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The Ad
Young attractive girl, 24, searching for love, compassion, joy from a man who can provide financial security. Write Aimai Cristen, Box 3689, Barb Office, 1234 University Ave, Berkeley CA 94709.
2. Dino
My dad and I have had our ups and downs over the years.
When we were younger, he spent a lot of time with my older sisters and not very much with me. He would play catch with them or challenge them to races, but because Dina couldn't keep up, he wouldn't play those games when I was around or would announce he was tired when I came out to play.
This isn't quite true, Dana tells me. Dana says our family also had another game called Roll the Ball. We'd sit in a circle with Dad at the center, our legs separated so as to make a 'V', and he'd take turns rolling the ball to each of us. Dana's got a photograph of the four of us sitting in a circle on the floor of our family roomthe house back in Michigan; my back and Dad's back are to the camera, and Dad, still with his long dark hair, is rolling the ball to Dana, so I guess it must be true.
And what about 'Sardines,' and 'Puss in the Corner'? Dana would probably ask. And we did go cross-country skiing in the winter and swimming together as a family in the summer: Marco Polo. O.K., but I still think Dad spent more time with Dana and Donna.
About two months ago, I came back home to live with my father. I'd dropped out of school for a while. Done some things I wasn't particularly proud of. I got a job when I was only sixteen: telephone soliciting. And I had a job with one of those 900 numbers Intimate secrets, my seductive voice promises, What do girls really think about when they're alone? You can listen for just $2.35 a minute. Ten-minute minimum. But mostly my friends and I sat around in crummy apartments and talked. Talked all morning and all afternoon. Talked some more and partied in the evenings.
I came back home because I know now what I want to do. Go to college. Get a teaching credential. And work with kids that have problems. Of course, I have a few things to get out of the way first, like getting the high school diploma I never quite got around to completing.
Well, why not? I need just algebra and a semester of Spanish to get the diploma. It has to be done sometime. And like my dad always said, you're bright enough.
Dana lived a year alone in the house with Dad in her last year of high school. (Never mind they no longer speak.)Now, it is my turn. (She says she came up to him once after a lecture he gave at her college and he looked right through her like she was a total stranger. He says he did try to talk to her, but her politics are so extreme she just won't listen to anybody. They're both partly right.)
Since I came back, Dad and I have been part of a tight domestic scene: Breakfast together in the mornings if I get up on time, dinner together in the evening. Nothing really special for dinner. Dad knows how to make spaghettihe gets real excited because he uses fresh cheese and grates it at the table. I'll fix a salad or sometimes he'll have one already made. Dad also fixes roasts. He's very particular about how they are cooked; he steams the vegetables separately and only adds them to the meat at the very end. I know how to make stuffed peppers and almost any kind of dish where you start with rice and then stir in your leftovers. For dessert we both like ice cream.
I'm not sure what else we are supposed to do together, talk maybe?
How are those math courses coming? Dad will ask. He reaches up a hand and absent-mindedly scratches his scalp; I wish he wouldn't.
O.K. I know most of the stuff... Seriously, I got A's in my last three assignments.
I believe you. Seen this in the paper about the retards on the school board?
It's a shame. I reply, wondering why we aren't talking about anything meaningful.
He shakes his head, takes off his reading glasses and looks at me. I meet his gaze. Though his cropped hair is shot through with gray, his eyes are still dark and penetrating. You've got to read the newspaper more, read books they don't assign you in class.
O.K. I say to pacify him. And that's our evening's conversation. A wall sits between us, and I can't push through it, yet.
There isn't much to night school: a couple of evenings a week in the classroom with other lowlife dropouts, a couple of mornings doing the assignments and reading. College, I know, will be a lot harder. But right now, I'm left with a lot of time on my hands.
I don't need to workat a job I mean. Dad says as long as I live at home and am going to school, he'll pay for everything. I'm not going to hang outno, not for me, not any more, not with a bunch of guys going no place. (Though I might stop back to talk with them later, when I have my teaching credential.)So what do I do when I'm not in school? Stay at home? Go shopping at the mall?
When I moved in with my dad originally, I thought I'd be really domestic. Cook, clean, take care of everything for him. But he's learned a lot in the two years he was apart from Mom. He cleans up now as he goes along. You know, he wipes off counters and puts the dishes away in the dishwasher as soon as the meal is over. So there isn't much mess left for me to clean.
I could do the vacuuming I'll do that, Dad. unless he's already done it himself. Our house is so small. Well, not small, small, but it seems tiny to me sometimes with Dad holed up in his study all day long and me tiptoeing around trying not to disturb him.
I've cleaned my own room a dozen times over. I've thought about putting up pictures but I haven't quite got around to it yet. Maybe, because I don't know who my heroes are, whose photos I want on my wall.
Which leaves me what: A chance to mow the grass (once Dad is through in his study and the noise won't bother him) or clean up the garage.
It's a mess out here, Dad, I say, though I know he is inside in his study and can't hear me. Cobwebs and a wasp nest have to be cleaned up first. Lots of boxes, the same boxes he's lugged around with us since I was a kid. Can I throw this out? Children's clothing in a box marked Give to Goodwill years ago by my mom. After a parting squeeze for my last pair of Dr. Denton's, I put the box out on the curb and see that it goes off to Goodwill, finally.
A paper bag full of crumpled envelopes and computer printouts goes into the garbage where it belongs. Here is a second bag, this one filled with white Styrofoam pebbles Don't throw that out, Dad hollers, appearing from nowhere.
One box contains all the memos Dad wrote or had sent to him when he worked years ago for a pharmaceutical firm. Its contents include the minutes of the Technical Library Committee: Janet Henderson has volunteered to look into the possibility of microfiche. I leaf through both the report from Janet Henderson and a caustic memo from my dad criticizing her report. Ah well, let him keep his memos a while longer.
At supperthe entire house smells of the garlic that went into the sauceI asked him about the garage, Dad, I've started looking into the boxes. All your old manuscripts and memos. Is it O.K?
A broad smile lights up his face, first the left side of his mouth, then the right, the smile extending finally past his dimple to the crinkles in the corners of his eyes. Sure, it's O.K. I'm flattered. I guess that's maybe why I keep the stuff. In case one or the other of you kids might want to know what I was up to in the old days.
Is this a conversation? Not yet, but I think we are getting closer.
The next afternoon, I put aside the company memosthey are as boring now as they were thenand seek out the older boxesthe ones that are pre Dina, even pre mom. I found one box that is really old; the tape holding the cardboard together has almost rotted away. I sneeze each time I disturb the dust on the outer surface. At the top of the box is a book of course notes from McGill University: Calculus 223 is dedicated in my father's uneven handwriting to a Miss Jan Davenport. Four more course notebooks lie beneath the first, each dedicated to a different girl. And yellowed newspaper clippings: Street Car Fares to Rise a Dime. Students Protest. Here is a page from the Sunday Book Review Section, 195_ something: Too Many Penguins reviewed by Phillip Good, Willingdon School, Age 10. Oh my goodness, little Phillip Good of Willingdon Elementary School, father-to-be of Dina Good, high school student in perpetuem. Little Phillip likes the book and is anxious to read something more by the same author.
I switch to a box of more recent vintage. The outside is water stained and the contents are partially but not completely faded: Letters from Uncle Steven in green ink, letters from Uncle Pete in an almost undecipherable ballpoint. Uncle Pete had been in the Peace Corps. I didn't know that. A collection of Dear John, oops, Dear Phil letters:
Dear Phil. I cannot go with you to the concert tonight. I am sorry but... Phillip: I like you, but as I told you when we first met, I already have a commitment... Dear Mr. Good, my father says that only fast girls will accept...
And, as if to offset these letters, a note that reads, Phil. I don't understand why you haven't called. Please. Jan.
The note still holds a faint scent of lilacs and I press my nose against the writing.
But it is the next and largest box that is the real treasure trove. Psychedelic postersnotebook sizeadvertise concerts at the Fillmore Auditorium: The Grateful Dead, Clear Light, Big Brother and the Holding Company, Yveshenko reading from his own poetry. (Yveshenko sounds Russian: did they have translators? )I put on a pair of glasses with multi-faceted colored lenses, one side yellow, one side pink; through them, everything looks the way it did to Jeff Goldblum in The Fly. And thenbut will I have time before supper to read them? a dozen brown manila folders, each containing an ill-assorted mixture of newspaper clippings and manuscripts, letters to the editor, poems, three columns of want ads, parts of a diary. These clippings may have had an order once; perhaps each folder corresponded to a different year or a different six-month period, but now they are all mixed up.
Has anyone else seen these, Dad? I ask about the envelopes, meaning has one of my older sisters seen them.
It is spaghetti evening, smelling of garlic again and Parmesan cheese. Dad got out his razor before the meal so the dining room smells a little, too, of shaving soap and Aqua Velva.
Oh, I've been through them a couple of times. Dad says, And I tried to get your mother interested. Have you read any of the stuff? He tries to appear casual in asking, but something, a restless movement of his fingers, gives his need for recognition away.
Just bits and pieces, I remark, trying to act equally laid back. Actually, I hadn't read any of the manuscripts, yet. I'm still depending on conversation to give me the glimpses of him I need. Something else I wanted to ask you, Dad: You have this collection of letters that are still in their original envelopes.
The ones from Uncle Steve and Moo Grandma?
No, the letters I'm talking about aren't addressed to you. They're to an Aimai something or other.
He takes off his reading glasses. Aimai Cristen. His voice is muffled. I wait for him to explain who Aimai Cristen is but he doesn't say anything more, just sits and stares off into the distance.
O.K., if I look at them, too? I ask.
He nods, still not speaking. I can't tell from the nod if he means, sure, the letters would be a good place to start, or sure, I can't stop you. O.K., Dad, keep your mysteries. I can be cool, too. For a while.
The next afternoon, I am back in the garage early with the contents of two of the boxes spread out around me. I've made a stack of the card-size posters to put up on my wall. My dad was a fan of the Jefferson Airplane and Big Brother and the Holding Company. So am I now, whoever they were.
A manila folder holds clippings from the Berkeley Barb; copies of this same newspaper, neatly folded, line the bottom of the box. I unfold the newspapers and read the articles, one by one. A number of the stories are outlined in red as if Dad were planning to cut them out. Articles by Number Six, the Grass Prophet, Shiva, and Peter Wood.
The folders also contain a number of short stories. The heroes are named Rafe or Peter or Jim, but I think they are really about episodes in my Dad's own life.
Stories, clippings, extracts from his diaries. It's hard to believe, I tell myself each afternoon I sit cross-legged on the floor of the garage reading: All of my father's life is there in the box. Like coming home, all I have to do is reach out and say, Hi Dad.
The Replies
Dear Aimai:
My name is art gentry. I am 33 yeras old, live in stockton. I am divoirced, two chilkdren both boys. I have my own bussiness, I am tired of living alone. My hight is 5' 9 , I am a member of the volunteer fire dept. My position in the comunity is on the up swing so to say. A woman with a warm and plesant personalty is needed. One who wold help me with my bussiness, and becum an escential part of my life.
As you can see my typing is terrible. A swift replky would be ppercaited, any nesssary arrangement to meet is heartly acceatable.
Western Union Telegram
IF YOU ARE A VIRGIN, CALL BILL CUMMINGS COLLECT AT 916 644-7156. LETTER TO FOLLOW
Dear Aimai:
You sound fairly interesting;I'm sure you'll find someone who thinks you're terribly interesting.
You shouldn't have much trouble finding someone to support you around here even without the ad. Parties are rather free and open, though I think you'll find too many otherwise interesting and hip people who like me are ridiculously self-centered. There's nothing wrong with self-enjoyment but too many people can sit all day at the table eating ice cream and never get sick.
I've found it fairly easy here to share my differences with others, rather than let them become blockades. I'm 24, also, bearded, athletic, and am given to most sexual activities except those involving pain and/or a lack of consent.
Now comes the interesting part. If you'd like to get together sometime and talk, even if you're doubtful of an eventual friendship, fine.
Anyway, reference time. To be sure I won't rape you, you may contact Charity Millar (red-haired, drug-orientedI'm not married and could have screwed her, but declined because of her marriage, Catholic upbringing, now strictly non-Christian, unless changed recently. (Cristen and Christian, is there a connection? )Charity will vouch for my goodness/honesty. Call her at 555-3447 in SF.
Also Les Barber, 883-1991 office or 551-8339 home, a good friend of mine, active with the Campus Crusade for Christ. Two more distinguished and diversified references would be hard to find. Anyhow, I think my relationships with them mirror what I said about sharing differences.
Tom
The next letter is stuck to the envelope and rips when I try to unfold it.
Dear Aimai:
I am a divorced male, early fifties. Shortly after I got married, in my early twenties, I discovered my wife was not a virgin, although she had told me she was. I put up with it for years and divorced her finally.
Since then, I have met a number of women who said they were virgins and were not.
If you are a virgin, I have plenty of money and am well able to support you and give you all the things that you need.
If you are a virgin, call Bill Cummings collect at 916 644-7156.
We had a fire going in the fireplace that evening. The weather was just on the verge of being cold. I liked the fire as much or more for the aroma of the burning wood as for the warmth.
Dad was grading papers. I'd rediscovered the box containing the replies to Aimai Cristen's ad and had brought them inside from the garage determined that Dad and I would have a meaningful conversation. How'd you get these letters, Dad?
She gave them to me.
I waited for him to say more, but he remained silent, ruminating about Aimai Cristen, perhaps, or merely deciding whether to give an extra half-point for an especially good answer.
Can I read them?
Be my guest.
He smiled as if he knew a secret I didn't know. But he didn't say another word, then, about the letters.
Dear Miss Cristen:
Things haven't gone well since my wife left.
She took all the furniture. I use just the one room where the bed was and of course the kitchen to keep canned goods and such.
It is quite a large house but it is empty now. I usually don't stay in it much except when I sleep. It is very lonely. You probably won't want to write to me.
Dan
I thought about Dan's letter and decided I wouldn't have sent him a reply. A lot of my friends have gotten involved with guys like Dan, thinking, He just needs motivation. It doesn't work. I want someone who believes in himself.
Who would want to write to a guy this empty? I say to my Dad.
Mother Teresa, maybe. Or some girl who's decided to devote her life to healing the sick.
Not me.
Really? Is that why you learned sign language when you were thirteen?
That's work. And the deaf aren't pretending to be sick. 'Oh, it's so very lonely.'The deaf have got real physical problems. I can help them. This guy, you can't help.
A slow smile crept over my Dad's face. He looks really handsome when he smiles. I agree with you. Dan would be the wrong guy for you, for any girl really. He says he's lonely, but it's really because he is totally into himself. If he wanted to meet somebody, he'd be out there lookinga bar, a grocery store, someplace. But he's at home, whining. The man you love should be capable of loving you in return.
There isn't any self there, I said.
Dear Aimai:
You sound like a very interesting girl. I would like very much to meet you.
Let me tell you a little about myself. I am a Negro man, 32 years of age, 6'2 tall, weight around 165. I am not a professional man, but I am a business man. I have a number of business ventures going. As a matter of fact, too many, though I still find time for love.
I do not look for a wife as yet, but I would like to take you out some time. I don't care very much for night clubs, but I will drink a little with the girl I am with. I love to go to movies. I am a well-known business man around town. (If you have any talent in entertainment, tell me about it. I'll get you in the next big show I bring to town.)
I love to pick up my date and get out of town, like Sacramento, Vallejo, Stockton, or some place. Write and tell me about yourself.
Steve
I turn to my dad again and discover he has stopped grading papers and is watching me. When were these letters written, Dad?
1968, '69
Where would a black man and a white girl go in 1969, especially in a small town like Vallejo or Stockton?
Where would they go today?
Dear Aimai:
I do not know exactly what kind of answer you want, nor what intangible hopes you have for the future; so if this letter seems not to be the type of reply you want, I hope you realize that I wrote it to you as best as I can not knowing exactly what you had in mind. I write, hoping I will be the kind of person if not the exact kind you would like to have reply to your ad.
I love children and I love women. In general, I love being alive. Perhaps, then, it will be no great surprise to you that I am married, as this is the normal thing for one who loves life, women, and children. I will say more of my marriage in a little bit.
I am an engineer who graduated with honors from San Francisco State. At present, I am practicing my trade programming for an electronics firm and spend part of my time building sound equipment. I am twenty-seven. I like music, bowling, movies, and people.
In my first paragraph, I mentioned your intangible hopes. If one of these hopes is to be married, you would have to find someone who is marriageable. If your ad has been run in the hope of eventually finding a full-time father for your children, that is good. But
Alternative #1: If finding a full-time father is your immediate goal, I know I can never fulfill your needs and your children's needs, as I could not be that father as I have my own children to raise.
However, Alternative #2, if finding a full-time father is your long-term goal, and what you wish now is for someone to fill in the gap for a few years until you find him, then perhaps I could be this person.
There is a third possibility, Alternative #3, which I will now present. Simultaneously, I will try to explain the relationship between my wife and myself which makes it possible for me to write this letter to you.
Sarah and I were married five years ago when I was still going to school. Since we were both young at the time, we did not realize how much each of us was going to change. We had many arguments, but we learned to talk with each other and remain in love. Let me explain further:
During the initial five years of arguments, I became most upset when I could no longer have sex with my wife during the period she was pregnant with our first child.
Being very frustrated at this time, I found a girl of my own age who was willing to be my mistress. I grew to love her a great deal although I could only visit her occasionally. Sarah never suspected what I was doing with my spare time. Perhaps for some marriages, this would have been the end.
After consideration, I decided to tell Sarah about the fact that I had a mistress. Almost a year of talks ensued and, in the end, martial success reigned for us. I continued to see my friend until, sometime later, she found someone who could spend more time with her.
At present both my wife and myself are interested in finding a married couple who like ourselves has discovered it is possible to love more than one person. However, we have found it very difficult to find a married couple that we both can admire that much, for if the wife is a nice person, the husband turns out to be so-so. And if the husband is okay, the wife is a rat-fink , etc. Thus, our progress has been poor with married couples.
So now, I would like to mention the third alternative:
Sarah and I could help you find a husband. We would naturally hope that you and your new husband would be interested in wife swapping and husband swapping. However, if neither of you cared to swap partners that would be your own business.
We know a person (male) who is 28 and is recently being divorced by his wife. This experience has caused him to grow up in many ways. Although the divorce was not wholly the fault of either person, the divorce was the result of immaturity by both husband and wife.
He is a mechanical engineer like myself and has just completed his work on a masters degree in mechanical engineering (after taking a leave of absence from work). He is basically a decent and down to earth person.
I will not mention this letter to him since I do not know if you will reply or not; I do not like to raise false hopes.
I do not know many things about you, but I feel that it took courage for you to run your ad. I know that I would love to meet you whether you wish me for the temporary companion or not. I admire your spirit, wishing you luck.
Bill
Was there an Aimai Cristen? I asked my dad one day. I mean is she a real person or did you just make her up?
She was real. His tone suggested he wanted me to go on and ask him more about her.
Well what was she like? I asked, using my hands to indicate he should keep talking and not depend on me to prompt him.
Sort of a scatterbrain, he replied, Like you were for a few years before you got your act together.
Oh sure. A scatterbrain? I twisted my face up as if I'd been sucking on a lemon. But it says in the ad, she was twenty-four?
Dad looked at me with those dark penetrating eyes of his. Aimai may never have got her life organized. I barely knew her, but she came across as if she didn't have any real purpose. You need purpose as much as food and water to keep yourself going.
If you barely knew her, then how come you've got all her letters?
Oh, that. Dad's eyelids fluttered, a sure sign he was hiding something.
That, I persisted.
There's a big story behind these letters.
Try me.
You got all week?
I smoothed the letter in my hand and put it back unread on the stack. Sure do. That's why I moved home. To be with you, to have long father-daughter talks, remember.
I remember. Sometimes, though, I wish...
You wish I hadn't come home.
No! My dad sat bolt upright in his chair. His sincerity, the vehemence of that single No! was undeniable. For a moment, I felt guilty for having challenged him. But just for a moment. He's never really told me that he loves me. If he has, it's been under the cover of darkness, sneaking into my room after I'm asleep, checking on me each night before he goes to bed himself. All right, maybe it's me that has something wrong with her, who needs constant reassurance her father really loves her. No real harm in getting my father to say he loves me, over and over, is there?
I never wished you hadn't come home!Not for one moment, sweetheart. I treasure every minute you've been with me. And I missed you so often when you were gone. No, I wish you and your sisters could have been around at other times during my life. The exciting, crazy times. Like when I met Aimai Cristen.
Be there? I was minus six when you met her.
Lighten up, will you. Be there in spirit. Inside my head. Share my feelings. Maybe, you were there. You could have been the man across the street, the one we didn't see, who fell on a banana peel and slipped under a moving car. Just an innocent passerby who got reincarnated as my daughter. Maybe you were the rock and roll drummer who stepped on the patch cord and electrocuted himself.
But Aimai Cristen, I said impatiently, Are you going to tell me her story? How did you meet her? Who introduced you? What was going on in your life?
That strange expression came over his face, the one he gets when he's inside his head. For a moment, I thought I'd lost him and then, whoops, he's back.
I responded to this ad in the Freep, the Los Angeles Free Press. He quoted from memory, 'Young attractive girl, 24, searching for love, compassion, joy from a man who can provide financial security. Write Aimai Cristen, Box 5689.'
I was living in L.A. then, yo-yoing up and down the Pacific Coast like most aerospace engineers. From L.A. to San Francisco and back again. The remarkable thing was that whatever city you were inBurbank, Sunnyvale, or San Diego, Missiles and Space had a branch there. If you got laid off in one place, you just applied to another. At best, you'd miss a day's pay. At worst, you lived off unemployment for a few months. I hear it's pretty much the same today. But a life like that is O.K., sort of, when you're single.
Say I actually wrote something, part of a diary, during that period. You want to read it?
Sure. Glad to.
He looked away for an instant trying to conceal his feelings. I could tell he was pleased. I said, Well, you read my stuff.
He looked puzzled. Your stuff?
Remember, all those papers I did in school: 'My summer vacation,' 'What I like about second grade,' 'The Pineers'I really thought 'pioneers' was spelled that way because they cut down pine trees to build their houses. Wait. Remember the long essay I did in junior high school about teenage suicides.
Do I? You got so depressed thinking about those kids that had killed themselves. We began to get worried about you.
About a year too soon.
Or maybe we didn't get around to getting worried soon enough?
We weren't talking any more, my father and I, just sitting, looking at each other. I don't know who I saw sitting in his chair, my dad as he is now with all his gray hair, or that younger Dad, the one with a beard and the ripped pants he wore when he worked around the house, or the Dad, my dad, who came home from work in a business suit and tie and put me on his shoulder and carried me around the house while he looked for Mom. I wonder what he sees when he looks at my chair. Which of the many Dinos?
We have a wall between us.Momentarily, we pushed it aside; we touched, however briefly. He didn't tell me the story of Aimai Cristen that night, but I knew that sooner or later he would get around to it.
4. The Apartment
The manager had told Phil he could expect to find girls sitting around the pool in the evenings, and so, when evening came and the lights went on in the courtyard, Phil cocked his ears listening for sounds from below. All was silent apart from the complex's Muzak, on continuously, which played Barefoot in the Park, and something that might once have been Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.
He peeked out the window finally, turning his back on the empty apartmentempty apart from his rented bed, his stereo, and the endless rolling contours of the sprayed acoustic ceilingonly to see a deserted courtyard and the safety lights reflected from the surface of the still, green pool.
I'm not going to stay here and be alone, Phil said, addressing no one in particular. Shutting the apartment door firmly behind him, he stepped out on the landing that ran along the three long sides of the deserted courtyard. He knocked first on the door to his right. Yes, came a girl's voice.
I'm your next-door neighbor.
I'm busy right now, she said, could you come back later?
Sure, he said diffidently, then added a confident I'll be back, to the closed door.
Phil repeated the same procedure at the door to the left of his apartment. No one responded. He stood for a moment in the silence, listening. From below, he heard a man's voice call, They're not in. Phil walked to the edge of the landing and looked down to see the manager of the apartment complex looking up at him. What are you doing? the manager demanded.
I'm just checking with my neighbor, Phil replied.
Well, they're not in, the man said and stood, hands in his pockets, waiting for Phil to go back inside his own apartment.
It's a quiet evening, Phil said conversationally.
The manager was unresponsive. People are trying to eat their supper, he replied as if to suggest he would be inside eating his supper if he did not have to be on guard duty policing Phil.
Thank you, Phil said, feeling that perhaps a thank-you was expected.
The manager glared, his face bright red in the reflections from the pool light. Well, he said after a pause, Aren't you going in?
Uh, yes, yes. Phil scurried inside his apartment and waited just inside the entranceway until he heard the manager's door close below. Then, he walked outside again, and tiptoed down the length of the long motel landing. When he felt he was out of earshot of the manager, he knocked on an apartment door.
Yes? A man came to the door, bare-chested, carrying a can of beer. He stood blocking the doorway, the sweat shining on his muscular body. Phil could see past him to where a slim blond was setting plates on the table. She did not look up. Yeah? the man said again.
I just moved in, Phil said. I was trying to meet people in the building.
What's he want honey? Phil heard the blond girl call.
Nothing. The man swiveled his head so he could talk to his wife (girlfriend? ) but his muscular torso continued to block the open doorway. He turned back to Phil: We're going to eat, O.K.?
Later, Phil said. The man shut the door.
Phil continued down the landing. Sometimes he knocked, sometimes he just waited expectantly outside a door as if trying to feel out the character of the people inside. Most weren't home. Some called through the closed door that they were too busy to talk or they didn't want anything.
One man with a bushy mustache opened his door just as Phil was about to knock. He pushed by Phil quickly with a Hi and a friendly nod, and clattered down the stairs. As the man passed the manager's door, it opened and the manager came out. Hi Al, he said. Hi Arnie, Al called as he disappeared from the courtyard.
Arnie the apartment manager remained outside. His head turned slowly in an arc around the courtyard as if searching for Phil hiding on the landing above. Phil shrank back in the shadows and held his breath. Then Arnie went back into his apartment.
A woman came to one of the doors, finally. Phil talked to her, making up what he was going to say as he went along. I'd love for you to meet my husband, she said after a pause. The couple stood in their doorway chatting with him. An awful lot of single girls do live here, they both acknowledged, though they didn't offer any suggestions. The man thought kind of a cute blond lived back in the direction from which Phil had come. When he said this, his wife, a brunette, gave him a long slow look. They didn't invite Phil inside.
At last, he risked crossing to the opposite side of the courtyard where he would be in full view of the manager's searching eyes. A small card table stood outside the manager's office with a deck of cards and three glasses sitting on it. Phil knew he did not have long to continue his quest before the manager reappeared.
I'm new to the apartment, Phil told the tall angular brunette who answered his next knock. For a while, they talked through her partially closed door. She shut the door for an instant while she fumbled with the chain, but opened it again quickly to invite him in.
I'm a nurse, she said, after she'd brought two cups of coffee and a slice of cake to the table.
I work as a computer programmer.
That must be interesting, she said.
Oh, not really, though it's fun at first.
He studied the girl closely. She was not attractive, but her smile was warm and friendly. The friendliest person I've met in LA, he thought, the only person I've met really outside of work.
Do you read your Bible? she asked, unexpectedly.
Uh, sometimes.
I've got one right here. We can read together.
She got up and fetched a very large Bible to the table. Her hips, he saw were slim and unformed, their movement almost sexless, though she still carried the same warm smile that had first greeted him in the doorway. She can't have many friends either, he thought, but I bet she's nice if you get to know her. He started to undress her in his mind and to touch her small breasts.
You don't believe in evolution, do you? she asked.
Yes, I do, he said, his mind still not entirely on the conversation.
That's not what the Bible says.
Some of the things, the Bible says, I believe and some I don't, Phil persisted.
You've got to believe them all, she said firmly.
She's serious about all this, Phil thought. For a moment, he had a vision of himself in a long patriarchal beard, a Bible-bearing Christian with a thin, angular brunette wife trailed by three angular brunette daughters. . .
The diary entry ended abruptly in the middle of the page.
That's it? I said to my father, That's all you wrote? He nodded his head. Well, you got the number of daughters right in your dream anyway. But I'm the only one who's angular.
You're O.K. he said, his eyes sparkling, You're more than O.K. This girl was drab. You've got personality.
So, I persisted, what finally happened between you and her?
Nothing. She followed me out on the landing as I was trying to slip away, still carrying that Bibleit must have weighed a ton. Made me promise I'd come back and read it with her some more.
Well you got to touch her breast, anyway.
Touch her breast? What makes you think that?
You wrote it in the story.
No. I wrote, 'he thought about touching her breast.'I never even got to put an arm around her. She wasn't my type. The worst part is that while I'm saying goodbye to her or trying to, the manager and his wife are outside playing cards. And they watch me as I walk back to my apartment, all the way around the U. I'd planned to knock on the door of the girl who lived in the apartment next to me, the one who said come back in half an hour, but with the two of them listening downstairs, I just went back inside my apartment, turned on the stereo to drown out the Muzak, and went to bed. Eight-thirty in the evening.
For three weeks afterward, I pretty much did nothing except go to work and sit in my living room staring at the swimming pool. That's why I replied to Aimai Cristen's ad: sitting alone in that apartment at night like to drove me crazy.
5. The Appointment
The initial phone call from Aimai Cristen was interrupted. He could hear the slap, then the sound of a woman crying, and then someone hung up her telephone.
She phoned back the next evening at about the same time. She didn't mention the slap or the crying, but she did apologize for having to break off the call. Then she said she would like to meet him.
He began to describe how she could get to his place up in Chatsworthhe was new to the Southern California area then and had little or no idea how to get around himself, but she said no, she didn't have a car. I'll drive down to see you, he said; this evening? he asked hesitantly.
No, tomorrow night. They settled on the steps of the Santa Monica Public Library, the next evening at eight. From there, they would walk and talk, and then they'd see.
By the next night, he'd had plenty of time to worry. While he was out seeing Aimai Cristen, what was to prevent her and her accomplices from coming to his apartment and robbing him? For once he was grateful that the concierge, Arnie the apartment manager, lived in the apartment below. Arnie, my dad said, I'm going out this evening. I have a date with this girl I met through a want ad. Could you keep an eye on my apartment? And on me if I don't come back.
I think you're crazy, Arnie said, Going out with a girl you don't know.
Inwardly, my dad had to admit he probably was a little crazy. What sort of girl would you meet through a want ad?
Eight the next evening coincided with the library's closing. By the time Rafer arrived at the libraryhe'd missed the freeway exit and had to circle back through trafficthe library steps were deserted except for a crying girl who sat with her head bent forward and touching her knees. The girl's arms were wrapped around her legs as if she wanted to seal out everyone and everything around her.
Are you Aimai Cristen? he asked. The girl released a long anguished sob. Rafe was torn between a desire to help and the need to contact Aimai as soon as possible to see why they had missed connections if, indeed, they had missed them. Can I help you? he asked. The girl sobbed again.
Rafe sat down on the steps beside the crying girl. There was no doubt in his mind now that he'd missed his appointment. Damm, he should have left the apartment earlier. He shouldn't have taken the time to talk with Arnie. What seems to be the trouble? he inquired a second time.
The young girl both attracted and repelled him. Her long blond hair, bleached almost to the color of straw, was matted and unwashed. A deep, full tan that also pointed to many hours on the beach was hidden under layers of dirt. She was short, almost fragile with slender hands and wrists. Her bosoms barely broke the surface of her blouse.
You never had a sister, did you? his friend Pete had asked him once. He could not remember why Pete had asked him that. Are you Aimai Cristen? he asked.
The girl nodded her head; she could have been nodding yes. Rafe loaned her his handkerchief and she used it to wipe away the tears and to blow her nose with a faint honking sound. She stopped crying and said she was glad to see him. What's your sign? she asked him, and Do you like the beach? She didn't seem to pay much attention to his answers.
After a while, she began to talk about herself. Her words, welling up from somewhere deep inside her, were not really directed at him.
Her story was confusing. There were or had been parents. They didn't understand her. They'd died, one after the other, still not understanding, though now she understood them and what they'd wanted for her. She wished she still had a chance to talk with them. She'd had a boyfriend that was mean and, perhaps, she'd even had a baby. (She was very unclear about this. Did the baby live with her now? Had she given it up for adoption? Rafe didn't feel he knew her well enough to ask.)She'd even done some nude dancing. ( Professionally, he asked. You'd better believe it honey.) And she had a boyfriend or a brother who was constantly on and off drugs.
Rafe didn't know whether to laugh or to cry over what she was saying. Partly because the girl's words seemed so completely out of tune with their meaning. She would smile as she recalled the most gruesome of memories and, then, break into tears for no particular reason. He sat closer to her because he thought that was she wanted and put an arm around her shoulders. Not too close, because she did have an intense body odor. She needed a shower badly.
Do you want to walk? he asked hesitantly.
Sure, she replied, Or would you like to come to my place? She had a place? Why didn't she wash then, clean herself, take a bath? Sure, he replied, but already her thoughts seemed to have moved on to something else.
My old man... my brother, she corrected herself, he may be in jail.
What! For an instant, he was outraged. He'd never known anyone who'd been in jail, for more than a few hours anyway. Part of a demonstration?
She looked at him strangely. Yeah. I haven't seen him in three days. She smiled, laughed, cried, then tried to smile again. She had a way of stroking her smile with her fingertips up and away from her mouth that was quite sexy and a way of pinching her nose with her fingers that was not. Finally, the smile got the better of the tears. He steals; he shoplifts. To get money for us. They may have caught him.
That's what generally happens when you steal. Rafe replied cruelly.
Yeah. Bummer. That's what I told him. I was supposed to get a job, but then I got sick. She began to cry again. This time she pressed her face against Rafe's shoulder and burrowed her small body against him. He could feel her breasts, naked underneath her blouse, and found himself aroused despite his desire to keep her at a distance. She seemed to sense his reaction but did not pull away. I should see if he's come back, she said from somewhere down at the level of Rafe's chest. She paused and looked up at Rafe. If not, you could stay with me.
What I've written down here is based partly on what my father told me and partly on what I read in his diaries and, of course, on what I read in the fiction he's written or tried to write. With most of the events in his life that he's taken the time to write about, the different versions are more or less the same. Oh, sometimes in his fiction, my dad will give the characters names like Pete or Rafe, but they are really all he. But in the part that happens next, when he goes with Aimai Cristen to her apartment, the stories don't agree. I mean, even when he talked to me about it, he would sometimes give me one version of the story and sometimes another. I think he was ashamed and embarrassedeither because he'd had sex with Aimai Cristen or because he hadn't. So when I retell the story here, I've tried to indicate where I think he was telling the truth and where he was just making it up. But I can't be sure.
After driving up and down the beach roads of Venice for more than an hour without finding the girl's apartment, Rafe was finally willing to accept her admonition that you couldn't get there by car. Parking dangerously close to a small group of elderly teenagers who looked as if their sole means of support were stolen hubcaps and stereos, her apartment proved to be just one short half-block away. The one-way streets of Venice, the half lanes that required constant backtracking up and down the hills that led to the ocean, made feet the only reliable mode of transportation.
She knocked on the door of the small cottage. Nothing happened. She knocked a second time.
My brother is not here, she said.
Oh well, Rafe said, We can always go for a drive or walk along the beach or something.
You know, she said, If we could get inside, I could show you all the letters I got in response to my ad, let you read them. We could sit and read the letters until my brother got back.
After looking gamely under the doormat and in an empty flowerpot for the key, and feeling over the archway, she announced, not unexpectedly, the key's not here.
Back door? he queried.
Maybe. Inspection of the back door was equally fruitless; besides, the path to the back door was overgrown with weeds and looked as if no one had ever hacked their way back there before. Well? she said.
Well, he replied, accommodatingly.
We could go through a window.
Umm. Maybe that's not such a good idea. Why don't we just walk down to the beach?
Straight arrow, she accused.
I am turning into a straight arrow, he thought. And if her brother doesn't come back? (If it is her brother we're waiting for, and not her boyfriend.)He fantasized again about getting into the shower with the girl, about helping her wash. He thought about how she would look naked, the appearance of her slim body when she stepped out of the tub all brown and glowing, freshly clean for him. He could smell the way she would smell then or convinced himself he could. And he could feel the softness of her skin under his hands.
The girl rubbed her nose again, ending as always by pinching it between her thumb and her forefinger. He wished out loud she wouldn't do that. You have such a pretty face. Why spoil it? Like a cat's face, no, a kitten's.
I'd like to get inside the house before my brother gets back, she said. You know, it would give us more time. To talk. To look at the letters. She was toying now with the buttons on her blouse. He knew what she was doing or trying to do. But at least she was paying attention to him for a change.
Do you think all the windows are locked? he asked.
They tried the windows; all the ones at ground level proved to be locked. The only remaining window, which she said led into the bathroom, could be reached, but barely, if she stood on his shoulders.
He knelt down in a gymnast's position, while she put first one tiny foot and then another into each of his palms. She was close enough to his face then that she brushed his nose with a button on her blouse. She pushed down hard on the top of his head as he stood upright. Then she took a step upwards until she stood on his shoulders.
He could hear fumbling with the window, then a grating sound as she slid it to the side. She pressed down hard on his shoulders as she pushed herself upward one foot at a time. He looked up in time to catch a shoe on the bridge of his nose as she wedged herself through the narrow opening. In a moment, she called to him from the front door. Over here, she said.
Up to this point in his story, Dads various versions of the meeting have been pretty much all the same, at least I haven't been able to catch him in any obvious contradictions. But now there are three different versions, one I found in a half-finished story he'd written which I think he made up, one he told me the first time I asked, and one I'm just guessing at by fitting all the pieces together.
The big questions are, 1) How did they get into the house? (I think my father broke in.)2) Did he have sex with Aimai? (I don't know.)3) How did he get hold of the letters she'd received? (I think he stole them. I think when the brother came back, my Dad figured out it wasn't her brother at all but her lover or her old man as they called significant others back then. Probably, once the brother came back, Aimai ignored my Dad. My Dad got angryhe gets angry easilyand just walked out the door with the letters, figuring that way he would show her.)
The way my dad tells the story, he boosted Aimai in through the window (though another time, he said, we had to smash the glass, ); they sat around and talked for a while and looked at the letters, then Aimai got a phone call. She told my dad it was from her brother and that he'd broken down somewhere on the highway and that she had to go get him. My dad offered to drive her but she said not to bother, she had her brother's car. ( I thought you said she said she didn't have a car? I asked my dad once. That's what she told me on the phone. )By way of apology, she told my dad he could have the letters. She told me she was moving up to the Bay area with her brother and the letters wouldn't be any good to her anyway.
Did you get her new address? I asked my dad.
I thought I had, he said.
Now, that's the way my dad told me the story. The way he wrote it is like this:
The living room of the apartment held an immense and eclectic collection of books, mainly hardcovers, almost all new and unopened. They were piledthere is no better wordon brick and board shelves that climbed almost to the ceiling. Rafe prowled the edges of the room, picking up and putting down books at randomthe majority had never been opened beforewhile the girl fussed in the bathroom.
He heard the toilet flushing and the water running in the sink, but the girl was disheveled as ever when she reemerged. A rubber tube had been wrapped around her right arm and she held a hypodermic needle in her left hand. Can you help me with this? she asked.
No. I don't think so. No. Definitely no. He had a fixed aversion to hard drugs. No good came from messing with your mind even if the trip were good. And the heavy penalties that came when they caught you later were definitely bad.
The girl stood waving her arm helplessly, started to cry, then disappeared again into the bathroom. She was out a moment later. You've got to help me with the needle.
I don't do drugs. Do it yourself.
I don't know how.
Well good; then you won't have any trouble breaking the habit.
My old man, I mean, my brother always does it for me.
I'm not your brother, Rafe said, exasperated. He and the girl stood toe to toe. Just far enough apart to trade blows. Or kisses. She's cute, he thought, but wow is she weird.
Don't you like me? she asked. She unbuttoned the remaining three buttons on her blouse. Her breasts were large and out of proportion to her emaciated body. But they bore stretch marks and were a sallow white color in contrast to the dark tan of her face and shoulders.
Where are the letters? he asked. I've been wondering what the other guys wrote you. You said you gothow many lettersfive hundred. Seems like a lot. I'm babbling, he thought.
I know what you want, she said; she cupped one hand under her left breast and held it out toward him. The breast was white and puffy, its nipple small and almost invisible. Rafe reached out a hand, touched it.
Uh, oh, said a slick black voice behind him, Mustn't touch the merchandise.
Rafe looked up. The dude in the doorway might have modeled for all the Pimp wanted ads. He had the hat, the boots, even a cape around his shoulders.
Don't turn around, the pimp warned. The slim brown hand poised familiarly on Rafe's shoulder made Rafe angry. He turned and struck out at the man but got only a fist in his nose and a bloody lip for his pains.
Rafe backed away, stumbling over the girl, and assumed a boxer's stance, left hand out and ready to jab, right hand cocked and waiting. The pimp laughed and threw another punch, a left. Rafe slipped inside it and began to hit the man with a flurry of lefts and rights.
You shit, the girl said. He heard the floorboards creak, then everything went black and silent . . . .
When Rafe woke up, it could have been an hour or a minute later. Probably an hour. All the lights were on in the house. The piles of books were scattered around the room, and a half open box sat next to him. A note was pinned to it: Try and find me, you shit. The letters, five hundred of them as promised, were in the box.
6. The Yo-Yo
It wouldn't really have mattered if Aimai Cristen had wanted to see my dad again or he had wanted to look for her. The next day my dad lost his job, no, he was fired.
I don't know the circumstances; my dad didn't give me the details. But losing a job was small potatoes in those days, my dad told me: The demand for engineers and scientists far exceeded the supply and if the Missiles and Space in Burbank laid you off, then you just applied to the Missiles and Space plant up in San Jose.
So he said goodbye to Los Angeleshe really never was happy theresurrendered his deposit on the apartment, though not without a fuss, packed his pillows and bedding in the back of the car They were about all I owned except for a clock radio. and drove north to San Francisco.
Back to Missiles and Space
The set might have been taken from Patrick McGooan's The Prisoner, down to the heavy wire gate much higher than a man that slammed behind you on the way in. Guards inspected you and your belongings as you went in and out. Strangely, I always felt uneasier about the getting out than the getting in. The slam of the gate was just too final as it shut behind me in the mornings. And Patrick McGoohan's own adventures as #6 of the Village were just too close to my own work life for comfort.
The enormous bullpen we worked in was filled with 12 long rows of desks facing each other in pairs; one man sat with his back to the inner corridor, a second man was at the desk across from him, a third and fourth man sat at the desks on either side. And up against the walls of the enormous room were banks of secretaries and filing cabinets.
My specialtyeven in those early days before my awakeningwas giving back rubs to my coworkers. They might not have wanted them but they needed them. A lot of tension resided in that place, partly because we worked in such close proximity, partly because we were always under pressure to get the next contract, mostly because we were forced to live a series of lies.
Irv, my boss, would ask me how long it would take Nick and I to complete our portion of the program. I didn't have to ask Nick to know we were running about a month behind. It could be two months, I'd tell Irv, if Jim doesn't get back to us on Tuesday when he told me he would.
The memo from Irv to his boss, Don Coombs said We hope to be able to complete the project within a week or so of the target date.
Copies of the memos from Don Coombs to his boss, the division manager, were circulated to everyone in the group. Regardless of what Irv wrote and confided to him in their weekly meetings, the memo from Coombs would read, On target and would be followed a week later by a memo from the division manger to the V.P. that said we were ahead of schedule. It was scary.
My specialty was tank warfare in Western Germany in some hypothetical World War III. I figured the Soviets for sure winners unless they were as messed up as we were.
The back rubs brought me two interesting contacts. The first was an older woman, a secretary, who asked me if I'd like to give a talk to a group of Boy Scout mothers. The second was a tall girl about my own age who told me I should look up the Free University.
Boy Scouts
What would I say to a group of Boy Scout mothers? I had decided, perhaps with an unjustified faith in my own ability as a lecturer, that I would wing it, perhaps putting together a talk as I listened to what the other speakers had to say.
For some reason, Mrs. Chalmers, the older woman in her forties who served as secretary for my group, seemed to think I could speak for the rebellious generation of 18- to 23-year olds who were then flocking to San Francisco. Not hardly. I was almost 30, well 28. And I didn't hang out, I worked 9 to 5 as an engineer.
But I did know what it was like to feel oppressed, unloved, and misunderstood. My own adolescence had been spent, like those of most other people I knew, on doing the exact opposite of what I really wanted. I went around with a chip on my shoulder, isolating myself, full of cold prickles instead of warm fuzzies, telling people I didn't care, when what I wanted most was a big warm hug.
Although the other speakers on the panel could not have been more than one or two years older than I was, I found himself receding further and further from their well-meant comments, the way I might have fled in adolescence from an aunt or uncle who was trying to understand me.
While they pontificated, I sat off by myselfI'd deliberately moved my chair to one side of the othersand thought, nobody loves me, nobody cares what becomes of me, I hate them all, chanting it over and over again in my mind like a mantra. I let the chant take over my body; when the other speakers' words threatened to intrude on my feelings, I sent out waves of rage and isolation, pushing them back, back.
All my imagination? Well, you'll hear what happened.
Mine was the last talk on the program. By the time the other speakers had finished, I was almost inarticulate with rage and self-pity. Our next speaker is Dr. Phillip Good, I heard Mrs. Chalmers say.
I didn't move from my chair.
Dr. Good, Dr. Good? Are you all right?
Don't you understand, I thought, trying to beam the signal from my brain to hers, I just want somebody to love me, somebody who will care for me.
He's got stage fright, I heard someone whisper.
That's all right, Dr. Good. If you're nervous, you don't have to speak. Mrs. Chalmers smiled sympathetically, as if to say I have children of my own, I understand how difficult adolescence can be.
I got up on my feet. Swayed. I wanted to scream, but my voice was little more than a croak. I just want a hug, I heard myself say, finally.
Suddenly, a procession of women including Mrs. Chalmers and one or two of the other speakers were coming out of the audience and up on the stage to hug me.
I was magnificent, my father said with that mixture of smugness and little-boy shyness that always makes me want to both hug him and kick him. He was partially right, but I wasn't ready to compliment him yet.
Wait a minute, Dad. Was your anxiety real or was it just an act?
Well, at a certain point... he began and paused.
It got real, I finished for him. I thought about what he'd said. You were right about adolescents wanting a hug, but your knowledge didn't help you and mom to understand me any better.
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