Foolishlg
about it, must never have experienced it. It was a wonder to know angthing, but to know
the Feeling of belonging inside a woman was more. It made him quiet to think of it. There

was no reason to ta”< about it.
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Marital Blisters

He remembered the d89 his parents met. He was lging on his bed, after a hard
clag at the £as leak Factorg, and his boclg was tired from creating holes and then maldng
them disaPPear. 1*d been a hot c]ag. He needed the rest. He'd been thinking about
marriagc. He looked at the guys at work and wondered about their marriages.

He remembered a scene at the tractor Factorg, six months before. The foreman in
charge of the maintenance crews, sat inside a glass office bg himself, all c]ag Iong. He ate
lunch alone, while the men, all twelve of them, ate lunch at a long table outside the glass.
Jake felt harsh Pains in his gut, every clag, since he moved back into his Parcnts’ house
and began to work in the Factorg. He didn’t understand it, but it doubled him over. The
foreman was beginning to think he was a loafer. During lunch, one clag, Jake hung
around outside the door to the foreman’s office, hol:)ing totryto exPlain himself.

One of the crew leaders was an old friend of the foreman. Thcg’c] been workers
together, before the foreman was Promotec]. Now he was with management. It was a
stain on their Frienclship. Jake heard the crew leader, Richie Waller, say to the foreman,
“ like having lunch with you, Tom, but the men are starting to gjve me shit for kissing up
to management.”

The foreman rePliecl, “Theg can kiss my management ass. Yeah, OK, we'll cool it
for a while. How you doin’, otherwise?”

Jake went away, ate his sandwich, and came back. He heard the two, cleep in
conversation. It was the week between Christmas and New Year’s Eve. He heard the
crew leader ask the boss, “How’s Margje?”

The foreman hung his head and saic], “Oh, she’s all right.” He Pausecl. “You know
something? She Promiscd me we'd do it; you know, get it on. She said she’d give me a
little Piece for Christmas, and then Christmas came and went. Nothin’. She said she
wasn’t Feeling right, whatever that means. Anyway, I'm holding out for New Year’s.”

“Yeah,” said Richie, “I know what you mean, Tom. Karen’s the same way,
sometimes. I guess, but then again, | aint no Robert Redford.”

It was sad and Pathetic. The two lonelg men, who felt guiltg having lunch togcthcr,
couldn’t even get laid. He heard other stories, listening to married men talk.

One guy said that he came home from wor|<, to the trailer where he Iived, and his
wife gave him a beer, like alwags. She fixed dinner, while he watched a little TV. (it was
strange. Noboclg ever watched a lot of TV.) Anyway, the guy and his wife had dinner,
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theg finished, and the wife said, for the first time, that she’d like it, sometimes, magbe, if
he’d hclp her,just a little, once in a while, with the dishes, if it was OK with him, but it
wasn’t imPortant, she wasjust wonclering.

The guy saicl, “Sure, honeg, Pl hell:) you out.”

He told her to geta beer and g0 watch TV, he'd take care of the dishes. She was
thrilled. She couldrn’t believe it. She was in shock. He insisted. She went over and sat
down. He went back to the table ancl, very nicelg, very calmlg, Picked up the four
corners of the tablecloth, hauled the dishes down to the river next to the trailer court,
and Aumpec] the whole load in the water.

Another guy said he came home from work, one Fric]ag night, and his wife
comPlained that she Forgot to Pick up a loaf of bread on her way home. Could he goto
the store and get it for her? 1t wasjust one thing she Forgot.

The guy said, “No Problem.”

He Put his coat back on, went out, got in his car, drove to Peoria, and went on a
threc-clag drunk. Sunclag night, he came home, went in the front door, threw a loaf of
bread on the table, and saicl, “There’s your damn bread.”

Thcg were miserable stories, the kind he heard over and over in the Factorg. He
admired the bravado of the men in the stories, but it was em[:)tg bravado that earned
them a gruclging respect from other miserable men. Soon after that, Jake was demoted
to a lower circle of hc”, stacking farrow blaclcs, cight hours a clag, and thcn, Fina”g, he
was let £0. His failure as a Factorg worker was coml:)lete.

He heard one story of hope and love. One guy would leave work on Fridag
afternoon, walk to the Parking lot, climb in the back of his camper, while his wife drove,
and bg the time he was showered and changecl, eaten, and had a beer, theg were at their
cabin in Wisconsin, where theg’d sPend the weekencl, together, Fishing, and then theg’c]
drive home on Sunc]ag night. Theg did that every weekend, all summer long. So married
life wasn’t all bad, he thought.

He was lging on his bed, relaxing from a good dag, thinking about going to visit
Jenng, thinking about marriage, when he began to think and then half-dream about the
clag his Parents met. He knew that mutual friends had introduced them, at an arrangcd
dinner, one night. His dad Plaged basketball with his mother’s brother, and she’d seen
him and wanted to meet him. She asked Carl and Marion Schiller to set it up.

Thcg invited his dad, and as Jake imagined it, he could see the two of them,
stancling there, in the middle of the Schiller’s living room, being introduced. He felt like
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he was in the room with them. Tbeg were 26 and 24, tall, attractive, cbarming, intelligent
PeoPle. Tbe9 had a lot going for them. He felt wonclertul, as he saw them come
togetber. He imaginecl the Possibilities of two such interesting PeoPle,Joining forces.

Then sometbing baPPenecl. He said to bimselt, out lou&, “Ob, no!”

He saw what tbeg were tbinking and teeling. Both were getting too old to be
single. Tbeg’cl held out as long as tbeg could. Tbeg looked at each other, and instead of
embracing the Possibilities; tbeg gave into the inevitable.

“r|| take this. This is goocl enougb,” tbeg said to themselves.

He was horrified to see the scene, sO brigbtJ 0 dark before his eyes, in his mind’s
eye. He didr’t think he had the same teeling about Jenny, and his parents would have
vebementlg denied his vision about them. There was no way of lmowing if he was going
to be married in the brigbt ligbt of the Possibilities or the darkening shadows of
comPromise. He was sure he was notbing like his father. He could see, in his vision, that
his mother and father, when tbeg were Jim and Corliss, had every goocl reason to be
attracted to each other. If tbeg had onlg tbougbt clitterently about it it would have been
goocl. And if onlg Adolf Hitler had sold a Painting, World War 1l would never have
baPPenecl. Andif a Pig had wings, it'd be a serious Problem for the rest of us.
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UP On Rush Street

Living without a giriicriend or a wife wasn’t just hard to imagjne, it was
inconceivable. There was no room in his thinking for such a concept, so it went
unconceived. He was in the throes of discoverg, but the notion of discovering himself,
bg himseli, was not in the cards he’d been dealt. To Put it another way, Jake’s dick
Pointeci away from himself toward a world of others. One of his frustrations was that,
other than with Jenny, he was a virgin. It didr’t seem rigiit that he get married to the on19
woman he had ever Porkeci, been intimate with, made love to, gotiton with, shot iiisjism
into, Planked, or whatever inadequate cliché he migiit come up with. It was embarrassing.
It needed to be rectified, somehow, and soon.

Then the oPPortunitg Prescntecl itself. Jenny called and said she was going with
her mother to Chicago to Pic|< out new curtains for the we&ciing. The selection in the
State of lowa was woeFu”g inaclcquate. She invited him to join them, for lunch on
Sunciag, if he wanted to drive all the way up. He said he migiit, and she told him what
hotel tiweg were staying at, where it was, and when. Coincicienta”g, he got, via his
parents, a card saying that his first giriicrienci, from kindergarten in Nebraska, Nancy
Breskg, was |iving in a hotel for stewardesses in Ciiicago, not far from the hotel of his
fiancée. Oh, the drama of it all. The Plan hatched in his mind to g0 up on I:ric]ag nigiit,
stay over with Jim Malonc, go out with Nancg on Saturciag, sleeP with iier, and then g0
see his fiancée as a man of cxperience, no ionger a bog beholden to her for Popping his
ciierrg.

He couldn’t call ahead. That would be too caiculating. Besides, he migiit find out
Nancg wasn’t tiiere, and the Pian would Fizzie, before it gota chance to Hg (lF he could
tell what kind of Plan was iiatciieci, and then either fizzles or ﬂies, he’d have a better
grasp of mixed mctapiiors. His sense of mctapiiors was, ‘the more the merrier’. The
more allusions he could throw into the meta[:)iworicai stew, the better. The more raPid
and obscure the connections, the better. The less chance there was of saging simple
and unavoidable truths.)

The other Plager that entered his Plot was Suzanne Berkman, who lived near Jim
in Elmhurst, and migiit, ina Pinch, do the beast with two backs with Jake. She was a
friend from co”ege, and she graciuateci with Jim and Jenny. Magbe it wouldn’t be the
best Pian to give up his virginal sanctity to a bucicig—tg[:)e giriicriend, but Suzanne was
attractive, and there had aiwags been sometiiirig sligiitlg sexual between them.
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Trging to sleep with Rosa was out. It felt like a Garter~snal<e~[:>it of unknown
clangers. He and Nancy had a crush on each other since thcg were four years old, and
she was a stewardess and a virtual stranger. He hadn’t seen her since theg were ele\/en,
and he had onlg two memories of when theg were kids. When theg were Fivc, his dad had
brought home a walkg-talkg. Jake and Nancy Ann took the microphoné:-reccivcr down
to the basement, and theg sat, side bg sicle, on a wooden box, waiting for a message
from the spy boss, who was uPstairs in the kitchen. Theg saw a big, black cricket on the
wall and Nancy got scared. Jake kissed her, and then his dad spoke on the squawk-box,
as his dad called it, and theg ran uPstairs.

Another time, all the families had goneon a Picnic bg a river. The kids had to put
their suits on behind a tree. Jake looked out from behind his tree, and he saw Nancg’s
little, bare bottom, as she was Putting on her suit, behind her tree.

He called Jimalone, and Jim said, “Sure, mon uP.”

I:ric]ag night, theg went down to Rush Street and listened to some blues. Rush
Street was in its renaissance. The street was jammed with happg summer nighttime
revelers. It was Bourbon Street North. Theg caught a set of Howlin’ Wolf. 1t made the
weekend a success without further ado. Jim Plagccl blues harP, and he had a leather
sash made up as a holder for his harmonicas. Jake got to blow a little harl:) with Jim, and
it was fun.

He called Nancy from a Phone booth. Her roommate answered and said Nancy
would be in from a Hight to LA at miclnight. He said, could she take a message, and she
said, geah. He left his name and Jim’s number and said he’d call back in the morning, She
said she’d give Nanc9 the message, that Nanc9 Probablg had the weekend og, or at
least Saturclag, so she’d Probablg be free, and it'd be neat to meet him, if he was to
come bg, on19 don’t call too earlg, OK? He said he wouldn’t, don’t worry, and theg both
said goocl—bge.

He turned to Jim and said, “It looks like I'm going to a reunion.”

“Cooll” said Jim, “Let’s see if we can see Sonny Boy Williamson before the last
set.”

“Cool!” said Jake, “Let’s go.”
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Toddli ng Town

‘Chicago, Chicago, that todc”ing town’. Like a toddler. More like a loud,
obnoxious teenager. Half mature, half childish. 1t was big, like a teenager, overgrown
from its gouth, not yet at ease with its size. A Babg Huey kind of city. It was corrupt and
self—righteous, at the same time. It was moral on Sundag, but haranosecl, Parading its
Heclgling so[:)histication the rest of the week. It was like a teenager who goes to a
whorehouse, half drunk, and then cries for its mommy in the Piss—stink toilet.

The disturbing side of Chicago came to him when he’d come to visit, a couplc of
years before. He stagecl with a co”ege buddg who lived near the Universitg of Chicago,
in chle Park, on the South Side. Theg went to the Folk Music Festival and listened to
some of the all-time greats of the blues, Mississipl:)i John Hurt, Fred McDowe”, Snooks
Eaglin, Brownie McGee and Sonng Terrg, John Lee Hooker, and several others. It was a
worship service of black music. At the end of the weekend, he drove home, and he
decided, that one time, to drive straight west on the city streets of the south Side,
instead of taking the Freewags.

He started out in the genteel streets of ch]e Park, where ghetto was an almost
charming word. He thought about slums, deprivation, ghettos, and discrimination, but it
had a Faintlg unreal c]ualitg to it, like stories of starving children in China. As he drove
west, he Passed through mile after mile of near total desolation. He was stunned bg the
vastness of the Povertg. It wasn’t the Povertg he imagined, where poor People lived with
less. It was an undcrworlcl, unseen and un—aclmittecl, where nothing was recognizable, at
least, in his expcrience.

He became disoriented bg the magnitucle of the destruction. He drove for many
miles in a war zone of poverty and ncglect. Neglect is a Polite word, as if a little sPit and
Polish could shape things up. He drove for nearlg an hour, and not slowlg, before he
Fina”g emerged from that other America, where cal:)italism is betragecl and the Judeo-
Christian work ethic is a mockerg. Where hol:)e isa whisper in a windstorm.

It made him feel like a wa”dng insult to the truth. He began to feel the way he
loved the blues was different from the way the black citizens of Chicago might love the
blues. He referred to Furrg Lewis as l:uzzg Lewis, one time, and Jon Taglor roared with
laughter at his mistake. He thought the Civil Rights movement applied to him. He thought
it was ‘his’ naive bigotrg that needed changing. It was ‘his’ whiteness that needed
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roughing up. He didr’t want his love of the blues to be like the Plantation whites Jove’ of
the way the little Pickaninnies danced.

He needn’t have been so hard on himself. His love of the blues was a real
identification in the blood. He didr’t think that the blues, or the People singing them, or
the PeoPle living them, were cute and adorable. Despite his appearance, he felt the
blucs, and he un&erstoocl, somehow, the seemin519 endless abandonment theg
expressed, and this feeling was also unacknowleclged bg his own conscious mind. That
was the ?eeling in the slums of Chicago. He felt how hopcless it was. It seemed as if the
world had deliberatelg abandoned its own, and the abandonment felt unencling and
insurmountable.

When he walked down busg, noisg, boisterous Rush Street, or any other street,
he couldn’t help but look down the dark a”egs and up the side streets, into the
cloorwags and down the half-lit ha”wags. Thcg were the dark passages he couldnt
Forget, once he’d been reminded of their existence.

The overriding call, in Mid-Western White America, was for niceness. If you
couldn’t say somcthing nice, you weren’t suPPosecl to say angthing at all. It was a joke
that Pcople laughcd about, but didnt cha”enge. It was the kind of ruse that might

elevate a man to starclom, even to the Presiclencg.
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Sandbox Plagbog

He talked to Sue, Nancg’s roommate, while he waited for Nancg to finish c]ressing.
Thcg were going out to a movie. Nancy looked goocl. She had been a cute little girl, and
she’d become an attractive twentg-two-gear old. she had curlg hair and an off-hand
manner that belied her Position as a stewardess, given the current stercotgpe of
“Cogee, Tea, or Me”.

The roommate, on the other hancl, was tgpecast. She was Perkg, solicitous, and
busilg vacuous. And she was nice. She bounced along, making sure he was entertained
and comfortable. She thought it was great that Nancy and Jake had been little kids
together. It was great that Jake had come to visit. It was rea”g great that theg were going
to a movie. And it was rea”g, rea”g great that she got to meet him. While he was waiting, a
guy came to the door. Sue let him in and introduced them. His name was William, and he
lived in the same hotel. She was nice to him. Then, she told him she was going out, so was
Nancy. He could be a real dear and call them in a week or two, and he went away.

When he was gone, she turned to Jake and said, “William is all right, I guess. | mean
he’s a real nice guy, and he’s gota goocljob and evergthing, but he’s too lonelg.”

“Too lonelg?” he said.

“Yeah, | mean its fine to be lonelg. | mean, evergbodg’s lonelg, but william is too
lonelg.”

“Huh,” thought Jake, and right then, he vowed never, never, never, ever, would he
show anyone that he was too |one|3. The onlg way to guarantee that you didn't appear
to be too lonelg was to never appear even slightlg |one|3, certainlg never to admit
loneliness. He had recognizecl the look in william’s eyes when William had gazcd Polite
raPture at the self-contained blondness of Sue Carlson from Minneapolis.

By the time Nancy came out tojoin them, the face of the little bog who once
kissed the little girl, in the basement with the walkg-talkg, was replacecl bg the slightlg
bemused, erotica”g and inte”ectua”9 sophisticatecl face of Hugh Hefner Junior. The
Plagbog mansion was mere blocks away, and it was the Vatican of Jake’s erotic
education. He could c]isparage evcrgthing about the Plagbog Philosophg, but he
couldn’t deng its success. Wi”g Sutton robbed banks, because that’s where the money
was. The Plagbog mansion was where the girls were. It was where the cream of American

Pulchrituc]e gathercd. Theg went there, of their own volition, or so it seemed. Theg
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weren’t clraggecl. Jake had a notion that someclag a beautiful young woman might talk
Persuasivelg about the bankruptcg of the Plagbog Philosol:)hg, but he’d yet to hear it.

It was the onlg source available, when it came time to see what girls looked like,
without their clothes on. He’d been menta”g unclressing girls, for years, but onlg his
brief and scattered exPerience had given him any real models to aPPlH to his fantasies.
He knew the centerfolds were airbrushccl, he knew thcg were Poscc], he knew theg were
chosen for sPechCic attributes, but it gave him some clues, he thought, to the great
mystery of women who are naked.

These things sPira‘ecl in him. At that Point in his life, in his Pcrsonal, Private,
secret Summer of Love, as he was about to sPend time with someone who oPenecl his
heart to his earliest times, after a night touched bg the deel:)est song, of Pain and
salvation, the over~ricling message came, once again, “Don’t Fcel, and es[:)eciang, don’t
reveal the Feeling.” The same truth was absent from the Plagbog Philosophg. Plagbog
was Purchasecl bg lonelg men whojerked off bg themselves to Paci?g the loneliness the
Philosophg could never admit.

Jake and Nancy sat in the movie theater,just off Michigan Avenue, like two young
People whojust met. There was a sweet bond between them that had more to do with
PuPPics and kittens than ever occurred between Plagbogs and Plagmates. Th69 had
been true Plagmates, and clesPite their attemptecl soPhistication, theg couldr’t
overcome the simple attraction thcg’cl knowrlJ as Five~9ear~olcls who Plagecl together.

When theg were Four, theg declared to Mrs. Breskg that theg were married. Theg
decided to take the train to lllinois. Theg sat, side bg side, on two dining room chairs,
ric]ing across the imaginary countrgside on the California Z.ephgr. Jake told Nancy Ann
that theg had to stop and get off, because it was nighttime on the train, and the train
had to stoP at night. Theg went to the couch and Pretenclec] to sleep, Iging side bg side.

Jake Put his arm around Nancy Ann in the movie theater in Chicago, and it felt
gooc{. When theg walked on the street, after the movie, he Put his arm around her, like
guys in movies did with their sweethearts. He didn’t hold hands with her, because theg
may have begun skipping. Back at her Place, she Pu”ecl down the Murphg bccl, and theg
undressed. Theg kissecl, and he held her small breasts and Pu”c& gingcrlg at her largc
niPP‘es. He ran his hand the length of her wire-stubble legs, and she a[:)ologizecl for not
shaving. She didr’t take off her Panties, because she was on her Periocl, and he kept his

shorts on.
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It was comcusing. He thought he was going to get laid, like it said in the Plagbog
Philosophg. He thought he was going to lose his exclusive virginity, like it said in some
faded codicil of the book of his brain. Instead, he felt like a fake adult, a Pretend
Plagbog, an ill-fated lothario, and a little kid who still didn’t know what girls looked like
between their legs. His heart was sPinning. Nancy Breskg knew something about the real
Jake Axene, but she wasn’t talking. She seemed every bit as confused as he was.

His heart was Pouncling, and his dick was straining in his cotton shorts, and little
Jake loved little Nancg Ann, but theg weren’t allowed to come out and Plag. He couldn’t
have sex with her, and he didn’t know how to have angthing else.
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Mother in Lore

The next morning, Nancy said she had a Hight, and Jake said he had to £0. Thcg
told each other about their Parents, their siblings, their co”egcs, theg said it was great
to see each other, and he saicl, “L et’s do this every ten or twenty 9ears.” She said it was
a wonderful idea, and theg stoPPed talking for fifteen seconds. Their eyes went to the
tablctop in the kitchen with a view of Lake Michigan. He stood up, and so did she. Theg
walked to the door. Sue was alreac]9 up and gone, and theg were alone.

“l wonder what would have happened if 1 never left McCook,” said Jake.

“You'd have |e1ct, anyway, onlg later.”

“No, | mean like between you and me.”

“Oh, we”, we’ll never know that. We were in different schools, anyway.”

“Yeah, we were,” he saicl, relieved to have a way out of the sPeculation. “When we
moved to North Ward, it was like moving to another state.”

)

“It was goocl to see you, Jake,” she said, sincerelg, “Good luck in California. |
hope you’re happg.”

“You, too. Send me a card when you take over the airline.”

“ will >

“Bye.”

Thcg kissed. It was a tender kiss. Like little kids who knew theg had to grow up.
Somehow. On the street, he felt haPPg sad. It was a goocl sad. Like the French were
goocl at, in the movies. He was part French. It was Julg H'th, Bastille Day. He strolled the
streets like a free Frenchman, his heart rceling with the torment of life’s c]ai|9 defeats
and love’s great victorg.

Noblesse obligc. if he must feel these tortures of the heart, then Pcrhaps he
might be an artist. And if he might be an artist, then certainlg he must exPerience life in
all its tortures. It would be cowarc”g not to enmesh himself in the labgrinth of tanglcd
Passions. Oh, what a tangled web wejump into, when first we accept the obligation of
tangled Passions.

He called Jenny at her hotel. She named a restaurant and the time for them to
meet. It was to be a strained Fortgﬂcive minutes of eggs benedict, about which Ardith
McGregor would grouse. Jake and Mrs. McG kissed, like lawgers shake hancls, and he
kissed Jenny, like theg were secret lovers in the presence of the town censor. Marriage

would give them the Protective umbrella theg needed to feel at ease with their urge to

73



fondle each other. He remembered quicklg the erotic tension that accom[:)aniecl their
negotiations for adulthood. Erotic sexualitg was addictive, and marriage was like being
grantecl a liquor license. In the meantime, theg must keep up the appearance of their
entre[:)reneurial Promcessionalism. Theg were setting up housekeeping, like launching a
small business, and Mrs. McG was a harsh critic of get~rich~quicl< schemes.

Ardith Swinton Henke McGregor was twice married. She was a young society
journalist in Chicago in her earlg twenties, cluring the actual Twenties. She met and
married a man who went on to become quite rich in Oklahoma oil. She divorced him and
married the alcoholic lawgcr back home in lowa, who hung out with the town drunk. He
sobered up and began to make money, too. She became twice bitter, claiming he’d
stolen her money to build his truck—leasing business. That was all thirtg years in the

ast. It was an old argument based on a verbal contract no one could prove or clis[:)rove.
All seemed resignecl to the argument. It was a red ﬂag ke[:)t in the hall closet and
clraggecl out to be waved on occasions more ceremonial than sacred.

Her life was a litang. She had a cha[:)ter to exPlain all situations. He took a
perverse Pleasure in Facing Ardith McGregor. It was aPPlging the education he’d gotten
at his mother’s knee, |earning his mother’s ways, without the emotional hook his mother
had in him. He tried to gjve the hook back to his mother, but when he Pu”ed it out of his
gut, or his back, it dug into his hands. Ardith had no such hook for him. He was
enamored with the game of sParring with her. He did itin a way that Perplexecl her. When
she talkecl, he listened to her worclsJ not her meaning, and then did word Plags off the
language. It was a game of seeming to pay close attention to her talk while ignoring her
intended meaning. Since her meaning was Patentlg unacceptable, if not clownright
insane, or so he thought, it seemed to work, and it seemed to bejusti?iecl.

“How are your eggs, Jake?” she saicl, hoping theg were as detestable and
imProPer|9 Prepared, as hers were.

“Wait a minute, Ill ask,” he replicc].

‘I mean, is your hollandaise rancid.”

“In Holland, the clags were a bit ri[:)e, but it was summertime, after all,” he said,
smiling at the twist in logic. Jenny kicked him andjabbecl him in the arm, but her eyes
were not displeasecl. She was scared of her mother, and here was a guy who stuck it in
her face. It was exciting and dangerous to Plag mocking games with Ardith McGregor,

the terror 01C several generations.
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“This restaurant,” she said, “Is In clecline, m sorry to say. There was a time when |
would have been Proucl to come here, but anymore, Pm near19 ashamed to be seen. Not
to mention, the clientele has sliPPecl.”

“I’'m sure we’re not helping the standards,” he said.

“This country is going to hell in a hand basket,” Ardith said. “You can laugh
about it, all you want, but there was a time when low standards weren’t tolerated.”

“What time? Like during the Twenties?” he offered.

Ardith had been speaking Fonc”g of her young adulthood in the windg city.

“As far as | can te”, everyone was either drunk or riPPing off the stock market.”

“That was the fault of Prohibition. Once we got rid of Prohibition, sanity
returned,” she rcplied.

“ike the ghost of Christmas Past,” he said.

The jokes were wearing thin, all around. Even he grew tired of them. He
overheard a conversation, nearbg, that was getting heated. It was the kind of argument
that married People seemed to have, quietlg at first, then louder, then ignoring, the rest
of the world. 1t had the sound of an old argument, worn regularlg; beat up, but durable.

He looked around to see. It was two middle-agec] gay guys. “9t's the same,
evergwhere,” he thought, “noboc]g’s immune.”

Then Ardith saved the clag.

“Listen Jenng, we better get back, we’'re not Finishecl, and | refuse to stay
another clag. You do your newlgwecl nonsense with this future husband of yours, and 1ll
meet you at the hotcl, in fifteen minutes. Do you hear me?”

“Yeah, Ma, | heargou.”

“Jake, ’m Paging for this. 'm sure you don’t have the wherewithal, and c]csPite
your obnoxious manner, it was nice to see you.”

She Put out her hand. Jake looked into her eyes.

“Me, too,” he said, and their hands did a quick touch and release.

When she was all the way out the door, Jake and Jenn9 turned to each other and
laughcd. Theg kissed, and it was a big kiss. A big, all grown up, teenage kiss.

“Pve got to go, too, Jake. Iwish I could stay.”

“I wish that hotel room was ours.”

“F’rettg soon, now. Do you want to come out to Waterloo, next weekend?”

“What, and Plag pootsg with your mother?”

“Listen, you’re luckg she’s going through with this wedding.”
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“Hey, 'm not marrging hcr, for Chrissake.”

“Yeah, but it’s her house.”

“And her claughter.”

“Yes, and you better be nice to her c]aughter.”

“rd like to be real nice to her claughter,” he said and put his hand on her breast,
cuPPing it from below.

She let him hold her for a second of true bliss, and then she shoved his arm down
onto her la[:), where he slid his hand to her thigh, and she stood up real fast.

»

“Later... later....” she said, half—smiling. He left the restaurant on air. He
aPProvecl of his uPcoming marriage. But he still had a Prioritg to be dealt with. He found

a Pag Pl"lOﬂC ancl ca”ed Suzanne.
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One Toug]ﬁ Cookie

Suzanne was surPrisecl to hear from him. She said, sure, she’d like to see him.
Thcg could £0 for a ride. He found her house in Elmhurst, and theg drove in Jake’s vw
for alook at Lake Michigan, where it was bound to be cooler, she said. She told him how
hard it was getting to be, at home. It seemed the older she got, the harder it was. She
Fought with her mom all the time.

“Fina”g, last night,” she said, “my mom looked at me real harcl, with furrows in her
browJ and she saicl, ‘Suzanne Elizabeth Berkman, you are one tough cookie.” So what
does that mean? Actua”g, I kind of like it. 1 think 1 like beinga tough cookie.”

“I's true,” he said, “it’s a great Aescription. You’re tough, but you’re still a
coolde, or you could say gou’re a cookie, but 3ou’re tough. I ike it, too. It’s great. Your
mom must have some gruc]ging respect for you.”

“Yeah, | guess she does.” Theg drove down to the |al<e, theg got out of the VW,
theg walked along the beach, a storm came up, theg ran for the car, and theg started
back for suzanne’s house.

“Suzanne, | got to ask you a real strange favor.”

“What’s that? What do you mean?”

“We”, you know I'm getting married, next month.”

“Yeah. I like Jenny. I think it's great.”

“sodo, butthere’s a Problem with all this.”

“What’s the Problem?”

“The Prob‘em is, except for Jenny, I'm a virgjn, and I hate it that 'm a virgin. The
woman I’'m going to be married to will be the onlg woman I've ever slePt with, and I was
hoPingl could ask you if 9ou’cl like to help me out of this situation bg us making love
together.”

“Jeez, Jake, I don’t know.”

“f you don’t want to, then you don’t want to.”

“No, I mean, it’s sort of sudden.”

I know. I know it is.”

Even as he ta”«:cl, he was getting excited. He got an erection, and he became
flushed. Suzanne was starting to twist around in her seat.

“I don’t know where we could £0,” she said, “there’s no Place togo.”
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He Pu”ecl the car over and turned onto the road to a tree-lined citg Park. It was
still raining, and the Park was emptg. He stoPPed the car, he turned to Suzanne, and she
was red. Then, the red suffused to a summer glow, and she saicl, “Jake, Pve thought
about this before. I mean, I think it’s fine, hcgou rea”g want to.”

“I do want to, and 'm starting to Forget whg.” He lifted her hand and let g0 of it
millimeters above his erection. Her hand floated onto his crotch, and she held it. Then
she squeezecl it, and theg kissed. It was a goocl kiss, full of Plcasure and surPrise. The

roblem was the Volkswagen. It was ting. He was big, in more ways than one, and she
wasn’t sma“, either. Theg managecl, in a comic opera Frenzg to get their clothes out of
the way, to get her on toP of him on the passenger seat. He was harcl, and she was wet,
and theg were almost naked and getting sweatg in the summer rain. Theg came togcthcr
like theg’cl been thinking about it for a long time. When theg slowed from Panting and
humping and kissing, and had Pu”ecl apart, Suzanne into the driver’s seat, theg rolled
the windows down and rubbed rainwater on their faces.

He Put a rain-wet hand on Suzanne’s breast and saic], “Thank you, Suzanne,
thank you. That was great. That wasjust great.”

“I thought it could be, fora Iong time, but I never thought we'd actua”9 doit.”

“What are friends For, anyway?” he saicl, and took cleep breaths and let out long
sighs looking at her, as she looked at him. When theg came out of the trance, theg
looked at each other and laughccl.

“Jeez, Jake, what a deal.”

“Yeah, I wish I had a movie camera.”

“We must have looked like a couple of idiots.”

“You’re the most gorgeous idiot | ever saw.”

He Pu”ed her blouse open one more time, kissed both breasts above the niPPles,
and kissed her be”g. He felt like a free man. Free to be Jake. Free to be married Jake.

“Thanks for being my friend, Suzanne.”

“Any time, Jake. well, magbe not any time.”

“You’re not such a tough cookie, after all.”

She grirmecl. He grirmecl. The rain let up.
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Go Paint Trees

The weclcting was getting close. It was all set. Theg would sPencl their nonegmoon
on the way to California. Jake t)ougnt a blue vw with a sunroot, two years olc], in great
shaPe, and he had ajob waiting for him in Pebble Beacn, one of the garclen sPots of the
Planet. Tneg tigurecl ttweg’d drive througn Montana, into Canacla, then down the coast.
What could be better? That was as far into the future as he could see or imagine.
Marriage was like signing, up for co”ege without knowing what his ma}jor mignt be.

One night, after the tri[:) to Cnicago, he went to the student union at Augustana
Co”ege, in Rock lslanc], the closest tning to an energy center he could find in the Quad-
Cities. It had become his habit to look for a Public Place, a marketplace of energy, a
cate, or coffee Place, to find some kind of contemplation, amid the crosscurrents of
activity.

And he could look at the girls. He was able to manage a kind of meditation in a
crowded Place, and he could erjog his imagjnation, as it Plagecl with the sexual

ossibilities. But alwags, there was a nagging set of emotional complications that kePt
intiltrating his fantasies. The Previous weekend Provecl to him there was no free lunch
when it came to sex. No matter how hard he tried, and he didn’t have to try to be hard, it
alwags ended up t)eing comPlicatec] t)g emotions he couldn’t control or Prec{ict.

He sat in the bu59 student union, watching the flow of Scandinavians. (Tne area
was Little 5candinaviaJ and Augustana was a Lutheran school.) He tried to create a way
of being with I:)eopleJ without the emotional entrapment. One tning he wistnecl, above all
else, was to draw and Paint nudes. When he was at lowa, in the gracluate school of art,
he had his first exPerience with a nude model. It was the first week in a life clrawing class,
and it was almost overwhelming. He had taken his Place at a large table with chalk and
paper, and in came the model, a nonclescript woman wearing a brown robe. She stood
on the Podium, and his heart Pounded.

The ProtessorJ a woman, saicl, “Let’s t)egin,” and the model clropped her robe
and stood naked in front of the class. He didnt think he was going to survive the
exPerience. He was in shock. And he was oclc”g clisappointecl. The model was saggy,
wrinkled, and had stretch marks in parts of her bodg he never imaginecl anyone could
have stretch marks. The teacher called for timed poses, and he drew. It was exciting
t)egoncl his imagjnation. He drew in a blind trenzg. When the class was over, the teacher

Praised the model and remarked on her great beautg.
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“Beauty?” he thought, “She’s nomelg as a stick, and her boclg’s in ruins.”

He knew the art PrOiCessor was talking about a different kind of beautg, and as
he looked over his clrawings, he began to get an idea what she meant. The shock of her
nakedness, and the force of the energy, recognizec], absorbecl, and transposec]
another kind of beautg, from the moclcl, onto the paper.

A life force of energy was taPPecl, in the presence of the exposcd, vuinerable,
and unadorned human bodg, especiang a female human bodg, and that energy
suPerseded his embarrassment and his sexualitg. As he wandered the halls of the art
scnool, he looked for other bold women who consented to that process.

After a life c{rawing session that he had stumbled into, he aPProachcc] one of his
other Professors, Iooking for advice and nelp in clealing with his loss of inspiration. As
the Hesng, Frecklecl, redheaded model left the Posing stanc], he asked the teacher what
he could do, since his Painting had lost its sPontaneitg. Back in his co”ege clags, he was
used to Painting for hours, with no lack of energy or ins[:)iration, but in his time in lowa
City, it had stoPPed. “Go Paint trees,” the guy said.

It sealed his decision to c]uit school. If the man had said, “Go Paint naked
women,” or if Jake had taken the man’s advice for true and not as a casual c[ismissal, he
might have graduated magna cum laude. He was a good Paintcr. He won the Prize in
co”ege. He went to one of the best art schools in America, and 9et he couldn’t believe
he had the right to ask a woman to model for him. He was sure his on19 motive was lust.
And what if it was? Where was the crime in that? The correlation between lust and art
was Plain enougn The life force was similar, if not identical. Lust becomes love. Lust
becomes art. Lust becomes life. Lust can be very becoming. He was snort~circuiting
another imPulse, because it mignt be mixed with vcnalitg. Mignt be.

A rather heavgset Black girl came into the room where he sat, making butter of
his mi”<9 thougnts. He looked at her for a long time. She was beautiful, in a way the art
ProFessor had meant. Her lines, her Fcatures, her snapcs could Practica”9 draw
themselves. He became excited with the idea of asking her to become his model. lnstcacl,
he looked like a man who was trging to remember where he left his shoes. He didn’t
move. She got her coffee and left.

Another Possibilitg entered the equation. How could he ask a woman to model
for him if he didrn’t have sexual designs on her? Would she be insulted? What if he chose
a model for strictlg visual motives? No, that would never do. He needed to find someone

who excited his libido enougn to tap the energy in it, but not cnough to divert him from
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its eventual purpose as fuel for the drawing. lnsPiration. It was a delicate cquation, and it
needed the will of the art to decide it, certain|9 not the will of the dick-brained artist.
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Je”g Beans

His brothcr, Mike, bought a motorcgclc; a Yamaha 350. It looked hugc to Jakc,
even though it wasn’t. He took it for a ride, one clag. It was exciting, Mickeg’s roommate
from co”egc, Bi”g Spanger, came to Moline on his new, used bike, and the two of them
took off for Parts unknown, hcacling west toward the open road. Theg would be back
for the weclc]ing, but it made himjealous to see his brother ride oﬁc, his new bike loaded
with gear and Provisions. It made their mother furious that Mickeg would ignore her
advice, bug the bike, and then, to add insult to injurg, take it on a road triP, when, “Any
fool could te”, it’sjust insane.”

Jake was getting married. He was the resl:)onsible one. He was older. He’d alwags
been older. The im[:)ulse toward adventure was in him, but it was supersec]cc] bg his
dutiful nature, his so-called maturity.

“Well, Jake, at least you never did angthing as Foolharc]g as this.”

“I know,” Jake thought. “Dammit!”

He wasn’t foolharclg, and he hadn’t done angthing he’d regret for the rest of his
lhcc, either. The fears of his parents were safe with him. So far. He might want to get his
own motorcgclc, Paint naked women, live alone, run a coffechouse, theater, dance hall,
art ga”erg, have affairs with beautiful women, write poetry and teach karate to little kids,
but that wasn’t in his ‘nature’. It wasn’t ‘like him’. He was the resPonsible one.

The Familg, Ie., his mother and her assistant coach, his ol pappy, held Mickeg in
low regard. He had a stammer, and he wasn’t up to their unsPoken stanclarc]s, what thcg
thought were the simple standards for social acceptance. Mickeg was tolcrated, like a
Founc”ing forced upon a household of ‘charitable’ People. In a sense, he was free to
fuck up, g,omC oﬁc, be an icliot, go nuts, and be a Fool; all the things Jake wasn’t
suPPoscd to be or do.

Mike couldn’t do angthing right, and Jake wasnt suPPosed to do angthing
wrong, Mike took a motorcgcle triP and was dismissed. Jake would be married and

raised for it, even though his choice of a wife was a clear disappointment to his
parents, that is, his mother. As were his friends, hisjobs, his apartment, his haircut, ad
infinitum.

His mother asked Jenny whg she didn’t wear makcup. She said it would be nice if
Jenng Pu”ed the hair back from her face. Jenn9 made a valiant attcmpt to get along.
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1 dorm’t know what to call you,” she saicl, “Should 1 call you Mrs. Axene, Mom,
Mother, Corliss, or what?”

His mother thought for a moment and said, with a cold delight, “Call me Duckg.”

She was being Funng, in her way. if Jenny had tossed it back, it might have broken
the ice, but that would be like brcaking the ice alongsicle the Titanic. Nice try, but no
cigar.

His dad came to him,just before he moved out, and said, “I've got to talk to you.
Let’s go foraride.”

Thcg gotin his Chevg wagon, and even before theg were out of the clrivcwag, he
saicl, “Jake, you have to get a haircut. Your mother is driving me crazy. | dom’t care,
mgsehc. You can look like Tarzan, for all1 care, but she’s making my life miserable. Listen,
Pl pay for it,just getit cut, so | can get some Peace.”

He looked at his dad and thought, “This guy is tota”g Pussg-whipl:)ec].”

“Sure, dad,” he said, “Vll ask them to take a little off my dick, too.”

“Listen, there’s no reason to get nasty about it.”

He liked his parents. Jake was the sort of fellow who would find virtue in a sinner
and magjc in a marshmallow. He Figurecl God clropped souls out of the skg, and theg
lived where thcg landed. If he didn’t like the view out the window, he faced the wall, and
he made up a view. Having been told it was his nature to be resPonsible, and not being
able to remember any contrary nature, or any clcel:)cr nature, he assumed it was true.

And yet there was a contrary streak in him that he cherished. He began to
associate his contrary nature with drinking. It was surelg a case of no harm, no foul. As if
a tribe of aborigines lived their entire existence without kissing, caressing, or hugging.
Then, such shows of affection were introduced into their lives bg an exl:)lorer who ate

je”g beans, and affection became associated with eating jc/[g beans. What did it matter if
he ate too mangj@/{g beans? What's a gech/{g beans, on the sicle, if gou’re happg?
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To Be OrTo Be

It's no small adventure to get married. Being common doesn’t change the fact
that it's a considerable and adventurous un&crtaking. Millions of People are marriec],
have married, and will marry, in the future. Jake had never been marriccl, beFore, but he

was about to become married.
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lL.onesome Va”eg

Marshall was out of sorts. He’d gotten c]uieter, and he was alreadg a quiet man.
He seemed occupicc] bﬂ some Privatc torment, like there was a thorn in his paw. The
leonine presence of his observant eye was missing. He seemed to disappear. The clags
Passecl like orc]inarg workclays. The lesser beasts around the watering hole, took to
Fussing and c]uarreling. It was the middle of the Iong hot summer. Things went into a lull.
A dead calm. Jake loved it. It was the quiet time before the storm, c[uring which his brain
went into neutral. His bodg took over. He worked and sweated col:)iouslg, and that was
alwags a Pleasure.

He got goocl and clirtg, and he took great showers in the sma”, round, 3e”ow~
walled shower, across the hall from his cuPola a[:)artment door. He got more muscular.
He loved his gouth?ul manliness. Evergthing he ate and drank tasted good. And more, it
felt good ina healthg boclg.

He’d done all the things necessary to prepare himself for the Futurc, as far as he
could te”, knowing as much as he did, as little as he did, and guessing at the rest. But the
lull was also clangerous. It was a time of accidental openness. Ang strag bird of thought
or Feeling might enter. Occasiona”g, a thought or Feeling would come into his awareness,
like a mirage, like a sudden shi[:) sailing across the desert heat. If he blinked and ignorec]
it, it dissolved to nothing. if he gave it credence, and acceptecl it, it docked, and he
minglecl with the crew and took tea with the caPtain.

These appearances had a life of their own. Theg were as compatible, or as
Foreign, as People were. He wasn’t Prejudiced for or against thcm, as long as he had a
response to them. Some appearances weren’t as easy to acce[:)t. Thcg were the Feelings
that come up from below, from within, from cleep inside his gut, his be”g, his heart.
Those occurrences were uPsetting, like the onset of an i”ness, an imbalance, like an
alien growth in a sensitive system.

He was wi”ing to welcome into his life almost angthing from the outside, but
whatever came from the inside was not so welcome. It seemed as if he’d been burnecl, bg
the fire inside. A sudden flare could scorch his skin; an open buming could consume
him. The same Fire, that was the source of his Passion, felt uncontrollable. He was
gratmcul for the ways he found to control his Passion. Sometimes, however, he felt like

he’d Put abuffaloin a burlap bag and then sat on it, like a babg stra[:)[:)ecl to a Brahma
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bull. 1t would help to be married, to teach school, to cut his hair, and shelve his dreams
of art and adventure.

But Marshall was acting strange. He was cloing alot of government workJ and he
wasn’t singing,

One c]ag, he said, “God damn it,” POPPCC! his torch, and had to re-weld ajoint.
Marshall was a First—tim&[:)erpect welder. He never had to re-weld ajoint.

Then, on the Fo”owing I:riclag, Jerry was sick, or his kid was, and it was onlg Jake
and Marshall in the truc|<, going back to the shed at 4:30. Marshall was quiet on the long
drive in from Green Rock, out bg Coal \/a”cg, all the way in to the shed in Rock 1sland. 1t
made Jake nervous. He didnt know what to say to Marshall anyway, and the
awkwardness was comPounded. He tried to talk.

“How’s your boat, Marshall?” He felt stuPid, as soon as he said it.

“What? How’s my boat?”

“Yeah, how’s it coming? You been working onit, right’?”

“A boat’s a boat. You wanna know how my boat is? My boat is a boat.”

“pl| try and remember that,” Jake said.

Thcg drove in silence. Marshall looked over at Jake, once. Theg drove a while
longer. He began to listen to the suspension bounce, to the motor rumble, to the wind
around the cab.

“ll tell you something, Jake,” Marshall said, soFtlg and quietlg, in an
uncharacteristica”g Plain voice, “Th69 say your hobbg is the thing you love the most.
Golf is my hobbg. And I hate golF.”

It wasn’t Funng. It wasn’t meant to be Funng. Ironic, Pcrhaps, but not Funng.
Marshall wasn’t trging to be Furmg, and Jake didn’t laugh. Halfwag back, after a long
pause, Marshall spoke.

“The doctors tell me I got cancer. It’s kinda slowed my interest in boats.” He said
the last word with emphatic scorn.

“Cancer?” Jake said.

“Magbe I do. Magbe | don’t. 'm fortg—seven years olcl, and | guess | got the
cancer.”

Thcg rode in silence. And then Marshall began to sing. Jake sang along, and he
didn't try to cover up his singing,. Marshall grinnecl a gap—tooth tobacco-stained grinin
Jake’s direction.

“What'd you do with that 1Ci1ct9 bucks, Jake?” he said.
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“What ictg bucks, Marshall?”

“The ictg bucks your momma gave you for singing lessons.”

Jake had heard thejoke béncorc, and he heard it coming, but he didn’t care. He
sang louclcr, and Marshall let his own voice carry the clag. Theg bounced into the Gas
CornPan9 shed, singing like a cou[:)le of fools. As a rule, a man’s a fool. But there are

exce[:)tions.

87



The Three Sisters Café

He didn’t believe there was angthing rea”g wrong with Marshall. 1t didn’t make any
sense. Marshall was the ace of the bu”[:)en. He could go the full nine innings, without
breaking a sweat. He didn’t say he had cancer. He said he might have cancer. Cancer of
the what? Theg’c] Probablgjust cut it out, over the weekend, like removing a wart.

When Jake was a senior in Co”ege, he had some warts burned off his right hand
bg Francis Talberg, the Familg doctor. While he was searing Jake’s corrul:)t Hesh,
Talberg told Jake his pants were too tight. Just like that, “You’re pants are too tight.”

Talberg had sawed off his grandma’s legs, when Jake was in high school. His
granclma was a sweet old |ac19 who watched ‘Love of Life’ and cut newspapers into
stri[:)s with a scissors. She’d been a farm wife, a city wife, and the diligent mother of five.
She wound up in the back room at her claughter Corliss’s house, Praging to God to take
her home. God didn’t take her home for a few more years. Her prayers became loud and
long laments, as she gentlg but ForceFu”g Pleaclecl for her life to end. She contracted
Phlebitis in her legs, and Talberg cut them off above the knees. It became Jake’sjob to
lift his granclma out of bed and into bed, each clay, every dag. Such intimacy was a little
scary for a Fi&cen-gear-old bog, but he became glad for the chance to help her. When
he lifted the eightg—geawolcl woman with no Iegs, her gentle helplessncss filled him with
an ageless sense of union, like a babg holc]ing the babg that had held the babg that had
held him.

He remembered the death of his dad’s Father, also named Jake. Evergbodg
called him Uncle Jake. When Jake was a |<icl, he thought it was weird that Granclpa Jake
could be called Uncle uake. 1t didn’t make any sense. The summer after his freshman
year in co”egc, his granclpa died, and Jake went to the funeral. There was an open
casket at the end of a long room, and all the relatives Paraclecl bg. He saw his dad cry,
and it moved him to see his dad cry, csPecia”g, in Public. Later, he and Mickeg, fifteen at
the time, were looking at the caskets on clisplag in another room of the mortuar9J when a
dark, funereal ﬁgure aPProachecl them. In a solemn voice, the man in the black suit said,
“May | helP you?”

Mickeg turned to the man and saicl, “No, thanks. Wc’rejust browsing.”

One Saturclag a&ernoon, he went with his dad to the Three Sisters CaFe, in
downtown Moline, and he watched his dad flirt with the old ladies who ran the Place. He
asked one of them if she had a hot date, that night, and theg both gigglcd. Theg asked
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him who the handsome young man was, and Jim Axene told them he was his son. The
ladies oohed and aahed, and he told them Jake was about to be married, sorry, he
wasn’t available, and theg gigglecl some more.

His dad was great with waitresses, and Jake got a big kick out of watching it
haPPen. Theg had Pie a la mode and cogee, and he thought, “This is my father’s true
ProFession. This is what he’s rea”g good at, talking to People over Pie and coffee. He'd
have been a big hit in Paris in the Twenties in the coffechouses on the Rue de la Femme
Fatale.”

He was thinking about his grancl?ather. Jake had never asked his dad about him,
so he did. “Tell me about your Father, about grancl[:)a. rd like to know more about him,
like when you were growing uP.”

Jim Axene Put his fork down. He looked down at the dish of his half-eaten Pie.
He didn’t say angthing. Jake felt a little awkward. A second bexcore, his dad wasjoldng,
but all of a sudden, he was different. He took off his glasses, acﬁustc& his baseball cap,
and wi[:)ccl his eyes with his big knuckles. His dad was crying, and he used the paper
napkins from the holder to clrg his tears, and then he blew his nose.

“I'm sorry, Jake, I can’t talk about him, right now.”

His voice was shaking, and his big hands looked helpless. Once again, Jake was
struck bg the emotion he didn’t know his father felt.

“I loved him a lot,” his dad said, ?ina”g, and he gotup to go, a huge man in a small,
Fragile world. He nearlg crashed out of the Three Sisters Cafe. Jake followed him, like
the attendant to a king. He wished he loved his mother the way he loved his father, but
he didr’t.
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The Meaning of Life

Being with Marshall, working at the Gas ComPang, cligging holes for Pipes, |iving
in his cuPola apartment, running around with Anclg, ﬂirting with Rosa, Fantasizing about
Painting and motorcgcles, it'd all been part of an oasis in time, a safe haven. Marshall’s
cancer broke the Feeling of saFctg. He'd been living in the time of desire, and it was fast
becoming the time of action. It was getting close to time for him to be married for real, to
take a Prochsion for real, and magbe even to create a Familg of his own, for real. For
real, in what’s called Realitg.

What alternative did he have? Pernaps if he’d been raised bg wolves, or tribal
lndians, or bg an intervening goc], he’d have been able to Pick up the threads of his true
desire, but his true desires were, as yet, mere wisPs of the will. He was at the fish end of
a Fishing line, and i he’d bitten down hard, he mignt have found the line Progrcssivelg
stronger, strong enough to reel himself in. For those who find fault with missed
oPPortunitg, and for those who dream of the life of the artist or the aclventurer, these
tnings are not necessarilg attained in one bold action, or rewarded with com[:)lete bliss.

His truth lag within him, obscured bg habitual years of life, Forjust cause. For
those who are not ghcted with encouragement in the c]iscoverg of their own inJake trutn,
it requires time and effort to uncover the way to that truth. Some secc]s, when sown,
survive in a kind of clorrnancg. Others fall among the rocks and wither. Some end up in
the cuff of someone’s pants. Some carry on the wind as far away as California.

In August, he and Jenn9 were married. Mike was his best man. The ceremony was
held in the cleared-out living room of the big McGregor house in Waterloo. The
ceremony was conducted bg a friend of the Familg; Judge Corcoran. Jake gave the
judge a bottle of Fancg wine, as Prescribed bg Ardith McGregor. John McGregor, also
called DubJ Plagecl the guitar at the rece[:)tion, along with thejuclge, on Piano, and a
lawger friend, on Pcrcussion.

Jenny nearlg fell down the curved staircase. Tneg fumbled with the rings. Tneg
got cake all over each other. It was a beautiful ceremony. Jake’s little brotner, Danng,
fifteen years old and alreaclg 627, got drunk on cnampagne with the neignbor girl.
Danng and the girl drank from the cnampagne bottles like it was soda pop- Danng got
drunk, threw up on the Patio, and Corliss Axene blamed Jake for not watcning out for
Danng, and she blamed Ardith McGregor for«. .. leaving cnampagne out where young
children could ‘acciclenta”g’ drink it
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Jake hadn’t slePt with Jenn9 for months, and he was looking forward to his
wec]cling night. He went to a Iingerie shop in DavenPort and bought two black teddies as
a ghct for Jenny. Theg sPent their weclcling night ata Traveloclge in downtown Waterloo.
Theg were scheduled to leave on their honegmoon the next moming. He gave her his
gi{:t. She oPenecl it, and began sobbing. That was the second time she’d done that. The
first time theg made love, she burst into tears, and here she’d done it again, on their
weclding night.

He had a lot to learn about his new wife and a lifetime to learn it. Magbe. His
experience with women was limited bg the narrow scope of his limited e><[:>eriencesJ a
mother who showed him bad Pictures, and a father who showed him next to nothing. He
was Plaging hockeg blindfolded. He was swimming, with lead boots. He was clancing with
crutches. He felt like an idiot. He thought he was clealing with some universal truths.
“Lifeis imPossible, and besides that, it can’t be done.”

It was a line from an old movie he didn’t remember but had taken for direction. He
was trying to find out the meaning, of life, even though, among the wise, trying to find out
the meaning, of life was ajoke. As if he could, bg being Persistent, learn the hidden
secret that would unlock the mgsterg. He was reacling the clictionarg u[:)sicle down.
Occasiona”g, it made sense, so he worked harder. On no page in the book of his life did
it say, “You're holding the book uPsicle down,” so his efforts to find the answers to his
limitations were doomed, by the haphazarcl method of his scientific research, and his
slipshod education.
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Plag Ball

There was, in Jake, a Particular and rare moment, when the sham and the glitter,
all the foolishness and melodrama clroPPecl away. It was when a sensation would seep
quarcls in him, until his head cleared, as i from below, the veil was lifted, and the
shared camaraderie of mutual miserg and false enthusiasm fell away. For the briefest of
times, he understood and accepted the world exact19 as it was, in that moment, without
expectation or acﬁustmcnt. It was a ting, enormous ghct, born of itsehc, that aPPearecl in
him, forno aPParent reason, with no precursor, and no obvious successor.

One clag, a week before his wedc]ing, working alongside Marsha”, whose cancer
had aPParentlg gone into remission,juclging bg his sPirits, a whole and entire concept
came into his consciousness. Two words came to him, like a message Hoating to the
surface of a Magjc 8 Ball. The words were FIRST TYPE. Then the definition came to
him, “Any idea, thought, or Fecling, that, when it first appears, tg[:)es itself.”

He’'d never thought such a thing. He had no idea where it came 1Crom, and the
Feeling was unique. Any idea that types itself can’t be all bad. Or, it was advice, for him
to be a writer. Before you do other stug, before you think about it, First, tgpe.”

He liked the first idea, better. An original idea would be a first tgl:)e, like an
archetgpe. How would an archetgpe introduced itself? 1t wouldjust appear. Amazing.
Where did it come from? Where does any archetgpe come from? He Put down the shovel.
Actuang, he held it out and Hipped the off switch on the handle. It was ajoke he made
up to amuse his co-workers. This time, he did it deliberatelg, not as ajoke, but as a
statement.

Marshall looked at him, climbed out of the holc, and came over to him. He walked
up to Ja|<e, like a baseball manager about to send his star Pitchcr to the showers. He
kicked the dirt, looked up, looked down, steppecl close, and spoke.

“Jake, | can see that you're done here. This aint no life for you. Time for you to
move on. Go write a book or somcthing. Leave the gas leaks to these gugs.”

He gesturccl around, as if it was a minor league club, and he was senc]ing Jake up
to the Bigs.

“Don’t wait any longer. Don’t waste your time here. You've got other fish to Frg.”

“Thanks, Marshall.”

“And don’t let the bastards getyou down.”
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There was Pain and Pleasure, and there was comcusion, and there were moments.
There were moments from without, and there were moments from within. It all oPcnec] up
like a marigold volcano. The “irst tg[:)c’ thing that Popped into his head was a reminder
of the function of his bcing that had nothing to do with his Pcrsonal drama. In P‘aging
sPorts, you learn all you can about the game, and for a while, it seems as i 3ou’ve lost
the chilc”ikejog of the game. You Practice, Practice, Practicc. Then you Forget about it,
and 3oujust P139~ It’s hardest when 3ou’re Plaging without a manager you can trust,
esPecia”g if you think the owner you do have is out to get you. You’re on the field bg
3oursel1t, the manager’s anjerk, the owner’s ta”dng trade or worse, gou’vc lost thcjog,
and the other Plagers arejust as messed up. That's one way to find out if you trulg love
the game. Jake’s club was in a Pcnnant race. It was the heart of the season. It was time

to Plag ball. Jake got married.
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Enouglﬁ Rope

His mother and Jenng’s mother were a match made somewhere other than
heaven. The comPressed energy of their negatecl power Pitte& them togcther. Thcg
locked horns in silent conflict, like two bulls, egeba” to egeba”, snorting and stirring, the
dirt between their cloven hooves. Theg Te} equa”g occuPiecl each othcr, that their
presence at the union of Jake and Jenny was egectivelg neutralized. Jake and Jenny
were able to get married in an almost Plag?ul atmosphere of relaxation.

Both mothers were married to seeminglg sweet, gentle, innocuous men, whose
genialitg was set free bg the mutual distraction of their spouses. Dub McGregor was a
clelight, taldng Pictures of everyone, Plaging the guitar, and clancing with almost courtlg
charm. Jim Axene was his big, cuclc”g, teclc{gbear self, clancing and hugging, making si”9
puns and ﬂirting. Corliss and Ardith seemed almost invisible. The gathering blessed the
Pact between Jenny and Jake.

Thcg were like teenagers with fake IDs, as theg loaded up their VW, the first
moming of their marriage. Theg were going to take about as much stuff with them, as
theg’d taken to co”egc, Plus a tent and a cook-stove for camPing. Theg didn’t have
sleeping bags. It was a hot summer, and theg thought theg’cl buy them later if theg
needed them. Mike gave them a Fi&g—Foot rope for a weclcling giﬁ:, without any
explanation. Magbe it was ‘enough roPe’. Jake tied it to the back of the car. It hung
decorative19 in thick looPs behind them, as theg set off on the Sea of Matrimony, or the
Great Plains of Matrimony, as it were.

There was, between them, a sense of ho[:)@cul coml:)‘icitg. Despite the tears and
fears, theg reinforced in each other the sim[:)le courage to head out, like Pioneers at the
rai”weacl, across the Great Plains, toward the Far Horizon. One blessing of their gouth
was benign ignorance. The things that mitigatecl against the full freedom of their sPirits
were in abegance. It was time to trg wings that could sPreacl, another clag, and the
wcc]cling was a blessing of the innocents on their way.

Crossing northern Wgoming, on their way to Montana, theg came on a stretch of
highwag under re[:)air. It was a two-lane road bcing resurfaced. Jenny was clrivirlg. The
highwag seemed clear for a long stretch ahead. Coming over a small rise, without
warning, their car struck the beginning of a long Pile of gravel c]irectlg in their lane.
Jenny was ﬂging along, and suclclenlg, she was atop the gravel mound.
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She held the wheel, guiclecl the car, and brought it to a safe stop, ﬁna”g leacling it
off the hazard. In a sPIit second, she had contained the threat. He knew imme&iatelg,
and Pemccctlg, that the wife he’d chosen was to be trusted. A Feeling came up in him he
hadn’t known was imPortant. She was a true Partner. He could relg on her in the Aoing
of imPortant things, even if those im[:)ortant things were unknown and unPrec]ictaHe.
The first night theg camped, theg were in Canacla, and it was much colder than theg
imaginecl. Thcg had a couple of blankets but no slce[:)ing bags. Theg curled up around
each other. He nearlg enguhccc] her with his big boc]g. She warmed him from within their
enclosed circle. The geeling of holding her, Protectivelg, warmed him.

Ro”ing the highwags, the late summer of 1965, Plaging Rock ‘n’ Roll and singing
along, theg bcgan to recognize the first gidclg Feelings of adult freedom. Their Pact had
broken them free from their 3outh. And get theg were still young, Theg were Mr. and
Mrs., on their way to their new home in California, on their honegmoon, on their way to
his ﬁrstjob as an adult. Bombs were ga”ing in Vietnam. Lgnclon Johnson was Presic]ent
less than two years, since Kennedg was shot, the elected Presiclcnt less than nine
months. President Johnson had Proclaimecl The Great Society. Martin Luther King, Jr.
was stirring the oPPresscc] with a message of Possibilitg. Innocence was abroad in the
lancl, with a Feeling of aPPrchcnsion and hoPe. Jake was going to teach at the Robert
Louis Stevenson School for Bogs. Stevenson was the man who saicl, “Times are
changecl, with him who marries. There are no more bg-l:)ath meadows, where you may

innocent|9 linger, but the road lies long and straight and clustg to the grave.”
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Out of the Woods

What about Jake? Did he show himself to be a Partner to be trusted? When theg
were camPecl in the Canadian woods, albeit in a cam[:)grounc],just off the highwag, theg
heard a noise. Theg heard many noises. Jake, bg himself, might have been cowering, in
the tent and thinking about sleePing in the car. Instead, with a wife to look out For, he
rose bolc”g from their makeshift bed and ventured into the night, to secure the
Perimeter. That s, he went out, and he looked around. As he stood, half-clressec], in the
Canadian night, scarming the 360 clegrees of shadow and souncl, he felt Proud. He felt
active19 engagecl. He felt married. He felt a quiet, Primal resPonsibilitg. He almost wished
there was a bear. With a wife to Protect, angthing was Possible. It was funng how that
worked. When she wasjust Jenny, he was a little afraid of her. Now that she was his wife,
he wasn’t scared of angthing. He Probablg couldn’t stoP a bear any better than she
coulc], and it wasn’t exactlg Jenng he felt called upon to Protect. It was something else. It
was the fact of their marriage. It was the fire. It was the home-fire. He stood on top of
the Picnic table, listening to the distant howl of wolves. Or something. He raised his
hands to the bright, starrg night. He took and released a cleep lung full of air. Jenn9
stuck her head out of the tent.

“Jake, what are you cloing’? Come back in the tent. ’'m getting cold.”

He 'uml:)ecl off the table and flew to the waiting arms of his young wife. Her hands
were cold as ice on his back. His hands were cold as ice on her back, her ass, her
breasts.

“Is that all you ever think about?”

“Yes, it’s all I ever think about,” he said and kissed her.

“If we turn aroumclJ right now,” she saicl, “and g0 back to the Judge, we can cancel
this whole thing, as if it never haPPenecl. My mother said I could come home, if this didn’t
work out.”

“Ridiculous. She wouldn’t take you back, in a million years.”

“ know. m stuck. Go to sleeP, and stop Pestering me.”

“You’re my wife. I can Pester you all 1want.”

“You do, and you can go and live with the bears.”

“I wasjust ta”dng to the bears, and theg told me to come in here. Between your
mother and the bears, 'm your onlg choice.”

“I chose you, and you chose me. Now let’s get some sleeP.”
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Thcg survived the night and made it all the way to the roc|<9 coast of California,
to the school named after the writer, aclventurer, Robert Louis Stevenson. Stevenson
saicl, among many things, “To be what we are, and to become what we are capable of
becoming, is the onlg end of life.”

Jake and Jenng were on their way to becoming what theg were, and to becoming

what theg were capable o1C becoming, but thcg were not even close to the end.
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